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One

The echoing corridors of the Lost Castle held
many surprises. Adalon knew that most were
dangerous, some deadly – but the urge to explore
overwhelmed such considerations.

In the month since Adalon and his friends had
returned to the Lost Castle after saving the villagers of
Sleeto, he'd stalked the mysterious halls and chambers,
hunting for some clue as to the fate of the long-gone
A'ak. Whenever he could find the time, he scanned the
passageways and frowned at empty room after empty
room, trying to make sense of the castle's enigmatic
former inhabitants. Where had the A'ak gone? Why
had they disappeared? What sort of saur were they?

Seek to understand, his father had always advised,
lest the unknown become your enemy. Adalon knew
they could not afford another enemy, not with the
power of Queen Tayesha looming against them, so
he spent precious sleep time gnawing at the mystery
of the A'ak.

Despite the safety the Lost Castle had provided,
Adalon felt uneasy about the A'ak, unsettled
deep inside himself. At times, he found the place
shuddersome, as if the stones had seen unspeakable
deeds and were now whispering of them in patient,
weary voices.

On this day, he'd almost overlooked the opening
to the narrow spiral staircase, concealed as it was by
ornamental carving, which was common in this part
of the castle. It was only when he happened to swing
his lantern that the shadows disappeared enough for
him to see the stairs leading downwards.

He descended, opened a solid wooden door at
the bottom of the stairs, and entered a small, square
room. The walls were rough stone, most unlike the
smoothly dressed masonry he'd become accustomed
to in the rest of the castle. The blocks were irregular,
with uneven faces, and looked hastily put together.
Three empty niches at shoulder height were set into
each wall.

A stone door stood before him. A pile of rocks
was heaped next to it, nearly reaching the ceiling. It
was as if lazy workers had thrown them aside before
slouching off.

A soft click came from behind him. Adalon
whirled in time to see that the door – which he was
sure he'd left open – was now shut. He tried to open
it, but it wouldn't move. He bared his teeth, alert,
eyes darting. He turned and sidled along until he had
his back to a wall. He placed the lantern in one of the
niches and held his clawed hands on guard, ready.
Unarmed though he was, his thumb-claws were
sharp and deadly. He cursed himself for exploring
alone.

His friend Simangee had tired of exploration. She
had decided to spend more time high in one of the
towers, in the chamber of power, investigating the
many magic potions in the room. Targesh was busy
helping the villagers settle into their new home.

Adalon was trapped. He hissed. His heart began
to race, setting his Clawed One blood afire. He
swallowed and, with difficulty, he composed himself.
When his heartbeat slowed, he tried to open the door
again. His tail twitched with frustration when he
found it as solid as the stone walls that surrounded it.

He eyed the door opposite. It was a great slab
of stone banded with metal. He took a careful step
toward it, hoping it wouldn't be locked.

Next to the door, the pile of stones moved. Adalon
wrinkled his brow, wondering if he hadn't disturbed
it. Then a pebble tumbled, bouncing off the larger
rocks until it reached the floor, where it skittered
along before coming to rest in front of him.

This time, he was certain he hadn't disturbed it.

The pile shivered. Near the base of the pile, larger
stones ground together and shifted. Adalon's mouth
was dry. It was as if something was trying to get out
from under the heap. He snapped his claws together
and raised himself on his toes.

His chest tightened, and then he remembered a
lesson from the Way of the Claw: Do not run the
race before it begins. He sought for stillness inside
and tried to steady himself.

Adalon jumped backward as the entire top half
of the rock pile lurched, then fell forward. But he
was puzzled when nothing appeared from under the
rocks. Cautiously, he took a step toward them.

With a grating sound that set Adalon's teeth on
edge, the stones edged together, dragged together by
an unseen force. The movement seemed random at
first, with stones jostling and scraping against each
other until, finally, they heaved themselves up in a
single mass.

Numbly, Adalon saw that the rocks had assembled
themselves into the crude figure of a giant saur. It
had two arms, two legs, a thick tail and a featureless,
rough head, which scraped the ceiling.

Adalon's tail twitched as he tried to keep fear at
arm's length. Magic, he thought. How I loathe magic.

The stone creature stood still for a moment,
then its head swayed, as if it were tasting the air.
With a jerky step, it came toward him, the floor
shaking beneath its slab-like foot. Adalon moved
left, keeping his back to the wall. The creature took
another ponderous step. It paused and the stones
that made up its body ground together as it settled.
Then it swung a massive arm.

Without hesitating, Adalon threw himself forward,
underneath the deadly blow. He rolled and came
to his feet in time to twist away from a backswing
that would have torn off his head. He feinted left,
then darted right. A rocky fist crashed into the wall,
and splinters of stone lanced through the air. One
sliced Adalon's cheek. Blood streamed down and he
realised he'd barely missed being blinded.

He lunged for the monster, then reeled back as it
slapped at him with its tail. Desperately, he sought
for its vulnerable spots. The stones scraped against
each other, nothing presenting itself – no eyes, no soft
belly, nothing. He danced left and right, not standing
still, furiously searching for a plan. He felt the wall
behind him, and he pushed off, spinning to his left.
Perhaps if he could lure it to one side, he could reach
the door it had been guarding.

Adalon sprang toward the monster, then he
slipped to his right. It tried to grapple, clutching
at him with both arms, but Adalon squirmed away
with Clawed One speed. He left some skin behind,
but the way was now clear to the door.

He raced for it, grinning and pleased with himself,
but at that instant the monster swung its tail again.
Adalon tried to stop and duck at the same time, but
his feet skidded out from under him. The massive
tail clipped his forehead. His head rang like a bell
and it felt as if his bones turned to liquid. He slid to
the floor and echoes ran around inside his head.

He lay there, dazed. He knew he should be
climbing to his feet, but his thoughts were wrapped
in fog.

Adalon looked up to see the monster dragging
itself around to face him. Dizzy, his head swimming,
Adalon could see his death shambling toward him.

For a moment, he despaired. His vow would remain
unfulfilled. His father's death would be unavenged,
Queen Tayesha would bring war and ruin to the seven
kingdoms of Krangor and General Wargrach would
be triumphant.

He shook his head. It hurt, but it cleared a
little. He was determined not to die lying down. He
struggled to his knees, then used his tail to help him
to his feet to meet his foe.

At that moment the door to the stairwell splintered
and flew apart. A torrent of water burst into the
room with a roar that shook the walls.

Adalon was driven backwards by the flood,
spluttering and gasping. Amazed, he saw Simangee
leap into the room. She held a glowing potion bottle
in one upraised hand and a lantern in the other.
'Adalon!' she cried. 'Get back!'

Simangee, waist deep in water, threw the potion
at the monster. The vial shattered in a ball of light.
Adalon shielded his eyes and when he looked again,
the creature was melting. Slowly at first, then more
rapidly, like an ice statue thrust into the midday sun.
In a few scant seconds it had lost its shape, becoming
a grey mound, which then slumped and was absorbed
by the water.

Adalon stood, blinking and rubbing his head.
Simangee waded to his side. 'Adalon,' she said,
'when are you going to learn not to go anywhere
dangerous without me?'





Two

Adalon scooped up some water to wash the blood
from his cheek.

'Are you all right?'

Adalon realised that Simangee had just repeated
herself. 'My tunic is sodden,' he said. 'I have a cut
on my cheek and a few grazes. I should count myself
lucky, I suppose.'

Simangee snorted. 'Or you could simply say
"Thank you".'

Adalon smiled. Simangee was one of his oldest
friends, a Crested One he'd grown up with. Her lighthearted
but thoughtful manner made her a perfect
balance for the serious, stolid Targesh, Adalon's
Horned One friend. 'I am grateful, you know. If you
hadn't come along . . .'

Simangee sighed. 'Is nowhere safe? I thought this
place was a haven for us.'

Adalon nodded. 'It is, but we mustn't forget that
it once belonged to the A'ak.'

'That thing, that stone monster. Do you think it
was one of their leftovers?'

'You'd know more about magic than I would,
Sim. But "leftover"? I don't know.' Adalon wiped his
hands. 'Speaking of magic, that was an impressive
potion you used. From the chamber of power?'

Simangee sighed. 'There are hundreds of bottles in
that room, Adalon. I've been testing and cataloguing
them for weeks, but it's going to take forever.'

'I know, but we're going to need that magic,' he
replied. 'How did you know I was in trouble?'

'I'd been working in the chamber for some time
when I glanced at the mirrors.'

Adalon's tail twitched uneasily. The chamber of
power contained rack upon rack of potion bottles in
a variety of materials, shapes and colours. It was the
mirrors, however, that drew the eye. Twelve plain
silver frames held looking glasses that did not reflect
the room but instead had scenes flitting across them
dizzily, places familiar and exotic – and some that
Simangee swore were not in Krangor at all.

'One of the mirrors showed you fighting a monster
made of stone,' Simangee went on. 'I wouldn't have
known where to find you but the mirror changed its
view. It was as if I were watching through the eyes of
a bird swooping through the corridors of this place,
showing me the way.' She spread her hands wide.
'I grabbed some potions and here I am.'

'And I'm glad you came.'

Simangee huffed a musical burble. 'Well, we'd
better find out what the monster was guarding.'

Before Adalon could stop her, Simangee splashed
to the inner door, holding her lantern high. He
shrugged and followed her with a rueful smile.
Sometimes he thought that Simangee's curiosity
would lead them to disaster.

She pushed, and despite its massive appearance,
the stone and metal portal swung without a sound.

Adalon followed close behind, alert. Once over
the threshold, he stopped, open-mouthed at what
they'd found.

At first, he thought it was a cave, but as he gazed
around he saw tool marks on the crude pillars and
walls. This was the work of saur.

Adalon ran his hand along the rough stone and
peered through the shadows at the ceiling, which
soared high above their heads. Crystals caught
the light and glittered back at him in a multitude
of colours, small stars in a rocky heaven. It wasn't
a large space, but Adalon was as moved as he had
been in the vast Throne Hall in Queen Tayesha's
palace in Challish. He wrinkled his snout. The air
smelled stale, old in a way that reminded him of
the deepest chamber in his ancestral home of High
Battilon. That chamber rested on bedrock, the bones
of the land. This place was ancient, clawed from the
earth in times undreamed of, hewn from the bones
of Krangor itself. Adalon was humbled by the age
and rough splendour of the place.

A special bond existed between the saur and
the land. The many saur races respected the land,
tilling its soils, mining its hills, always conscious of
the debt they owed it. The rulers of the saur were
granted extraordinary powers by the land in return
for becoming its stewards. Ordinary saur respected
the land and used its gifts as wisely as they could.

After the murder of his father, Adalon had sought
the depths of High Battilon, his castle home. There, he
had made a vow. Placing his hands on the bare rock,
he had sworn vengeance against Queen Tayesha,
promising to stop her mad plan for immortality by
becoming ruler of all the seven kingdoms of Krangor.

Standing in this chamber in the Lost Castle, Adalon
was reminded of his vow. His promise had been
witnessed by the land and in its patient way it was
reminding him of it. He once again felt the presence
of Krangor, vast and enduring. He knew the power in
this old, old place – a power that was aware of him,
too. He knew that this was power above and beyond
magic – older and more primitive, serene and remote.

Simangee turned. 'Targesh!'

The massive Horned One stood in the open
doorway. He grunted and looked around, his eyes
widening. 'What is this place?'

'It feels like the Foundation Room at High
Battilon,' Adalon said.

'It's the heart of the Lost Castle,' Simangee said
in a low voice. She reached out to the rough stone of
the wall. Her face was solemn, respectful. 'We can
touch the bones of the land here.'

Adalon nodded, but he wondered about the bond
between the A'ak and the land. If the old stories were
true, it was not a happy one. 'They didn't want us
here,' he said softly.

'What?' Simangee said.

'The A'ak. That stone creature of theirs. It didn't
want anyone entering this place.'

'Stone creature?' Targesh asked.

Adalon told his Horned One friend about the
magical guardian. As he did, the narrowness of his
escape came to him again, and he felt a chill.

Targesh frowned. 'Danger within, danger without.'

'Danger without?' Simangee said. 'Do you have
news, Targesh?'

'The Queen's Army. It's moving again.'
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Wargrach had once been a general. If his plans
went well, he would be a general again. If his
plans went very well, he'd be much more than that.

It had been four weeks since Wargrach had fled the
disaster at Sleeto and gone straight to High Battilon, a
refuge he'd prepared for such a possibility by putting
a weakling in charge. This snivelling Clawed One
had been too scared to rebel in Wargrach's absence.
'Moralon the Coward' he was called behind his back,
too frightened to avenge the death of his brother.
Wargrach had always found terror to be a useful tool,
and it had proved so here.

Once Wargrach had settled at High Battilon, he'd
sent messages out to saur he knew would be willing
to join him. Of course, that meant deserting Queen
Tayesha's Army, but Wargrach knew such deserters
would be loyal to him. He would leave them no
choice.

The arrival of these outlaws left the saur of High
Battilon and in the neighbouring village of Lod in no
doubt that dark days had come.

While his followers rampaged, Wargrach had
grown tired of Moralon's gloomy presence and
thrown him into a dungeon. After that, he simply
announced that High Battilon had a new lord.

He limped down the stairs from the armoury to
the courtyard, and at the bottom he paused, wincing.
His joints ached and for a moment he thought
of stretching out on one of the beds in the great
bedchamber. He snorted and ignored the discomfort.
He pushed open the door and emerged into the thin
mountain sunshine, letting it warm his bones as he
watched some of his soldiers practise.

Half a dozen saur were lazily wielding their
swords. He scowled at their sloppy bladework. He
decided to thrash them, later. They'd be better off
for it.

Wargrach studied the walls of the castle. High
Battilon was not large, but it was well made, with a
number of deep wells. It had never been taken by siege
or by assault. It was a strong base for his plans.

Power. Wargrach curled his hands so his claws
cut into his palms. While he was general of all Queen
Tayesha's armies he had had power. When he failed
to bring back the fugitive Adalon of the Eastern
Peaks and then lost a battalion at Sleeto, his power
had vanished like smoke on a windy day.

He smiled his broken smile. Here, he would regain
some of it. It was a toehold, a beginning. Soon he
would be ready; soon he would be on his way to
regaining greatness and to restoring the heritage of
the saur.

He gnashed his teeth and ignored the many pains
of his scarred and battered body. The days of blood
and glory were coming; he could feel it.
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Queen Tayesha stood proud and tall on the dais
overlooking the parade ground. Armour shone
brightly, great crests and plumes bobbed, marching
feet stepped in perfect unison, a thousand young
saur officers held weapons aloft and cheered as they
passed. She raised a claw in salute and the cheering
redoubled.

One of the generals at her side – a Plated One,
Tayesha could never remember his name – cleared
his throat. 'A brave display, Your Majesty. Eager and
ready to do your bidding, they are.'

She stifled a sigh. Empty words from an uninspiring
leader. She glanced at the other generals, who weren't
much better. Puffed up, ambitious, unimaginative
and suspicious. Wargrach was worth ten of them,
despite his failing at Sleeto. A hundred of them.

Tayesha took some pleasure in the parade of new
officers, who were followed by the ten new battalions
she had ordered to be commissioned. Rank on
rank of Plated Ones, Toothed Ones, Horned Ones,
Clawed Ones and more – all trained and outfitted
with the finest armour and weapons the forges of
Thraag could produce. These fine young saur were
the instruments of her destiny. Through their efforts,
all seven kingdoms of Krangor would be united.

She ignored the grumbles of the generals as they
stood with her in the hot sun for the fourth hour
on end. She could have released them, but she chose
not to. If they couldn't endure the discomfort of a
parade, how would they survive the rigours of a long
and dangerous campaign? She straightened and let
her soldiers see their queen.

***

Later that day, Tayesha was in the Needle, the tallest
tower of the Gralloch Palace, glad of the refuge her
study provided from the hurly-burly of the palace.

Tayesha sighed and wrote in her journal. It pains
me to think that the saur in the other kingdoms do
not see the wisdom in submitting to Thraag. There
would be no need for armies at all if they willingly
joined us under my rule. A united Krangor – is that
too much to ask?

She put down the quill and sanded her writing.
She glanced at the official reply from the King of
Callibeen. It lay where she had thrown it on the floor.
She'd offered King Hulgor the opportunity to step
down and cede his throne to Thraag. His scornful
response had sent her Clawed One blood boiling.
Raging, she'd slashed it with her claws. To think that
that overweight, pompous, pitiful excuse for a Billed
One had dared to question her state of mind! She'd
never forgive King Hulgor or his people – never!

Closing her eyes, Tayesha tried to slow her racing
heart. After a moment or two, her hands were steady
enough to resume writing.

A united Krangor cannot be achieved simply
through force of arms. To bring the seven kingdoms
together will require mighty magic which, in turn,
will make an immortal ruler.

Tayesha frowned. Her plans had not been
proceeding smoothly on that front. The spells needed
to achieve her ends were complex and obscure, and
there was much she still had not discovered. She had
worked long and hard, putting together fragments
and shards of spells discovered in ancient texts, but
the full and complete ritual still eluded her. She put
down her quill and closed her journal.

Standing, Tayesha called the power of the
land to her. It had never been far away, ever since
her coronation day long ago. The land was her
foundation.

Immediately, a radiant globe of brilliant white
light flared on each of her claws. The globes merged,
until two tiny suns enveloped each hand.

Tayesha stared at the twin fires without blinking.
Slowly, she brought them together, intertwining her
claws. The two globes became a single ball of light
and she felt the power of the land in her bones.

This was the power that only the rulers of the
seven kingdoms knew. With it, Tayesha had the
strength, the endurance and the solidity of the land.
She could not be moved if she did not want to be.
She could delve into the land, finding the riches
beneath. She could open great chasms and make the
earth shudder – although she had to admit that such
displays of might had become more difficult as she
had aged.

She put a hand to her throat and felt the loose
skin there. The years were closing in. Her quest for
immortality was an urgent one.

She placed her hands together and closed her eyes.
When she opened them, she was in another place.

It was utterly black, a darkness profound and
deep. It did not trouble her, because her magically
enhanced eyes could see as clearly as if it were day.

She was in a chamber in the heart of the earth,
leagues beneath the surface. This ancient place,
a sanctuary and a place of meditation deep in the
embrace of the land, was only known to the rulers
of Thraag. Pillars grew out of the solid rock like
trees. Archways, shelves and tables looked as if they
had been formed in place rather than carved. It was
a private place – quiet, silent, cool. The smell of
mineral-rich moisture came from a large pool at the
far end and its gentle lapping was the only sound.

Confident in the absolute blackness, knowing
she was welcome in this most secret place, Tayesha
crossed to a granite table. On it was a collection of
books and writing materials. The books varied in
sizes, colours and ages, and Tayesha smiled sadly
as she remembered that it was Wargrach who had
brought some of the most useful volumes to her. Slips
of paper protruded from them, marking important
pages.

She picked up The Land and the Saur, a rare
volume from Bondorborar, and began reading.
She spent some time looking for a reference to the
connection between rulers and the ruled. Somewhere,
she remembered, it referred to a ceremony attempted
in the rule of Queen Silminac. She had perished, but
it was rumoured that she, too, had been striving for
immortality.

Tayesha put her head in her hands. Alone in
the darkness, her destiny was a heavy weight and
she wondered if she were strong enough to bear
it. If she couldn't solve the mystery of the ritual of
unification, Krangor was in peril, made unstable by
the events that she had unleashed. Her people would
lose everything and she would lose her chance at
immortality.

For a moment, she was on the verge of despair.

The blackness seemed to swirl about her. She stood,
shaking herself. 'No,' she said, and her voice echoed
in the vast, lightless chamber. 'I will not give up. For
my people, for all the saur, I must succeed.'

She picked up another volume, sat once more,
and began to read.
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The room was compact, opening off one of the
great halls in the Lost Castle. A round table of
dark, fine-grained wood stood in the middle of it.
Diamond-paned windows gave a view of the river
and forest below, with the encircling mountains
in the distance. A simple fireplace, unlit in the mildness
of early autumn, took up one wall. Simangee had
dubbed the place the Room of Dreams for it was
here that the three friends did most of their
planning.

The table was strewn with maps that Simangee
had found in one of the three libraries in the castle.
Adalon had added many sheets of paper, with figures
and diagrams scratched on them. Quills and ink pots
nestled in the jumble.

Adalon stood in the corner of the room and eyed
the stranger at the table. 'You say she can be trusted?'
he muttered to Targesh.

Targesh shrugged. 'Trust the herd. Be wary of
others.'

The stranger frowned. 'If you don't trust me, then
let me go.'

She was a well-rounded Billed One. Her scales
shone and her flat beak was burnished. Her red tunic
was edged with purple piping and her leggings were
green. All her garments were of rich make and in good
repair. Adalon thought she looked like a courtier out
for a stroll in a palace garden. This notion made his
memory jangle, but he still couldn't put a claw on
when he'd seen her before. 'What is she doing here?'
he asked Targesh.

Targesh looked pained. He glanced at Simangee,
but she ignored him and gazed at the ceiling,
humming. 'I took a patrol outside the valley.'

'I thought we'd agreed to stay hidden. We are still
vulnerable.'

'In some ways, that's true, Adalon who was once
of the Eastern Peaks,' the stranger said. She clicked
her claws together. 'But since Wargrach told everyone
you were killed in one of Graaldon's eruptions,
no-one is actually looking for you.'

'Who are you?' Adalon snapped.

She stood and bowed. 'Varriah, at your service.'

Simangee hummed a little. 'Don't you remember
her? She was a house steward in Queen Tayesha's
palace.'

'Ah,' Adalon said. 'Now I remember.'

Adalon was taken back two years, to a much
happier time. Simangee, Targesh and he had gone to
Challish for the spring festival. They'd been pleased
to leave the wild weather of the Eastern Peaks, where
winter lingered for months after the lower-lying
provinces of Thraag had seen thaw and budburst.
Adalon's father had been unable to go because he
was planning irrigation works on the estate, so he'd
entrusted the young people to Adalon's Great-Uncle
Baradon. The old saur loved nothing better than
a trip to the capital and kept the party entertained
on the journey with his tales of the best eateries in
the city.

As heir to the Eastern Peaks, one of the provinces
of Thraag, custom demanded that Adalon present
himself at the palace, along with his friends and
great-uncle. It was Varriah who was given the job
of guiding them through the maze of protocol and
etiquette. She'd performed this task with jaunty
good humour.

'Varriah,' Adalon said warily. What was one of
Queen Tayesha's household doing here? She didn't
look like a spy, but Adalon was well aware of how
fragile their safety was. 'You're a long way from
Gralloch Palace.'

She grimaced. 'I know. And I haven't seen hot
water for days.' She frowned at her claws. 'I'd
forgotten how smelly those riding beasts are. Can't
something be done about that?'

'She was running away,' Targesh said.

'Not running away,' Varriah said, looking pained.
'I was looking for a better position.'

'In the wilderness?' Adalon asked.

'Well, yes, of course . . .' She looked around.
'This is a splendid place you have here. However did
you find it?'

Targesh harrumphed. 'I was talking to Bolggo,'
he said to Adalon. 'He said some of the village
younglings had gone exploring. I found them near
the fire gate.' He looked uncomfortable. 'I thought it
could be useful to do some scouting outside.'

The fire gate was the only way in or out of the
Hidden Valley. The tunnel wound through the flank
of Graaldon, the smoking mountain, to the ashy,
barren wasteland outside. Regularly, the tunnel
filled with molten rock, which poured out onto the
volcano's feet, making it a perilous path.

'We'd spoken of patrols,' Adalon said to Targesh.
'I was going to organise them . . .'

'You've been busy,' Targesh said. 'The younglings
were eager.'

'Of course.' Adalon paced back and forth, his
hands behind his back. He had so much to do, so
many plans, so much preparation to undertake. He
felt buried in decisions and choices.

'You can't do everything yourself,' Simangee said
to him. 'We are part of this too.'

Adalon stopped pacing and grinned. 'Reading
minds again?'

'It's a matter of knowing you too well, Adalon.'

Targesh rumbled in his chest. 'This one has news.

Best to listen.'

Rebuked, Adalon sat at the table and faced
Varriah. Targesh joined them. 'Tell 'em,' he said to
the Billed One.

Varriah studied her claws again. 'Well, I decided
that the climate of Challish didn't suit me at all –'

'You said the Queen wants to invade Callibeen
by the end of the month,' Targesh interrupted.

Varriah narrowed her eyes, but nodded. 'All
Thraag is mobilised for war. The Army has been
swelled by volunteers inspired by the Queen. She's
been giving speeches, promising glory and a golden
future for everyone.' Her face went hard, and for
a moment Adalon saw the steel beneath the soft
exterior. 'The generals are saying that everyone
who's not for them is against them.'

'Varriah is from Callibeen,' Targesh added.

Adalon jerked his gaze to the Plated One. His
suspicions evaporated.

'No-one in the palace knows, of course.' She
paused. 'My family still lives in Silp, the capital.'

'Ah. You were going to warn them,' Simangee
said.

'Of course. The Way of the Bill: Family is who
we are.'

Adalon nodded. He understood the importance
of family.

'What can we do to help?' Targesh said.

Adalon saw the keen interest in Varriah's eyes.
'We can't fight an army,' he said. 'I'd hoped we'd
be able to build up our strength, recruit like-minded
saur and then embark on a campaign of harassment
and raiding. We could wear them down, make them
afraid.' He tapped his claws on the tabletop.

Varriah looked troubled. 'There's more news.
I fear you will not take it well.'

Adalon stared. 'How can it be worse than that
you have already told us?'

'High Battilon. Your ancestral home in the Eastern
Peaks. It's rumoured that Wargrach has assumed
lordship of it.'

Adalon clenched his fists. He felt the claws bite
into his palms until they drew blood. 'What of my
uncle? Moralon was the new lord after Wargrach
killed my father.'

Varriah shrugged. 'Imprisoned? Killed? Who
knows? Cutthroats and rogues from all over the
seven kingdoms are flocking to High Battilon, willing
to serve Wargrach.'

For an instant, Adalon felt as if the whole world
were whirling, spinning so fast that everything
could fall apart. His tail twitched. He wanted to
leap to his feet, to run, to slash . . . Then he drew
breath, remembering the Way of the Claw. Pause.
Think. Pause again.

'We have too many enemies for our paltry
strength,' he said.

'We need help,' Targesh said. 'Allies.'

'Who would help us against Thraag?' Simangee
said. 'All the other kingdoms are content, or cautious,
or afraid. By the time they realise what Tayesha has
planned it will be too late.'

Adalon stretched his neck and stifled a yawn. He
was tired. 'We must do something.'

'No allies in the seven kingdoms,' Targesh said.
'Where else, then?'

Simangee spluttered. 'Krangor is the seven
kingdoms!'

Then she stopped, a claw in the air.

Adalon knew the expression on his friend's face.
'What is it?'

'Allies. Outside the seven kingdoms. Something I
read.' A few soft notes burbled from her crest as she
thought. 'Saur who want to be restored to Krangor.
A legend.'

'A legend,' Targesh repeated. He swept an arm
in a wide, encompassing gesture. 'We're living in a
legend. Nothing wrong with legends.'

Adalon had to agree. Whether they liked it or
not, they were caught in a tale of great events. But
how was this story going to end?
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Simangee hopped from foot to foot with
impatience. 'Come on, Adalon, I have to show
you. You won't believe it otherwise.'

Adalon wasn't to be hurried. 'Targesh, can you
take Varriah to Bolggo? He should be able to find
her some quarters.' After the battle at Sleeto, Adalon
knew that the villagers there wouldn't be safe from
the Queen's revenge. Bolggo had been the innkeeper,
the most important saur in the village, and so he
had become the leader of the refugees as they made
their way across Thraag. Now they were safe in the
Hidden Valley, Bolggo still helped to organise their
everyday matters.

'Somewhere east-facing, I should think,' she said.
'I prefer morning sun. And not on the ground, I do
like a view. And . . .'

They left Targesh scratching his head at Varriah's
requests.

Simangee hummed as she went and Adalon was
pleased to see his friend happy. In their struggle, light
moments had been few.

They walked along corridors, up sweeping
staircases, through vast and echoing spaces, beneath
ceilings carved with strange and disturbing shapes.
Finally, Simangee stopped at a pair of double doors,
brass-coated and solid. 'I found it last week,' she
said.

'Before you'd grown bored with exploring?'

She smiled. 'I had better things to do. But now . . .'
She pushed open the doors and stood back, ushering
Adalon into a vast hall. Narrow windows filled the
space with light. The wood-panelled walls on either
side were hung with immense paintings in ornate,
gilded frames. Adalon stepped inside and his eyes
widened.

The hall was full of statues.

Dozens of figures stood in rows, a motionless
crowd, rank on rank of saur of all sorts. Adalon
hesitated, then he approached the nearest statue.

He was a towering Toothed One, made of black
stone that had a dull sheen, as if it had been oiled.
Frozen in mid-snarl, one hand extended, claws
grasping at empty air, he was twisting, caught in
the action of facing an unexpected enemy. Adalon
could see the muscles straining in his forearm and
the tension in his neck. 'Who is he?' he asked, aware
that Simangee had come near.

'I don't know. There's no inscription. But I'm not
sure if he's anyone in particular. Look.'

Standing next to the first statue was another
Toothed One, again caught with supreme skill. This
saur had claws raised and the muscles in her great
legs were bunched. She was clearly about to attack.

Adalon compared this statue with the first. She
was a different type of Toothed One, with less
massive jaws and much longer arms. She was smaller,
too, more compact.

Another Toothed One was on the left. This one
had an odd stumpy tail and short legs.

'They're all different,' Simangee said, gazing at the
ranks of statues. 'But see how all the Toothed Ones
are together, then all the Clawed Ones, all the Crested
Ones – lots of different sorts there – Long-necks . . .'

Simangee led Adalon past statue after statue.
Dazed by the running, twisting, leaping saur, he
soon lost count. Horns, crests, plates, claws – the
saur were all different, but all one. Kin, he thought.

Simangee stopped near the back of the hall and
pointed. 'And what do you think of these?'

They aren't saur, was Adalon's first thought. Then
he looked more closely and wasn't so sure. Stories
from childhood came back to him. 'The Winged
Ones,' he breathed. He remembered the tales told
by flickering firelight of a time when the saur were
young, a time when the proud and aloof Winged
Ones were still part of Krangor. They rode the winds
and commanded the clouds, travelling great distances
when the whim took them. They'd vanished many,
many years ago but according to the tales, they longed
to be restored to the land they came from.

The Winged One statue Adalon stood before
reached his shoulder height. He studied the wings:
thin skin over bones that sprouted from the shoulder
blades of a well-muscled back. Long arms, well-clawed
hands, bones that looked fine, even spindly,
but Adalon could see stringy muscle stretched along
the limbs. The saur's face was bony, with a blade-like
crest and out-thrust chin. He had a massive chest.

Simangee grinned, enjoying Adalon's bafflement.
'Are you ready for another surprise?'

'I thought I was proofed against surprise. What
is it now?'

'Look at the next row.'

These statues were different again. Tall, slim,
some with elongated necks, some with stumpy
bodies, all had flippers instead of feet. 'The People
of the Deeps,' Adalon gasped.

The People of the Deeps had always scared young
Adalon. In the stories, they made their homes in
lakes, rivers and shallow seas, which sounded alien
to one raised in the mountains of the Eastern Peaks.
The People of the Deeps were as proud as the Winged
Ones. Slower to anger than their airborne cousins,
they never forgot a wrong and would seek revenge
for years. Sailors still carried charms to placate the
People of the Deeps and they told tales of having
seen their sinuous forms sporting in storms, either
trying to help a foundering ship – or dragging lost
sailors to their doom.

Simangee said, 'The Missing Kin: the Winged
Ones and the People of the Deeps. The ones who fled
Krangor an age ago and who are waiting to come
back home. These are the allies we're looking for.'

'Allies?' said Adalon. 'But we'd have to find them
first.'

'Hoolgar once told me that they still live. They're
out there somewhere.'

The old tutor from High Battilon had taught the
three friends much, and Simangee most of all. It had
been his suggestions that had helped Simangee find
the long-lost Hidden Valley.

Adalon reached out and touched the strong
features of one of the statues. As he did, a flash lit
up the room, a white brilliance that disappeared as
quickly as it came.

Simangee blinked. 'What was that?'

Adalon touched the statue again. Light flared
once more. 'It came from one of the paintings.'

When Adalon moved to the nearest wall, he saw
the gilt frames didn't hold paintings at all – they held
maps. Simangee joined him and, entranced by the
bold outlines of shore and mountain, they walked
along the unfolding display, seeing all Krangor in
front of them, charted and labelled.

Adalon stopped in front of the largest map, the
entire continent made visible by the skill of the A'ak
map-makers.

'I've never seen finer charting,' Simangee said.

Adalon knew his friend admired maps. The way
they made sense of the unknown appealed to her.
He peered at the fine lines and spidery characters.
'It's good?'

'It's masterly. It's someone putting their stamp on
the world, saying that this is how it is. It's Krangor
made real.'

Adalon looked again. The kingdom of Bondorborar
sprawled across the steamy north with
Virriftinar just to the south of it, jostling with Thraag,
which took up the south-west corner. Knobblond was
squeezed between Thraag and Virriftinar, a position
that had caused centuries of unease for its citizens.
The backbone of the Skyhorn Ranges divided the
continent down the middle. On the eastern side of
the range were the huge kingdoms of Chulnagh and
Shuff, and Callibeen in between.

Scattered all over Krangor were blue marks.
Adalon scratched his chin. 'What do these mean?'

Simangee peered at the map and pointed to the
south. 'Here we are, in the Lost Castle. It's blue,' she
said. 'Could blue mean A'ak settlements?'

Adalon chewed on this. If it was true, the hand
of the A'ak had stretched much further than they'd
supposed.

Simangee sighed. When Adalon looked, her face
was dreamy. 'So many types of saur,' Simangee said,
'all together on this ship of earth, sailing the wide,
blue ocean. Clawed Ones, Long-necks, Crested Ones
– all of us.'

Adalon nodded. The land was spread out in front
of him. Krangor, home of the saur. He sought for
and found the Eastern Peaks. His soul ached at the
sight, and even more when he found High Battilon's
lofty position marked. For a moment he could taste
the bite of the mountain air and he longed to be
home.

To stop his heart from bursting, he tracked north
from High Battilon, seeking the village of Sleeto and
the pass through the Skyhorn Ranges to Callibeen.
He shook his head. The village was too tiny to feature
on such a map, but he thought he could make out
the pass, a cleft in the mighty mountain range.

'Where are you, Missing Kin?' Simangee
murmured.

'If they're more than fairytales, they're well-hidden.
Then again, much of Krangor is still
unexplored.' He looked around the room, counting.

Fourteen maps hung on each side of the hall, with
the large map of the entire continent in the middle of
one wall. Each featured a region of Krangor: The Fiery
Isles, the long, ice-carved bays of southern Shuff, the
headwaters of the Astolet River in Knobblond . . .

Simangee hummed and strolled back to the statues.

A moment later, the dazzling light blinked on and
off. Adalon swung around. 'Where did that come
from?'

'I didn't see.'

'What were you doing?'

'Looking at the statues of the Long-necked
Ones.'

'Just looking at them?'

Simangee frowned. 'I ran my hand along the back
of one, just to feel the stone.'

Adalon took up a position at the far end of the
hall, looking back toward Simangee and the statues
– and the maps. 'Do it again.'

Simangee opened her mouth, but then closed it
and reached out for the statue of a haughty Longneck.

The map of Bondorborar flared with white light
and Adalon dashed to confront it. 'Again!' he cried.

Immediately, the map flickered and a sharp burst
of light lashed his eyes.

He rubbed his eyes and frowned, thinking hard.
Long-necks ruled Bondorborar. Their holy monarchs
had done so for millennia, happy in the swampy,
tropical jungles of the north. 'Magic,' muttered
Adalon. 'Try another statue. A Plated One this
time.'

Adalon stood in front of the map of Knobblond,
the small country ruled by the magnificently plated
Gorbrend family. He nodded in satisfaction when it
flashed. 'How old do you think those statues are?' he
asked Simangee.

She looked around. 'Old. As old as any of this
A'ak stuff.'

He paced to the largest map. 'We saur have spread
all over Krangor, haven't we?'

'Yes.' Simangee rolled her eyes. 'Is this
important?'

Adalon ignored her question. 'But each of the
seven kingdoms has always been ruled by a different
kind of saur, correct?'

'A Clawed One in Thraag, a Plated One in
Callibeen, a Toothed One in Chulnagh, a – '

'Enough, enough.' Adalon smiled. 'This is why
it's said that, long ago, Callibeen was the home of
the Plated Ones, Chulnagh the home of the Toothed
Ones . . .'

Simangee nodded slowly. 'Before we spread
throughout the land, mingling.'

Adalon pointed at the maps. 'When you touched
a statue of a Plated One, the map of Callibeen flared.
Callibeen. The home of the Plated Ones.'

'And when I touched the Long-neck, Bondorborar
lit up?'

'Exactly.' He pressed his hands together. 'I think
we're being shown the home of each saur kind.'

Simangee glanced at the statues of the Winged
Ones and the People of the Deeps. 'So we should be
able to find the home of the Missing Kin?'

Without a word, she ran to the nearest statue of
a Winged One. She hesitated for a moment, then
reached out and touched the mysterious figure. Light
flared, on and off. Adalon turned. 'Once more!' he
called.

Another dazzling blink of light and Adalon had it.
Simangee scurried up. 'Where is it?' she demanded.
'Where do they live?' She saw the direction of
Adalon's gaze. 'Oh.'

'The Fiery Isles,' Adalon said softly.

The map displayed the archipelago off the northeast
coast of Chulnagh, a handful of islands dropped
into the ocean like stepping stones. The islands were
rumoured to be hostile, a collection of dangerous
mountains thrust up from the sea, belching molten
rock and ash with furious regularity.

Adalon had never heard of any saur living there.
It was a place of dark repute.

He leaned close and studied the map. Reefs, rocks
and a league or more of cruel sea separated the Fiery
Isles from Krangor. He squinted and scratched his
snout. A thin blue line connected the nearest point of
the islands with the mainland. A reef? A sandbank?
He shook his head. The more he looked, the more
puzzles he found.

'Our story is growing larger,' he said. 'And the
Fiery Isles is another chapter.'
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'Fiery Isles?' Targesh said. 'Long way to go.'
Adalon and Simangee had found Targesh
near the bakehouse with Bolggo and Varriah.

Bolggo's brow furrowed. 'These Fiery Isles might
be a long way away, but that's not going to get the
littl'uns fed. And what are we going to do about
the bridge over that river? Ramshackle old thing
'tis.'

'I'm sure you could organise some sort of a roster
to repair it,' Adalon said. 'You Sleeto saur are skilled
woodworkers, aren't you?'

'That's as may be, but what about – '

'Perhaps I can help,' Varriah cut in. 'As a steward
in the Queen's household, I managed many saur in
their daily duties.'

Adalon was delighted. Offering refuge to the
villagers from Sleeto had been important, but the
day-to-day business of keeping them well fed and
occupied was something Adalon hadn't anticipated.
'I'd appreciate that, Varriah.' He turned to the
innkeeper. 'Bolggo – Targesh, Simangee and I must
go. We may be gone some time.'

'Aye.' Bolggo glanced at the high walls of the Lost
Castle. 'This is a strange place. Some aren't happy
here. They want to go over the river to the valley
beyond and get those old farms working again. We
could use the fresh food.'

'That may have to wait until we get back.'

'Pish,' Varriah said. 'You go. I'll manage all that.'

'Traith and screets,' Targesh said. 'Black lurkers.'

'The Hidden Valley has some dangerous beasts,'
Adalon explained to a puzzled Varriah.

She rolled her eyes. 'If I can organise palace
guards, I'm sure I can keep a few villagers safe.
Go, go, don't wait around here.' Suddenly, her face
became solemn. 'You find allies to stop Thraag going
to war with Callibeen and I'll do what I can here.
Speed and safety be with you.'

Adalon hesitated, but Targesh shook his massive
neck shield. 'Trust her,' he rumbled. That was good
enough for Adalon. Targesh's instincts were rarely
wrong about saur.

'Gather what you need and we'll meet in the
armoury,' he said to his friends. 'We ride for the Fiery
Isles.'

Adalon hurried to his room, found his travelworn
pack and threw a few personal items into it:
a tinderbox, a whetting stone, a spare jacket, other
clothes. He took the set of iron and brass keys from
the washstand and placed them in his pocket.

He glanced around the room. A bed, a few books,
a table, a washstand. That was all. The Lost Castle
may be a refuge, he decided, but it was not his home.
He shrugged. The Way of the Claw taught him that
home was more than stone and wood. Home is
where you belong. For a moment, memories of the
Eastern Peaks came to him. He closed his eyes and
he could see snow on the mountains, smell wild
alpine daisies as they woke in spring, and feel the
bite of a mountain stream when he splashed it on
his face.

He shook off the memories. He had the present
to deal with.

Simangee and Targesh were waiting for him at
the armoury. Simangee was warbling a wordless
tune. She broke off when she saw Adalon. 'At last.'

'Sorry,' he said, and he opened the heavy wooden
door.

Inside the armoury, dim light filtered through the
few windows. Adalon wrinkled his snout, enjoying the
dusty, oily smell as he gazed at the racks of halberds
and pikes, the benches of metalworking tools, and
the blackened bricks of the forge in the far corner.

Against one wall stood a large metal cabinet. It
was dull black. Cunningly wrought metal vines and
leaves covered its surface.

Steeling himself, Adalon took the keys from his
pocket. Their power made the bones of his fingers
itch. He knew that a price would have to be paid
for using the magic and he didn't like it. The fickle
nature of this balance was one of Adalon's main
reasons for mistrusting magic. Sometimes the cost
far outweighed the benefit.

He banished such thoughts and used the iron key
to open the doors.

Even though he knew what to expect, his breath
was still taken away by what he saw. The interior of
the cabinet was impossibly vast, the racks on either side
receding into a foggy and indistinct distance, thousands
– no, millions – of suits of armour stretching away,
enough to equip an army the size of the world. Trying to
see where they ended made his head spin. He dropped
his gaze to the armour that was closest to the front.

Targesh smiled and reached for the emerald
green breastplate and greaves that hung on the right.
Simangee stepped into the cabinet so she could
retrieve her crimson armour from a rack just beyond
Targesh's equipment.

Adalon did not move. He was rapt, staring at
his sky-blue armour. Helmet, breastplate, gauntlets,
shield, were calling to him. He wanted to enclose
himself in the armour and enjoy the security it
brought. He yearned to wear it into battle where
it belonged. With it, he would be invincible.

He hungered for the sword. It hung from its
guard, point downwards, and called to him with a
voice that sang of triumph, courage and fame. Even
before he touched it, he could feel its hilt in his hand,
where it deserved to be.

His tail whipped from side to side. He had not
worn the armour since the battle of Sleeto but he
had not gone a day without thinking of it.

The jewel-bright armour and sword thrilled him.
He had felt like a hero of old as, clad in the sky-blue
plate, he fought the Queen's troops. His sword had
been strong and his arm tireless. It was glorious. He
paused as he remembered the roaring that had filled
his ears when he fought, how he'd begun to think he
was one of the A'ak from the past.

Adalon glimpsed his distorted reflection in the
mirror-bright shield and shuddered. His face was
eager, almost greedy. He took a deep breath and the
moment was broken. I am not your slave, A'ak sword,
he said to himself. I will use you, not you me.

He grasped the weapon. It was beautifully
balanced, light in his hand, almost demanding to
be used. Adalon smiled wryly and thrust it into
the scabbard that was hanging on the rack. He took
the helmet and put it on.

The three friends helped each other with buckles
and straps. They moved easily, with long familiarity
born from hours spent training with arms and
armour at High Battilon. Adalon marvelled at how
well each piece fitted into place, as if the armour had
been made especially for them.

Soon they were arrayed, three jewel-like figures.
Targesh did not wear a helmet, protected as he was
by his massive neck shield. Simangee's helmet was
curiously wrought to fit her crest. It was a towering,
crimson beacon.

Adalon felt as if he'd donned garments of fine
linen, so light was the armour and so easily did
he move. He clenched a fist and shook it. 'To the
stables.'

In the stalls, their brass riding beasts stood
as immobile as statues. Products of the mighty,
mysterious A'ak magic, they whirred to life when
Adalon used the brass key. Snorting and stamping
with the sound of a hundred cymbals, the riding
beasts shook themselves, alert and ready for their
masters.

Adalon led his steed into the courtyard, followed
by Simangee and Targesh with theirs. The villagers
remaining in the castle gathered when they heard
the brassy din, eyes wide, cheering the three metal
warriors. Some came to windows and balconies,
interrupting tasks and wiping hands on aprons.
Adalon raised his hand. 'We go to find allies!' he
cried, and the villagers roared their approval.

With that, Adalon kicked his heels. The brass
steed snorted a crashing blast and sprang toward the
gates, hoofs thundering on the stones.

With his friends close behind, Adalon's spirits
soared. After weeks of inaction, it felt good to be
doing something again!
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Three days after leaving the Lost Castle, Adalon
had had his fill of riding.

Simangee, Targesh and he stretched out around
a campfire in the thick woods on the south bank of
the Dondor River, the border between Chulnagh and
Shuff. Adalon ached all over and it felt good to have
the armour off. He had sharp twinges in his thighs
and the base of his tail. He grimaced as he lay back and
watched sparks whirl up past the mountain beeches.
'How far is it, Simangee?'

She sighed. 'About the same as when you asked me
last time. Two more days, maybe three.' Simangee had
volunteered to navigate and had brought a number of
maps she'd found in the Lost Castle. She spent much
of her rest time in poring over the ancient charts.

Given the speed of the mighty brass riding beasts,
they'd chosen to risk crossing the Skyhorn Ranges
through the Sleeto Pass. Adalon knew Queen Tayesha
could have scouts in the area, but rounding the
ranges at the north or south would add weeks to their
journey.

Through good fortune, they encountered no-one
as they thundered through the mountains. Adalon
was sombre, though, as they rode past the burned-out
ruins of the village of Sleeto. It had been a happy
place, and now it was a reminder of what could
happen when war touched the innocent.

The next morning, Adalon groaned while he
strapped on his armour. Wincing, he climbed onto
his riding beast. He stifled a yelp as the saddle
connected with his bruised tail. The stories never tell
of this sort of thing, he thought. Great deeds and
high honour, yet never a mention of chafed thighs.
He gritted his teeth, but shuddered when it started
to rain.

They found a ford and crossed the Dondor River.
Soon after, they came across a small stream, one that
did not appear on Simangee's map. It took them
roughly north-east, so they were happy to move
along its meandering banks. Adalon was uneasy,
however. At first he blamed it on the rain, which was
sending cold trickles down his neck, but soon he
realised that they were following a path. He slowed
and leaned from the saddle. It was more than a trail
made by wildlife – this was a well-trodden way.

He reined in his steed. Targesh and Simangee
came alongside. 'Trouble?' Targesh asked.

Adalon gestured at the path. Simangee dismounted
and looked closely at it. 'Wheel marks.'

That was enough for Adalon. 'We don't want to
meet anyone. Let's look for a place to cross.'

They pressed on, but the stream and the path
began to curve southwards. The stream became a
rough and roaring cataract while the path turned
into a narrow, rocky ledge cut into the side of a cliff.
Spray bathed them and their progress slowed.

'Turn back?' Targesh shouted.

Adalon shook his head. The stream took a sharp
bend not far ahead and the path disappeared around
a jutting spur of rock. Perhaps the way would be
clear on the other side.

Adalon eased his steed around the spur, wiping
spray from his face. Ahead, the stream broadened,
opening out into a lake surrounded by hills. He
pulled up short.

'Careful!' Simangee called. 'Move along! I can't
get around!'

Adalon urged his mount forward and the rocky
path soon gave way to damp earth, then wound
through grass and reeds. He shook rain from his eyes,
then stared, pulling up his riding beast. Simangee
let out a snort of impatience. 'What is it now?'

'Is this on your map?' Adalon pointed. Through
the misty rain, large dark shapes hulked in the water.
At first, Adalon thought they were small islands, but
then he realised they were too uniformly spaced and
too similar in shape.

Wind sprang up, driving away the stubborn rain.
Feebly, the sun emerged and the large basin of the lake
was revealed, an expanse of dark, uninviting water
surrounded by rounded hills that glowered over the
scene like unfriendly neighbours. The outcrops that
jutted from the lake were evenly scattered, some
only a stone's throw from the water's edge. They had
once been substantial, impressive, but most were
now tumbled piles of stone, glistening dully in the
watery sunlight. 'Ruins,' Adalon said.

Targesh sniffed the air. 'Someone lives here.'

Adalon smelled it too and then he made out
the numerous, thin plumes of smoke rising from the
collapsed buildings. He wondered who'd be living
in a drowned city like this.

Simangee edged her riding beast closer to the
water's edge. 'I can see saur out there.'

A trickle of water ran down Adalon's neck and
he shivered. He wondered how hospitable these saur
could be, living in such a bleak place. He took off his
helmet and scratched his chin.

Targesh stood in his stirrups and shaded his eyes.
He growled. 'Horned Ones.'

'What?' Adalon stared at the ruins. Horned Ones
were notoriously suspicious of water, much preferring
to keep to dry land. Targesh was not a swimmer, and
Adalon had never been able to coax him into a boat,
not even one of the old rowing boats he and Simangee
played around with whenever they visited Sleeto.

'Let's break our journey here for a while,'
Simangee urged. 'Horned Ones look after travellers,
don't they, Targesh?'

Targesh nodded, slowly. 'The Way of the Horn
says to bring strangers into the herd when in need,'
he said, but he frowned, uncertain.

'Then let us help them achieve their duty,' Simangee
declared. She waved her arms in the direction of the
lake. 'We're willing to be your guests, Horned Ones!'

Adalon saw that the ruins were already springing
to life. Horned Ones were appearing in gaps in the
stonework, hurrying down what once had been stairs,
and bustling toward a flotilla of canoes. Soon, the water
was thick with them, the brawny arms of the Horned
Ones driving the narrow boats toward the shore.

'You're certain they'll be welcoming?' Simangee
asked Targesh.

'They are Horned Ones,' Targesh said firmly.
'They must be hospitable.'

Adalon eyed the approaching canoes. Here, in
the middle of the wilderness, he found it natural
to be suspicious, but if Targesh was convinced . . .
'Stay mounted, all the same,' he said to his friends.
'If they're startled by our appearance, we can move
off and leave them.'

The leading canoe reached the shore. Without
hesitating, a dozen Horned Ones dropped into the
thigh-deep water and waded to where the three
friends waited for them. Adalon saw how Targesh
watched this with a mixture of fascination and
nervousness.

By the time the leader of the Horned Ones had
stumped close, two score or more canoes had drawn
up alongside the first. Soon, the friends were faced
by more than a hundred stolid Horned Ones. Adalon
noticed how their leather leggings were short and
their feet were bare, as if they spent much time in
the water. He expected them to be curious, but they
stood silently, placidly, as if they met three metal-clad
warriors every day of the week. They even took in
the sight of a Horned One on a riding beast without
a murmur.

An old female stood forward, and cocked her
head. She was large, like most Horned Ones, with
piebald skin. Her neck shield was scalloped in a
way that Adalon hadn't seen before, every second
indentation a deep, angular one. She had two nose
horns. She drew herself up and put her hands on her
hips. 'We'll take you to the Old One.'

Adalon's unease grew. The female Horned One
spoke with a flat, dull voice that made his tail twitch.
He would have thought their appearance would have
sparked lively interest, but the Horned One's eyes
were like stones.

'Old One?' Simangee said. 'It must be their leader,
wouldn't you say, Targesh? It sounds like we're being
honoured.'

Adalon caught Targesh's eye. 'I don't know.
Perhaps we should be getting on. We have a long
way to go.'

Targesh crossed his arms on his chest. 'These are
Horned Ones. My people. They will treat us well.'

He dismounted and stripped off his armour. Then
he held out his hand in greeting. The female Horned
One gazed at it miserably, then turned and led the
way through the throng toward the canoe.

Adalon hissed, in mild irritation. Targesh had left
them little choice. He shrugged. His Horned One
friend rarely led them astray.

Adalon leaped from the saddle and removed his
armour, bundling it neatly under his riding beast.
He reached for his scabbard, strapped to the saddle.
A squat Horned One reached out and slapped his
hand away. 'No weapons.'

Adalon stared, then looked at his friend. 'Targesh?'

Targesh had been studying the canoe with great
mistrust. He looked up and clacked his beak. 'Must
be a local custom. Disrespectful to bring weapons
to their home.'

Targesh took a deep breath and then lunged at the
canoe. He almost tipped it over, but the old female
steadied it with a practised hand. Targesh hesitated,
then half-fell into the wooden shell. He sat. 'Ready,'
he said in a strained voice.

Simangee finished removing her armour and
hurried to join him, eyes bright. It was another grand
adventure to her.

Adalon sighed, then chuckled. If nothing else,
he'd finally seen his friend in a boat, on water. It was
worth it for that alone.

The short journey across the lake amused Adalon
greatly. Targesh gripped the gunwales of the canoe as if
it were a wild riding beast waiting to pitch him into the
water. He gave every sign that he regretted his decision.
The Horned Ones wielded their paddles in unison,
while the old female sat in the prow, unspeaking.

When they neared the closest ruin, Adalon could
see that it extended well below the water. 'How deep
is it?' he asked the nearest Horned One. A blank
gaze was his only reply and Adalon frowned. Could
these saur be unfriendly and yet still hospitable?
Targesh seemed to think so, and Adalon hoped his
friend was right.

Adalon looked up. The remains of what once must
have been two slender towers loomed overhead. The
sides of the building were obscured by lichen, moss
and bushes that had somehow found root in the gaps
between the stones, but Adalon could see what was
left of intricate carving on the façade.

They drew up to a crumbling set of stairs, slick
with water weed and slime. The old female stepped
out of the canoe and disappeared into a gap where
stones had fallen from a narrow arch. Adalon nudged
Targesh. 'After you.'

His friend jerked and looked around. 'Careful,' he
said, then he stood slowly, lured by the sight of a solid
surface just one step away. He lunged toward the first
stair, then somehow got both feet out of the boat in
time to land awkwardly. He stood still for a moment,
then turned and helped Adalon and Simangee.

The canoeists stayed where they were, simply
staring at the strangers. Adalon shrugged and led his
friends up the stairs.

The sky was dull and grey as the clouds were
beginning to gather again, but it was bright enough
that Adalon was lost when he plunged into the
darkness after the old female. He stood a moment,
hands outstretched.

A shout went up. 'Seize them!'

Adalon spun around and faced a Horned
One charge. A dozen brawny Horned Ones were
thundering at him. Shoulder to shoulder, their arms
outstretched, the stones under his feet shook.

Adalon remembered games he'd played as a young
saur. He took a step backward and then rushed at
the Horned Ones. With Clawed One speed, he took
three steps then launched himself at the nearest
Horned One.

With speed on his side, Adalon flipped, pushing
off the Horned One's shoulders. He then used
his momentum and somersaulted right over the
astonished villager's head, giving the ingrate a
thwack with his tail as he went.

Adalon landed in a crouch. But before he could
congratulate himself, a second wave of Horned Ones
charged at him.

A shoulder struck him in the chest. He fell, and
they had him. Ungentle blows made his head ring,
then hard hands grasped his limbs and tail, holding
him down. He protested, but in uncanny silence, he
was bound with water-slick ropes. They stank.

'Sim!' he cried. 'Targesh!'

A blow to his jaw made his head rock back. He
glared at his assailant, but received only a blank
stare in response.

The old female came close, holding a crude
lantern. 'Bring them to the Old One.'
Adalon struggled. 'Wait! Why are you doing this?
Let us go!'

'No!' Targesh bellowed. 'This is not right!'

The old female turned away without a word.

Two burly Horned Ones seized him. Adalon was
dragged along, his struggles futile. When he tried
to reason with his captors, he was buffeted with a
casual blow from a fist the size of a melon. After
this, he gritted his teeth and tried to see where he
was being taken.

Already thinking of escape, Adalon took note
of dark corridors, uneven floors, ceilings that had
once been highly carved and were now crumbling
and shrouded in spider-webs. The dank smell of
fish, mildew and rot hung heavily on everything.
His captors used torches that were made of reeds.
The smoke from these was foul and added to the
atmosphere of grime and decay.

Eventually, he was yanked upright in front of the
remains of a massive doorway. Twin pillars stood
on either side, both in the likeness of tree trunks.
Doors made of solid slabs of timber had been added,
and looked much newer than the age-wearied stone
around them. Impassively, the old female stared into
his face. 'The Old One is waiting for you.'

Adalon twisted in his bonds and saw that his
friends were propped up on either side of him.
Simangee looked furious, but Targesh's expression
was a mixture of shame and great sadness. He lifted
his head and shook his neck shield at the old female.
'What of the Way of the Horn?'

For an instant, the old female's eyes flicked wider.
Then the dull mask fell into place again. 'The Old
Way is the only way.'

Before Adalon could say anything he was lifted
off his feet again and thrust through the doorway
into a vast open space.

He was surprised at the light. Twisting his neck,
he was able to see that much of the roof was missing.
At first, he assumed it had simply fallen, but the
perfectly circular gap looked too deliberate for that.

Pulling himself around as much as he could,
he tried to see where he was. Tiers of stone seats
surrounded a flat area in the middle of the huge room,
and these seats were filled with silently watching
Horned Ones. Pillars stood evenly around the space,
supporting the roof. He tried to guess the purpose of
the place. A governing chamber? A hall of debate?
A theatre?

His heart pounded as he was dragged further into
the room. In the soft light he could see that the floor
gave out onto a wide, circular area like a gigantic well,
its sides made of stone. He was thrown to the floor.

Adalon strained every muscle to break free. He
arched his back and sought for any slack in the ropes.

The old female came into Adalon's vision, but
she ignored him. She turned to the opening in the
floor. She raised her hands. 'Old One! Your people
have gifts for you!'

She ascended the stairs, joining the rows of bleak-faced
spectators. The timber doors boomed closed
and Adalon heard the iron clanking of a large bolt
being drawn shut. 'Targesh!' he called. 'Simangee!'

'I'm here!' Simangee cried, a distance to his left.

'Me too,' Targesh rumbled nearby on his right.

Adalon squirmed until he could bring his thumb-claws
to work on the ropes. They were hard to
shred, the fibres being damp and dense, but he
applied himself energetically. He didn't like being
bound and helpless, unable to use his Clawed One
speed or agility. He tried not to think of himself as a
neatly wrapped present, but the thought refused to
vanish. He ignored it as he hurried, certain that at
any minute the strange Horned Ones would appear
and bind him again.

Finally, he used his teeth along with his thumb-claws.
The rope was rank and sour in his mouth, but
he managed to stop it slipping about. He worked
his claws deep into the heart of the rope – slicing,
sawing, his thumbs aching – until he was through.

He struggled, shrugging the loosened ropes over
his shoulders, then he was free. He winced at the
bruises and rolled to his feet. They won't catch me
again, he thought.

Adalon's tail sagged. The Horned Ones hadn't
moved. They remained in place, tier upon tier, gazing
down at Adalon as if his struggles and escape were
of no interest at all.

For an instant, Adalon wondered if he were in
a dream, so strange was this behaviour, then he
shook off the feeling. His friends were in trouble. He
hurried to Targesh, who was trying to bite the net.

'Stay still,' Adalon ordered and in an instant he'd
freed his friend.

'Good,' grunted Targesh, climbing to his feet. He
glared at the rows of blank faces. They stared back
at him, barely blinking. 'What do they want?'

Adalon rushed to Simangee, but she'd managed
to free herself. 'How . . . ?' he began.

She plucked a dagger from the folds of her tunic.
'I was prepared,' she snapped.

'I thought we were supposed to leave our weapons
behind.'

'I thought a knife would be handy,' Simangee said.
With a flick of her wrist it disappeared up her sleeve.
'I wish I could have reached it earlier. They would
have regretted dragging me around like that.'

Targesh growled, loud in the silent arena.
'Trouble.'

Adalon turned and saw that his friend was
standing on the edge of the well-like opening, looking
at the water below.

'The door, Simangee,' Adalon said. She raced to
it. Adalon joined Targesh. His tail whipped from side
to side as he tried to control his Clawed One blood.
Flee or fight: choose wisely or you may never choose
again, he told himself, reciting one of the lessons of
the Way of the Claw.

The shaft was a good stone's throw across; the
water was two or three fathoms below the rim.
Where the sun from the open roof struck, the water
was murky green, churning, heaving and subsiding.

'It's no good,' Simangee said. Adalon glanced and
saw she was holding her useful dagger. 'The doors
are bolted from the outside.' She stared at the banks
of Horned Ones. 'What are they waiting for? What
sort of Horned Ones are they?'

Targesh growled. 'They're not true Horned Ones.'
He managed to look distressed and angry at the same
time. He clenched and unclenched his fists. 'Taking in
strangers and treating them like this? It's bad.'

Concerned by his friend's anguish, Adalon
gripped his shoulder and sought to reassure him.
'Don't worry. They're rogues. We'll get out of here
and put some miles between them and us.'

Targesh shook his head. Adalon wanted to
say more, to make things easier for his friend, but
comfort was a stranger in this place.

Simangee muttered to herself.

'What is it?' Adalon asked.

She grimaced. 'I think we're in another A'ak site.'

At that moment, the water in the shaft surged
upward. Then it dropped with a crash, bursting
and sending spray in a fountain. Simangee cried
out. Adalon slapped water from his face. Targesh
bellowed with surprise and all three reeled back
when a huge figure exploded from the depths, water
and weed cascading from its rocky hide.

For one horrid moment, Adalon thought the stone
monster from the Lost Castle had pursued him. This
creature, too, looked as if it had been roughly carved
from stone rather than born, but it was larger – much
larger. An enormous, featureless head sat on hulking
shoulders. Its mouth was a ragged hole. It pushed
itself up from the shaft until it projected through the
open roof. Its massive arms and hands dangled by
its sides.

Adalon hissed and grasped for the sword that
wasn't there. He stood on his toes, ready to move, to
flee, to attack, to do something.

'A'ak magic,' Simangee spat. She held her dagger
in front of her, puny in the face of such a gigantic
foe.

The monster lowered its head, bringing its
grotesque face to bear on them. Then it shook,
dislodging mud and water. It groaned, a deafening
sound that rattled Adalon's bones, then it groped for
them with one misshapen hand.

Adalon back-pedalled, barely avoiding one of the
pillars that supported the roof. The creature grunted
and leaned forward. Adalon feinted right, then moved
left. The creature was puzzled, but caught itself and
then swung, backhanded, at him. He threw himself
to one side and the creature's fist whistled past.

'Adalon!' Simangee cried, but that only brought
her to the creature's attention. It clawed at her.
Simangee scrambled backwards.

'The pillar!' Adalon called. 'Get behind it!'

Simangee crawled until the solid stone was
between her and the creature. It leaned forward and
used both hands to try to grab her. She struck with
her dagger, but it had no effect.

Targesh roared. He lowered his head and charged
at the creature's arm. It cocked its elbow, then jabbed
at him. Targesh was sent flying and crashed against
the wall. He picked himself up, dazed and struggling
for breath.

Adalon raced toward the creature from behind,
his thumb-claws itching. If he could spring onto its
shoulder, perhaps he could slice at something that
held it together.

The creature continued to paw at Simangee. She
was thrusting and slashing with her dagger, but only
drew sparks instead of blood. Finally, the dagger
broke and Simangee let out a cry of disgust.

His Clawed One blood afire, Adalon surged
forward in great bounds, then leaped onto the
creature's left arm. It shrugged, as if bothered by
an insect, then it batted at him with its other hand.
Adalon was ready, but one foot slipped on the
creature's water-slick hide. He had enough time to
throw up his hands before it hit him.

Numbly, distantly, while his head rang like a gong,
Adalon wondered if this was what being struck by an
avalanche felt like. He tumbled over and over, limbs
and tail flailing, then he, too, slammed against the
wall. For a moment he lay on the floor writhing in
pain, but he soon realised the pain was mostly from
being winded. He dragged himself up and stood,
swaying, trying to order his thoughts.

A roar split the air. For an awful moment he
thought the creature had managed to catch Simangee.
Then he realised that the sound came from Targesh.

His friend was standing to one side of the monster,
just beyond its reach. His legs were firmly planted,
his arms spread and his head was lowered in the
challenge stance. For a Horned One, the challenge
stance was the declaration of defiance when all
looked lost. If this challenge failed, if the foe refused
to retreat, the Great Charge would follow, the last
desperate effort to uphold the Way of the Horn.

Adalon wasn't about to let his friend face this
alone. He tottered toward him, determined to stand
shoulder to shoulder.

Then Targesh did something Adalon did not
believe possible.

With a great bellow of anguish, his friend seized
his right horn with both hands. Another cry ripped
from Targesh's throat, a cry of horror, agony and
immense loss, as he twisted and pulled. A loud crack
and his horn broke near its base.

Targesh dropped to one knee, clamping down
on the roar that threatened to burst from his throat.
Blood streamed from the ruined stump of his horn
and ran down his neck shield. He threw back his
head and howled, but managed to climb to his feet,
cradling the broken horn. He took two ragged steps
toward the monster.

Staggering, Targesh drew back his arm. He
paused a moment and, through the mask of blood,
Adalon could see the agony on his friend's face.
Then Targesh threw the broken horn as if it were a
spear.

As soon as it left his hand, the broken horn
burst into flame. It hurtled at the monster like a
thunderbolt. With the sound of a thousand cymbals
it struck, and the creature shattered.

Adalon ran toward Targesh, ducking the
fragments of rock that were flying through the air.
His friend was on his knees, head bent, eyes shut,
groaning. He sagged as Adalon took hold of him
and it was only the arrival of Simangee that stopped
the Horned One from tumbling into the water.

Adalon blinked in the sudden light that came
from where one whole wall had been knocked down
by the monster's demise. Targesh lifted his head a
little and opened one eye. 'Gone?'

'Yes,' Adalon whispered. 'But what have you
done?'

'What I had to,' Targesh said and his eyes closed.
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With some distaste, Wargrach studied the two
saur standing in front of him. One was a Longneck
with a hand missing. The other was a Plated
One with a hideous scar across his brow. 'I need
information,' he said to them. 'What have you found,
Varchog?'

The Long-neck twitched – a horrible jerking
action. 'Well, my lord, it's been difficult – '

'I don't want to know about your troubles. I want
to know what's going on.' Wargrach hadn't provided
chairs in the tiny, windowless room off the main
banqueting hall, just to keep the two saur uneasy. He
was perfectly happy propped on his tail, arms crossed.
'And you, Irjag? What can you add? You've had
plenty of time to cement your position here in High
Battilon. Now I'm back, I want your news.'

The Plated One swallowed and glanced at
Varchog. 'My lord. We did your bidding. When you
left High Battilon after removing Lord Ollamon
we came and found lowly positions. I'm in charge
of the castle gardens. Varchog has been travelling
through the Eastern Peaks and the rest of Thraag as
a grain merchant. No-one suspected that we were
your agents.'

Wargrach snorted. 'I hope not. Spies who are
known to be spies are useless. Remember that I
rescued you after your discharge from the Army.
Remember that I ensured your wounds were tended
to. Remember that you would have died and been
buried in unmarked graves if it weren't for me.'

'Of course, my lord,' Varchog said hastily. He
shifted from foot to foot. 'And we are striving to do
your bidding.'

'We do have some information, my lord,' Irjag
added. 'We've recruited a few young saur and we've
sent them out to gather others to your service.'

'I know.' Wargrach had seen their recruits. His
jaw clenched with disgust. In the past year, the saur
of High Battilon and the neighbouring village of
Lod had never accepted his rule. While never openly
rebelling, they managed to find small ways to frustrate
his plans. Some had actually fled to the forests and
were living as outlaws. The local 'recruits' were the
few layabouts and malcontents in the community.
Wargrach thought them poor quality at best.

Varchog twitched again. 'We've begun contacting
our old agents, re-establishing your web of spies.
They're starting to send experienced saur, and
they're telling us that the Queen's preparations are
continuing.'

'It's a huge mobilisation,' Irjag put in. 'Ten new
battalions have been added to the Army.'

'Ten thousand new soldiers.' Wargrach scratched
his empty eye socket. It itched, but he did it mostly
for the effect it had on his two spies.

He pondered the news. Tayesha had not
abandoned her plans, but he knew that the Queen
would have difficulty in achieving her goals without
performing the full and complete ritual. He'd given
her many manuscripts and old tomes over the years
to help her construct the correct sequence of the
ceremony, but he'd always kept certain knowledge
from her.

'Go,' he barked. 'I need more. I need more saur
ready to serve me here at High Battilon. I want to
know exactly when and where the Queen's Army is
planning to move. I want to know who is in charge
and I want to know everything about them. If you
can't tell me what they eat for breakfast, it will be ill
for you.'

The two saur stared, then bowed and hurried
out.

Wargrach waited a moment, then left by another
door.

He stalked through the corridors, head down,
deep in thought. Despite the difficulties Varchog and
Irjag had whined about, the old network of agents
and spies that Wargrach had established over the
years was slowly knitting itself back together. His
preparations were bearing fruit.

He stopped when he reached the corridor leading
to his quarters. A young Clawed One stood on
guard. His weapons were bright, his posture proud.
'All quiet, soldier?'

The guard nodded. 'Nothing to report, my lord.'

Wargrach grunted, limped on and entered his
chamber.

His living quarters were in a little-used part of the
castle. Wargrach had chosen them for that reason,
ignoring more luxurious rooms in favour of quiet
and security. A simple bed, a scarred table and a
washstand were the only furnishings, with a battered
trunk standing at the foot of the bed. The stone floor
was bare and the single window was small, looking
out over the barracks.

It suited him. Comfort was a sign of weakness in
modern saur.

He rummaged around and found a sheaf of papers
in his trunk. He smoothed them out on the table.

His customary caution had prompted him to
remove these pages from the books he'd given
Tayesha; he was wary of giving too much information
to anyone. But underneath that motive was a deep-seated
unease at anything to do with the A'ak.

Wargrach had been privy to many secrets over the
years. He cultivated them as a farmer might cultivate
truffles, knowing that some of them could stay
hidden for years. In that time, he'd grown interested
in the A'ak. At first, he'd been attracted by their fierce
reputation as warriors, then he grew concerned at
their utterly alien attitude to life and death. Wargrach
never admitted he felt fear, but the more he learned
about the A'ak, the more troubled he was.

He stared at the pages he'd kept. All of them
mentioned the A'ak. Many were mysterious,
speaking of the link between the land and the saur,
but in elusive and roundabout ways. Wargrach had
little patience for such mystical stuff, but one of
the parchments – one he'd stumbled on years ago
– hinted at the return of the A'ak.

It was a single page, battered and water-stained.
It was obviously the conclusion to a much longer
document. Toward the end the tone of the writing
changed from dry and detached to what Wargrach
could only describe as terrified. The script became
rushed, as if the writer was running out of time. It
finished shrilly, with confused warnings of stone
monsters, the advance guard for the A'ak.

The prospect made Wargrach grind his sharp,
predator teeth. The A'ak would be a formidable foe
indeed. He growled, deep in his throat, a natural
Toothed One reaction to a threat. Then he began to
think.

Toothed Ones were not renowned for their
cleverness. Their strength lay in their willingness to
fight and not give in. Toothed One military tactics
usually favoured the all-out, life-or-death charge
into the face of the enemy.

Wargrach was different. He knew that strength
was important, but cunning was just as useful. Staring
at the ancient writings that foretold the return of the
A'ak, his devious mind began to race.

If the A'ak were to return, surely they would need
an ally, someone who knew the best way to exploit
the saur of Krangor?

Slowly, Wargrach began to smile.
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Around Adalon, Targesh and Simangee, the Horned
Ones were transformed. No longer were they
sitting blankly watching. Some were slumped in their
seats, others had their heads in their hands. Many were
crying wretchedly or embracing. A few had been injured
by flying debris when the Old One shattered, and they
were being tended by saur who seemed grateful for
something to do.

The doors were thrown open wide by guards
who stumbled in looking both dazed and horrified.
At this, the Horned Ones stampeded from the tiered
seats, an avalanche of bellowing saur, maddened with
shame and shock. With anguished cries, they crushed
through the doorway and escaped into the ruins.
Even the wounded couldn't bear to stay behind, and
they were carried by willing helpers.

'They're ignoring us,' Simangee murmured. She
was kneeling by Targesh's side, stroking his brow.
'We should go.'

The bleeding had stopped, but Adalon's heart
sank at how pale his friend was. 'Wait.'

A sole figure remained on the tiered benches.
Slowly, she stood, the old female Horned One. She
lurched down the aisle, skirting a large chunk of rock
that had come to rest near the front rank of seats.
She, too, was changed. It looked as if the weight of
a thousand years had fallen on her shoulders: her
back was bowed, her scales were dull, her skin was
loose and sagging. Adalon saw this in an instant, but
all these details seemed unimportant when he came
to her eyes. They were haunted, full of suffering –
the suffering that comes from guilt, shame and
dishonour.

She blinked at Adalon and reached out a hand.
'I . . . we . . .' She looked away, but when her
gaze touched the watery shaft in the middle of the
chamber, she shuddered and turned back to the three
friends. 'I feel as if I've just woken from a dream.
A bad dream.'

Targesh groaned. 'Our friend needs help,' Adalon
said.

The old female stared at Targesh's ruined horn
and shook her head in wonder. 'Such a sacrifice.'

'Will he be all right?' Simangee demanded.

The old female faltered. 'I don't know. When we
were enslaved by the creature born of A'ak magic, it
took our Horned One heritage. The things we have
done . . .' Her hands opened and closed, groping.
'The Way of the Horn is lost to us. We are nothing.'

She reached for Targesh, but drew back before
touching him. 'We are nothing,' she repeated.

Adalon tried to imagine living without the Way
of the Claw. Its guidance was a firm foundation for
conducting his life. Its precepts defined what it was to
be an honourable Clawed One. He could understand
why the Horned Ones would feel lost without their
Way.

'The Way of the Horn is not lost to you,' he said.
'You need to remember, to learn its wisdom again.
Take your people and leave this place. Find Horned
Ones and ask them to take you into their herd.'

The old female glanced at him, then at Targesh.
His eyes were closed, and his hands moved, groping
at nothing. 'Can we redeem ourselves?' she said.

'That is up to you,' Adalon said.

The old female looked at the ranks of empty
benches around them.

'Go,' Adalon said. 'Your people still need a
leader.'

Without a word, the old female turned and
lumbered off.

Adalon stood. With Simangee's help, he lifted
their massive friend. They stood on either side of
him and draped his arms over their shoulders.

'I'll paddle the canoe,' Simangee said when they
reached the landing. 'You take care of Targesh.'

It was an effort, but they eased their stricken
Horned One friend into one of the few remaining
canoes. It was barely more than a wreck, with
water sloshing around inside. Adalon was glad that
Targesh was in no condition to see how dilapidated
it was.

Once on shore, they settled their friend on a
patch of dry grass. Adalon was torn. He wanted to
put some distance between them and the treacherous
villagers, but Targesh was in no condition to travel.

He strapped on his armour, wanting to be prepared
if the villagers came back. 'Can you do anything for
him?' Adalon asked Simangee.

'I brought some healing potion. It might help.'
She shook her head. 'Poor Targesh. He was so proud
of his horns.'

'If it weren't for him, we may have ended our
quest in this misbegotten place.'

Simangee rose and went to her saddlebags. She
took out a vial and one of the maps. 'Ah.'

'What is it?'

'This place is marked – it's another A'ak site.'

'Are you sure?' he asked. She pointed to the map.
Adalon peered and saw a faint blue mark.

Simangee turned her attention to Targesh, gently
tipping the contents of a small vial into his mouth.

Targesh groaned – a deep, rumbling sound – then
swallowed and opened his eyes. 'Adalon.'

Adalon dropped to one knee. 'How do you feel,
old friend?'

Targesh raised himself on one elbow. The bleeding
had definitely stopped; the stump was ragged and
crusted with drying blood.

Simangee grinned. She handed Targesh a cloth.
'Here. Clean yourself up.'

Targesh stood. He swayed a little and Adalon
moved to his side, ready to support him. 'Don't,'
Targesh grunted. 'I'm well enough.'

He went to the edge of the lake. While he washed
himself, Adalon joined Simangee. 'Is he?'

'Well enough? Who knows.' She tossed the empty
vial in the air and caught it. 'The potion worked.
The bleeding has stopped and he doesn't seem to be
in pain.'

He wouldn't admit he was, anyway, Adalon
thought. 'But he's not himself.'

Simangee shrugged. 'It must be a shock to lose a horn.
And to do it to yourself? I couldn't do such a thing.'

Another matter had been troubling Adalon.
'That creature, the stone giant. It was of A'ak origin,
wasn't it?'

'Most surely.'

'Like the one that was guarding the Foundation
Room at the Lost Castle.'

Simangee looked at him thoughtfully. 'Yes.'

'For a long-lost race, the A'ak are making their
presence felt, aren't they?'

'Ah. You've felt it too?'

'I thought I was being foolish.' Adalon shrugged.
'But we seem to be living in momentous times.'

'Weighty events are in train,' Simangee said,
'but while they are, we mustn't overlook what is
happening closer to us. I think Targesh may need to
talk.'

'Targesh? Talk?' Adalon smiled a little. 'I'll give
him a chance. It's the least I can do.'

Adalon went and crouched at Targesh's side on
the shore of the lake. The Horned One winced as he
wiped around his eyes.

'Are you fit to travel?' Adalon asked.

Targesh didn't look up from studying the muddy
water. 'Of course.'

Adalon sought for comforting words. 'We owe
you our lives. Thank you.'

Targesh nodded, but said nothing.

'Your horn. Will it grow back?'

'No.' Targesh's face was hard. 'Horns don't.'

'What happens?'

'I'll cap it. Gold, silver.' He glanced at Adalon.
'It isn't a mark of dishonour.'

'No. It wouldn't be.' Adalon flipped a pebble into
the lake. The rings spread, widening until they were
lost in the expanse of water in front of them. 'If it's
no dishonour, why are you so ashamed?'

Targesh flinched, then he turned his head to
regard Adalon. 'Those Horned Ones.' He paused,
measuring out his words as if he had a limited store
of them. 'Look what they became. If it could happen
to them, it could happen to me.'

Adalon understood his friend's fear. Without the
guidance of the Ways, could the base, primitive nature
of the saur come to the fore? 'Not you, Targesh. You
know what is right, even without the old lessons.'

Targesh considered this for a moment. 'Aye. Some
things are plain.' He rubbed his hands together, then
stood. 'I'm ready.'

Adalon nodded. 'It may be best if we wore our
armour. For a while.'

'Good.'

Adalon waited, but Targesh said nothing more.
'We'd best go, then,' Adalon said.

***

They rode. Swift as arrows, clear as thought, they
clattered across the land. They avoided saur wherever
they could, skirting settlements and towns, shunning
roads, crossing rivers at fords instead of bridges.
Three times they stumbled on A'ak ruins, ancient
and overgrown, and they hurried around them.

Adalon worried about Targesh, but the Horned
One rode silently and without complaint. Occasionally
he groped for his missing horn, and Adalon was
sure his friend didn't know he was doing it.

Adalon felt the land streaming beneath the hoofs
of the riding beasts. He was travelling further than
he'd ever gone before and he felt his soul stretching,
being measured against the long leagues of valleys,
plains, forests and scrub, hills and wetlands that
were the body of Krangor.

Finally, three days after their encounter with the
stone monster, and after finding their way through
tracts of uninhabited, lush forest, they burst through
a wall of tangled greenery and onto a rocky ledge. In
front of them was an immense, curved beach and the
waves of the Hisht sea.

In the moist heat, Adalon took off his helmet. The
air smelled spicy, full of growth and decay. Lemon-yellow
butterflies capered around them. Simangee
took out the map and gripped it against the wind
that whipped off the waves. Seabirds screeched and
wheeled overhead, grey, white and black, bickering
in the sun.

'We've done well,' Simangee said. 'The Fiery Isles
are right out there.'

Adalon slid from his riding beast and stretched.
This made the seabirds shriek even louder as the sun
flashed on his bright blue armour. Through the sea
haze he peered at the ocean. Far away, on the edge of
the world, he thought he could see a dark smudge.

'The Fiery Isles are like Graaldon, the smoking
mountain, which guards our Hidden Valley,'
Simangee said. 'That darkness is smoke.'

Targesh dismounted. He eyed the sea with unease,
his Horned One suspicion of water clear on his face.
'How do we get there?'

Adalon had hoped that they would find a
settlement where they could purchase a boat – or,
at least, pay fisherfolk for passage to the islands.
The lonely shore disappointed him. 'I don't know.'

Targesh shook his neck shield, then shrugged and
said nothing.

Adalon was concerned for his friend. Despite his
reassurances, Targesh was suffering from the loss of
his horn. Not physically, for the stump had healed
over remarkably quickly, thanks to Simangee's
potions – but in a deeper, more profound manner.
Adalon had always relied on Targesh's firmness of
purpose, his solid, sensible approach to matters. If
Targesh agreed to a course of action, Adalon was
relieved for, more often than not, this meant that his
idea wasn't one of his more ridiculous ones.

Of course, having Targesh's support in matters
meant that Adalon's confidence grew, and so he was
likely to lead well in the chosen enterprise.

With Simangee's quick and inventive cast of
mind, Targesh's solidity was an essential balance in
the friendship. But now, the Horned One's troubles
were making him doubtful, even anxious, qualities
that Adalon would have sworn were foreign to the
doughty Targesh.

Adalon sighed. Targesh needed something to take
him out of his despondency. A victory? A cause? A
new calling? Adalon shook his head and wished he
knew what would help his friend.

Simangee dismounted and rubbed her tail. 'I say
we camp here. I'm exhausted. We can decide what
to do tomorrow.'

'Good idea,' Adalon said.

Wrinkled black rock stretched in both directions,
bordering the sandy beach. Waves filled the pools,
delighting the seabirds, which gathered there looking
for fish. The bay swept its arms around them, the
headlands misty in the distance. Thick jungle covered
the low hills and reached right down to the edge
of the beach.

'How are we for food?' he asked Simangee.

She shrugged. 'You ate the last of your meat
yesterday. Unless you want to hunt, you'll have to
be content with dried fruit and roots.'

Adalon grimaced. While he didn't mind the dried
fruit, the roots always tasted like dirt to him. 'You
make a fire. I'll see if I can catch something.'

'And look for fresh water while you're at it.'

Adalon unstrapped his armour and stacked
it underneath his motionless brass riding beast.
He shook himself and stretched. Even though the
armour fitted perfectly, it was good to be free of it.
He felt the wind on his arms and legs and the sun
on his face. He rubbed his tail bone, like Simangee,
and wondered if he'd ever grow accustomed to so
much riding.

He trotted along the shore toward a low shelf
of rock. Spray flew high from the waves flinging
themselves against it. A little further on, hundreds of
seabirds swooped and dived around a larger outcrop
projecting into the bay.

Soon he was leaping over rockpools, from stone
to stone and – when he found stretches of sand –
breaking into a run.

He realised he hadn't run in days and that he
missed it. His Clawed One blood revelled in the
exercise. Baring his teeth, he leaned forward and
sprinted across the wet sand.

The shelf of rock loomed closer. It was covered
with shellfish, dark and glistening from the spray.
Adalon narrowed his eyes and smiled. He decided to
hurdle the rock rather than veer around it. He dug
into the sand, driving himself faster as he neared.
Then, with a thrust of his right foot, he leaped.

As he did, his foot slipped on rock hidden under
the thin layer of sand. His graceful flight became a
tumble. He squawked as he just avoided cracking his
head on the rock. Flipping, cartwheeling, sky and sand
spun around crazily until he landed with a thump.

He lay there a moment. One of the simplest
lessons of the Way of the Claw came to him and
he had enough sense to feel chastened: Watch, listen
and learn before acting, lest you leap off the edge of
a cliff in your haste.

Adalon picked himself up and brushed sand from his
tunic. It should be the Clawed Ones' creed, he thought.
Before leaping, look. Because of their need for action,
and the impulsiveness that went with it, throughout
history Clawed Ones had been prone to hasty decisions
followed by long, thoughtful regrets. Adalon's father,
Lord Ollamon, had taken great pains to teach this to
him. His life had been a model of patience, of tempering
the Clawed One rashness with cool reflection – but not
losing the quickness of thought and flexibility of action
that was the Clawed One strength. It was something
Adalon strove to live up to.

A pang caught his heart as he remembered his
father and the good saur that he'd been.

To distract himself from the pain, Adalon scuffed
at the sand with a toe-claw. Then he cocked his head
at what he'd uncovered. He recoiled, hissing.

'Simangee!' he shouted. 'I need you!'
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By the time Simangee and Targesh had arrived,
carrying weapons, Adalon understood what he'd
found.

'More ruins,' he said, pointing at what he'd thought
were mussel-encrusted rocks. Long and low, broken
in many places, he could now see it was the remains
of a large building half-swallowed by the sand and
the sea.

When he looked along the beach Adalon could
make out more. Rocky outcrops, scattered slabs of
stone poking out of the undergrowth, even pilings
marching out into the waves. 'This must have been
a village.'

Simangee narrowed her eyes. 'So many stone
buildings in a village? A city, rather.'

Targesh grimaced, as if he'd tasted something
bad. 'A'ak.'

Adalon nodded. He kicked at the nearest rock,
dislodging shells. Engraved on the slick wetness was
the unmistakeable A'ak script.

'We're finding A'ak everywhere,' Simangee
murmured.

'They've left their work behind,' Adalon said and
he paused, remembering the map room in the Lost
Castle. He stared out to sea. 'Simangee, I think we
need to consult one of your maps.'

Back at the camp, Simangee spread out the chart,
weighing down the corners with stones. 'This is the
way we came,' she pointed. 'We encountered A'ak
ruins here, here and here. See the blue marks?'

'There's one right here where we are,' Adalon
said.

Targesh leaned over. He ran a claw along the thin
blue line that connected the shore with the Fiery
Isles. 'What's this?'

Adalon frowned in thought, then swept an arm
around the curve of the bay. 'Imagine this place as an
A'ak city. That jumble of rock there could have once
been a pavilion. That one a pier. Over there where
the dunes have buried them, could have once been
homes or workshops.'

Targesh eyed the bay uneasily. 'An outpost?'

'Perhaps. Maybe more than that.'

'Much could be hidden here,' Simangee said
softly. 'We could uncover the mystery of the A'ak
writing here.'

Adalon patted his friend on the shoulder. 'Another
time, perhaps. We need to get to the Fiery Isles.' He
tapped the map. 'And I think that the A'ak had a
way of getting there.'

'What are you thinking?'

He pointed. 'That outcrop, the big one with all
the seabirds. If it's part of the A'ak ruins, I think we
should investigate it.'

Simangee held up a hand. 'Tomorrow.'

'Tomorrow?'

'We've had a long journey. If we're going to poke
around in A'ak leftovers, let's get a good night's sleep
first.'

'Targesh?'

'Eat. Sleep. Get an early start.'

Adalon stared at the waves crashing on the rocky
spit. He itched to see what it held. 'Very well.'

***

The next morning, after a sparse and unsatisfying
breakfast, the three friends approached the ridge
armoured and armed. The seabirds wheeled above
them, challenging their right of way. Waves sent
up plumes of spray that were whipped away by the
wind.

They stood on a sea-slick slab of rock and looked
up. It took Adalon some imagination, but he thought
he could make out the angles of the building it had
once been. The crumbled ruins loomed over them
like battlements – a timeworn reminder of a lost
age.

'There,' Simangee said, pointing. 'We can get
up there.' She led the way, picking through mussel
shells and seaweed thrown up by the waves. Adalon
paused, scanning the hulking rocks. He glanced at
Targesh's ruined profile.

'Are you well, old friend?'

Targesh shrugged and touched the stump of his
broken horn. 'Well enough.'

'Brave words, my friend. But it's not a scratch
you've suffered. I'll be watching out for you.'

Targesh gave a half-smile. 'That'll make a change.
I'm usually looking out for you.'

'That's better! Now, let's see what we can
find.' Adalon bounded up the rocks in search of
Simangee.

They found her at the top of the ridge, on a broad
flat area the shape of a rough arrowhead. Pools of
water had gathered on the broken stone. A tumble
of rocks was heaped up at the pointy end closest to
the sea. Simangee was standing there, fists on her
hips, peering into a large, dark hole.

When they joined her they saw that the hole
sloped toward the open sea. 'What's down there?'
Adalon wondered.

Targesh squatted and sniffed. 'It's dry, not wet.'

Simangee tilted her crest from side to side. 'It's
magic, strong and constant. I can't say any more
than that.'

Adalon stared over the sea toward the far-off
Fiery Isles. Yes, he thought. It makes sense. 'It's a
tunnel,' he declared. 'The A'ak used it to get to and
from the Fiery Isles.'

'Why wouldn't they just sail across?' Simangee
asked.

'Reefs,' Targesh said. He pointed at the sea.
'Doesn't look safe.'

Adalon shrugged. 'None of the stories I've heard
speak of the A'ak as great sailors. Maybe they're like
Horned Ones – afraid of water.'

'I'm not afraid of water,' Targesh said. 'Cautious,
is all. And don't say Horned Ones are like the A'ak.'

Adalon laughed. 'I won't. Now, let's see what's
down there.'

'It's too dark to see much,' Targesh rumbled.

Simangee patted the leather pouch at her waist.
'I have light potions.'

'Forward then.'

Adalon stepped over the knee-high rubble and
onto the down-slope. For a few paces, sunlight kept
him company. He turned and saw his friends outlined
against the blue sky. 'Time for your light potion,' he
called to Simangee.

'I don't think we need it,' she said, pointing.
'Look ahead.'

Adalon swivelled. The darkness had vanished.
Soft, violet light came from the walls of the tunnel.
He turned a full circle, staring at what it revealed.

The tunnel was broad enough for two wagons
to pass each other and so high that Adalon doubted
if he could reach it with a jump. The rock walls were
smooth as mirrors and betrayed no sign of toolwork
at all.

'I think we've found our way to the Fiery Isles,'
he said.
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The rest of the day passed as they laboured through
the magic tunnel, bathed in the soft violet light
as they went. Their journey was an odd mixture of
boredom and concern about the weight that must be
bearing down on the tunnel. Adalon found himself
worrying about its age and kept looking for ominous
trickles of water.

Finally, after a steep, uphill stretch, they reached a
stone arch in much better condition than the ruins of
the mainland entrance. A'ak script stretched around
it, sharp and angular.

'If only we could read it,' murmured Simangee.

They paused at the mouth of the tunnel and gazed
out over the Fiery Isles at night.

Not far away, a large mountain thrust up out of
the sea like a fist punched through silk. The mountain
rumbled and belched red light and smoke. In the
near distance, Adalon counted five other islands,
each with a prominent peak smoking and groaning
away, and countless smaller islands scattered across
the midnight sea. Adalon shuddered. It was an angry
place.

The night air was tropically hot. A riot of bushes,
creepers and trees grew among boulders on the broad
and rocky area that surrounded the tunnel mouth.
In front of them the land tumbled away into dark
and shrouded valleys. The spicy smell of damp earth
and rot mingled with the tang of ash and sulphur.
A jungle animal shrieked from the darkness – a
cackling, demented sound.

'Who would live here?' Simangee wondered.
'A land of ash and jungle?'

'Our allies,' Adalon answered. I hope, he
thought.

He stepped out of the tunnel. Simangee and
Targesh followed and, as soon as they left, the violet
light went out behind them.

Adalon blinked, his vision awry from the sudden
change. As he did, the night came alive. Dark shapes
swooped through the air. Adalon whirled and drew
his sword. 'Targesh! Simangee! Beware!' he cried,
but then he cursed as he was jerked from his feet
by ropes. He fell and rolled, but whirling cords
weighted with stones wrapped around his legs.
He slashed with his sword, but the attackers dived
and darted, easily evading his blade. More of the
twirling, weighted cords spun at him. The stones
pummelled and the ropes tripped, until he was
tangled and helpless, with weighted cords pinning
his arms to his body.

He lay with his cheek resting against the root
of a jungle tree. A curious beetle stared at him then
scurried away. Adalon hoped Simangee and Targesh
had managed to escape, but these hopes vanished
when two heavy shapes thudded next to him.

'This is embarrassing,' Simangee grated.

I hope that's all it is, Adalon thought. 'At least
they haven't killed us outright.'

Firm hands jerked him upright and he was held,
facing the tunnel they'd so recently exited. Standing
there, in the flickering, red-tinged shadows thrown
by the fiery mountain, were the creatures he'd only
seen as statues.

The Winged Ones.

A score or so of winged warriors uncovered
lanterns then studied Adalon, Targesh and Simangee
with steady yellow eyes. They were small, but their
chests and upper arms were strong with muscle.
Their limbs were thin. A bony crest like a knife rose
from the top of their heads while their faces were
hard with short, beaky snouts. They wore leather
trews and harnesses. Hands with claws painted
black gripped the shafts of spears. Giant, leathery
wings were folded on their backs.

One stepped forward. She glared at the three
friends. 'We have guarded the Forbidden Gate for
untold years,' she rasped. 'Alert, ready, we have
been. And now, on my watch, the A'ak appear! The
Great Enemy has come back!'

Rattling spears and angry mutterings followed
this pronouncement.

'We have come from far away,' Adalon said,
battling his astonishment, 'but we aren't the A'ak.'

The watch leader spat. 'The A'ak built the Forbidden
Gate. You use the Forbidden Gate. You must be
the A'ak.' She jerked her head. 'Net them,' she croaked
and she jabbed a finger at one of the warriors. 'You.
Fly with all speed to the Retreat. Tell the Flightmother
that Kikkalak is bringing A'ak prisoners.'

The warrior nodded, then ran off and launched
into the air with huge beats of his wings.

The other Winged Ones unrolled large nets.
Adalon, Targesh and Simangee were each tumbled
into the centre of a net, with a Winged One gripping
a corner apiece. 'Fly!' Kikkalak cried.

The Winged Ones ran, bouncing their prisoners
along, then they reached the edge of the rocks.
Adalon's stomach lurched as the Winged Ones threw
themselves off the cliff and dropped through the
warm night air.

We're all going to die! Adalon thought. He
strained and struggled as they plummeted toward
the dark jungle below with no other thought than to
break free of his bonds. Then, as one, the wings of
his four guards snapped open. Their hurtling descent
became a swooping glide. The mighty wings began
to beat, thrusting them upward and forward.

As he peered down, Adalon hoped that the net-makers
were skilful. Ahead, a brilliant burst of
orange light lit the night as the mountain cleared its
throat. Adalon twisted his head and saw the other
Winged Ones, some dangling nets that he assumed
carried Targesh and Simangee.

The smoking mountain grew nearer. Adalon saw
that one flank stretched out until it was swallowed
by the jungle, with rocky cliffs breaking through the
vegetation like the weathered bones of an immense
creature. When they drew closer, Adalon realised
that what he had thought was rock was in fact the
ruins of an enormous castle that looked suspiciously
like an A'ak construction. Vines, creepers and ferns
enveloped the ruins, making it look unkempt. Lights
appeared in dark holes as the Winged Ones came
closer. Bent figures scurried from the shadows.

Their captors folded their pinions and plunged
toward the ruins. Adalon gritted his teeth. He hated
feeling helpless, bound and carried as he was, but he
hesitated to use his thumb-claws on the net. It was
the only thing between him and a long, long fall.

With a jolt and a scrape, the Winged Ones landed,
running a few steps before dumping the net and
muttering complaints. Adalon stifled a grunt, then
hands pulled him upright to stand with his friends.
The Winged Ones unbound their legs and Adalon
flexed, trying to work them back to life.

'What a ride!' Simangee said. Her eyes caught the
lantern light. She hummed a few bars of a jaunty
tune. She turned to the watch leader, Kikkalak,
who was muttering with one of the Winged Ones
who had emerged from the shadows. 'You're so
lucky to be able to fly. I wish I could.'

Kikkalak narrowed her eyes. 'Quiet, A'ak. Do
not try to work your magic on me.'

'The A'ak are gone,' Targesh said. 'A long time ago.'

Kikkalak took two hopping steps. 'You lie,' she
hissed. 'The Great Enemy always lied to the Winged
Ones.'

'It's true,' Adalon said. 'The A'ak haven't been
seen in the seven kingdoms in ten thousand years.'

Kikkalak lifted her spear. 'You A'ak try to trick us.'

Adalon shook his head. 'The A'ak are gone, but
the land is facing another enemy. We've come to seek
your help.'

Kikkalak tilted her head to one side, disgust and
anger clear on her face, then, slowly, tilted it to the other
as she considered Adalon's words. Finally, she clacked
her beak. 'The Flightmother will deal with you.'
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Adalon, Simangee and Targesh were marched
through the ruins at spearpoint. Torches and
lanterns nestled on ledges amid the dogged growth that
was reclaiming the stonework. And vegetation wasn't
all that had colonised the buildings. Adalon glimpsed
many scuttlings and whirrings in the shadows, while
clicks, chirps and soft hoots followed their progress.

'This is A'ak work,' Simangee muttered as they
passed under an archway smothered in creepers. 'This
whole place.'

'Quiet,' growled Kikkalak. She poked Simangee
with the butt of her spear, shepherding her and the
others toward a broken staircase.

They were brought into a large, open area. By
its size, Adalon guessed that it had once been a
hall or an assembly chamber of some kind. It was
roofless, open to a sky which glowed orange from
the grumbling mountain. The walls stretched up
high and ended raggedly, crowned with vines and
clumps of white flowers that gave off a heady, sickly
sweet perfume.

Around the perimeter of the open area, flares
were lit on poles. A raised platform stood at one
end, with a wooden throne in the middle. Adalon
and his friends were herded toward it.

Three winged figures dropped from the night
sky and landed on the dais, near the throne. Two
were armed with spears, but the last was smaller
and weaponless. She studied the prisoners for an
instant, then she assumed her throne. The guards
took position on either side.

Kikkalak thumped her spear on the stone floor.

'Hail, Flightmother!'

From the walls all around, scratchy voices echoed
Kikkalak's welcome: 'Hail, Flightmother!'

Adalon stared. The walls were alive. Dozens of
lanterns and torches sparked alight, accompanied
by rustling and whispering, scraping and shuffling.
Scores – no, hundreds – of Winged Ones were peering
down at them from ledges and perches amid the
plants that were overtaking the ruin. Their whispers
and mutters made it sound as if a great wind had
entered the hall.

'Oh,' Simangee said, her eyes reflecting the light.
'Such a wonder.'

Adalon nodded in mute agreement. The walls
were covered with flickering glimmers of light. It
looked as if the stars had come down to pay a visit.

With a wrench, he turned his attention back to
the Flightmother.

She was old. Adalon could see grey scales around
her muzzle and loose skin at her neck. Her eyes
were sharp, however, as she leaned forward with
interest. 'So these are the A'ak,' she said in a thin,
creaky voice. 'I had always wondered what they
looked like.'

An amazed whispering came from the Winged
Ones perched in the niches on the walls. The
Flightmother hushed the noise with a gesture.

'We are not the A'ak,' Adalon said. 'We are
ordinary saur who have come to seek your help.'

'They came through the Forbidden Gate, Flightmother,'
Kikkalak said. 'They must be the A'ak.'

The Flightmother waved down the watch leader.
'Careful, Kikkalak, remember the Way of the Wing:
To see better, fly higher – but not so high that your
head is in the clouds.'

Targesh cleared his throat. 'The Way of the Horn
also has a saying: Treat strangers well, for one day
you may be a stranger yourself.'

The Flightmother made a dry, coughing sound
and it took Adalon a moment to realise she was
laughing. 'The Way of the Horn? Is that your code,
large one?'

'Aye.'

'But you've lost one of yours. What does that
mean?'

Targesh lowered his head and shifted his weight
before looking up again. 'We were in danger from
a creature of A'ak magic. If by breaking my horn I
could save my friends and redeem the honour of my
kind, it was the right thing to do.' He took a deep
breath. 'I used it to destroy the menace.'

Adalon felt for his friend. He had rarely heard
Targesh make so long a speech.

The Flightmother stood. 'Hear this, Winged
Ones, hear the youngling! Imagine if doing the
right thing meant giving up one of your wings!
Could you do it?'

More awed rustling greeted this as the Winged
Ones peered at the strangers and shared whispers.

Kikkalak spoke up, her voice shrill. 'Fair words
can hide a foul heart, Flightmother. Are not the A'ak
the liars who enslaved our ancestors?'

'How could we forget?' the Flightmother said.
She peered keenly at the three friends. 'The A'ak
were cruel deceivers. They were masters at getting
other saur to do their bidding.'

Low, angry whistles greeted this statement, the
elevated watchers expressing their displeasure.

'So,' the Flightmother said. 'Perhaps you are not
all A'ak. Perhaps one of you is, and has enslaved the
others.'

Adalon frowned. Where was the Flightmother
going with this?

The Flightmother snapped her beak. 'Done. If
one of you dies, the other two will go free. Tell me
which one of you is the A'ak.'

For a heartbeat, the three friends looked at each
other. Then Adalon stepped forward. 'Take me,
Flightmother. I am A'ak.'

Claws dug into his shoulder and Adalon stifled
a yelp as he was dragged back. 'No, don't listen to
him,' Simangee said as she vaulted past him. 'He's
a little daft. It's me you want, not him.'

Adalon was about to protest when he felt a
mighty hand on the back of his neck. Simangee
jumped when a similar one took her neck and gently
eased her aside. 'No,' Targesh said. 'It's me.'

Simangee stamped. 'Dolts! Don't you know
what's good for you? Just be quiet and let me take
care of this.'

'Flightmother,' Adalon appealed. 'They are
injured, weak, brain-fevered. They don't know what
they're doing. Take me.'

The Flightmother held up a hand. 'Enough,
enough.' Her eyes were bright in the torchlight. 'You
cannot be A'ak, none of you. The A'ak would never
volunteer themselves for death.'

'They wouldn't?' Simangee said.

'No. The A'ak were utterly selfish. They cared
nothing for others, only themselves.' She nodded.
'Be at peace. You all may live.'

Adalon let out a great breath. 'This was just a
test?'

'Just? There was no just about it. Each of you
was prepared to sacrifice yourself for your friends.
That is no small thing.'

Adalon glanced at Simangee and Targesh. They
all shared hesitant smiles. He felt honoured to have
such staunch friends. He knew he'd do anything for
them, and they for him.

The Flightmother gestured to the guards who
were holding Adalon, Simangee and Targesh.
'Release them. Bring them to my perch.'

Flanked by her personal guard, the Flightmother
went to the rear of the dais. The old Winged One
leaped into the air and was gone, disappearing into
the darkness beyond.

Once freed, the three friends were led through a
tumbledown doorway and up a flight of stairs. The
guards stayed close, but the Flightmother's command
had changed the way they treated the prisoners.
No more prodding with spear butts.

Kikkalak brought them through a curtain of
hanging leaves. Adalon looked around, then stopped
still. Targesh bumped into his back. 'Careful,' Adalon
said, putting out a hand to prevent Simangee bustling
into the room.

Targesh grunted and took a step back.

Opposite, where once a solid wall had stood,
the entire side of the room was open to a dizzying
drop. The smoking mountain was close by, to the
right, belching more fire. By its lurid light, Adalon
could see jungle stretching out in front of them.
They were high above the crowns of the tallest trees,
and Adalon swallowed, putting a hand on the stone
doorway, glad to feel its solidity. An iron bar had
been hammered into the floor and projected out into
empty space. On it was the Flightmother.

She made the dry laughing sound again. 'You
don't like the view?'

'The view is a wonder,' Simangee said. 'I just don't
like the idea of falling out while I'm admiring it.'

More laughter. 'We Winged Ones forget about
things like that. It must be sad to be earthbound.'

'We're accustomed to it,' Adalon said. 'It reminds
us that we belong to the land.'

The Flightmother hopped from her perch and
came close. She peered at each of them. 'Strange as it
may seem, so do we, youngling. The air is our home,
our domain, but we know that everything – in the
end – comes from the land and returns to it.'

Adalon bowed his head for a moment. The
Flightmother's words gave him confidence. 'The land is
in danger, Flightmother,' he said. 'It needs your help.'

'Ah. The A'ak have returned?'

Adalon frowned. 'No. They haven't been seen in
Krangor for ten thousand years.'

'That is good.' She paused. 'They will return, you
know.' The Flightmother jerked her head angrily.
'Every Flightmother has known this. We each pray
that it will not happen in our own lifetime.'

'The threat, Your Majesty, comes from Thraag,
one of the seven kingdoms. The Queen of Thraag
wants to conquer and rule all Krangor.'

The Flightmother stared. 'She's mad. That will
break the compact with the land. It will rebel.'

'She thinks she is doing it for the good of the saur.
One kingdom, one ruler.'

The Flightmother was silent for a moment. Then
she clacked her beak. 'Not an ignoble aim. Peace,
prosperity, all saur united – '

'But at what cost?' Simangee said. 'War, blood,
death for many.'

'No more bond with the land,' Targesh rumbled.

The Flightmother stalked to her perch. She hopped
into the air, flapped once, then gripped the iron bar
with her foot claws and looked out at the smoking
mountain. 'We came here long, long ago, fleeing the
A'ak.' She turned, the orange mountain light reflecting
in her eyes. 'They made us, you know.'

Adalon's eyes widened. 'The A'ak made you?'

'Winged Ones existed before the A'ak, but only
as dimwitted cousins of the saur. We had no hands,
you see.' She stretched out her wings. Adalon
could see the fiery mountain's glow through them.
'Before the A'ak, we could not grasp tools. The A'ak
used their magic to change us, giving us arms and
hands separate from our wings. We were meant to
be their slaves, to be their magnificent soldiers of
the air.'

Adalon's tail twitched as he imagined the A'ak
commanding legions of Winged Ones. Combined
with the fierce A'ak land armies, they would never
have been defeated. 'You refused.'

'Of course. We who had tasted the freedom of the
air could not submit to the rule of others. We resisted,
we fought, but our young race was no match for the
might of the A'ak. Some of our ancestors managed
to flee and find refuge here, in the Fiery Isles.' She
laughed – again the dry whistling sound. 'Strange,
isn't it? We found a place the A'ak had abandoned
and took it for our own. For age upon age we've
lived here, our numbers growing, but always fearing
that the A'ak would find us.' She paused. 'It is good
to hear they are gone.'

'You never returned to Krangor?' Simangee
asked.

'Never, much as we wanted to. The A'ak were
everywhere on the continent. We hid, and feared
their return to the Fiery Isles.' The Flightmother
hissed. 'A single lesson in the Way of the A'ak was
drummed into our ancestors when they were still
slaves: Patience, endurance, revenge. That's all.
Patience, endurance, revenge.'

Adalon shivered. He heard Simangee flute a soft,
mournful sound. Targesh shook his neck shield. 'But
will you help us against the Queen of Thraag?' he
repeated.

The Flightmother paused again. She cocked her
head to one side. 'Our traditions say that one day we
will return to Krangor. When the time is right.'

A deep rumble came from the smoking mountain.
Adalon felt the stone floor tremble beneath his feet.
The Flightmother stretched her neck and gazed at
the jets of molten rock bursting from the mountain
vent. In the distance, over the sea, other mountains
answered, roaring and grumbling. The sky was thick
with smoke and Adalon's eyes stung.

He pointed. 'The time is right now. The land is
in danger from Queen Tayesha's madness. Help it.
Help us.'

'For the good of all saur,' Targesh said.

'You're needed,' Simangee said.

'It will be the innocents who suffer most,' Adalon
said, 'if Queen Tayesha goes ahead with her plan
to invade and conquer each of the other kingdoms.
Males, females, children who have no part in the
great plans of queens and generals – they will lose
their homes as armies trample through. They will
starve. They will be enslaved. They will die.'

'Aye,' said the Flightmother. Her wings crept
around her slight body and she bowed her head.

'Come home,' Simangee urged. 'Come home to
Krangor.'

The Flightmother glanced sharply at Simangee.
Then she opened and closed her beak before hunching
her shoulders in thought.

Adalon looked down at the landscape of ash and
jungle, turned ruddy by the mountain's glow. Further
away, the other five islands grumbled in the night.
Adalon glanced at his friends. Targesh brooded, his
brow furrowed, brawny forearms clasped together.
Simangee fidgeted, her tail twitching, her gaze never
still, her crest nodding to music only she could
hear.

The Flightmother looked up, her face firm. 'It is
not our battle. We will remain here.'

Adalon was downcast, but he understood the
Flightmother. Why should the Winged Ones join
them? Here, they had peace and safety. A struggle
against Queen Tayesha promised nothing but pain.

But Simangee was not so resigned. 'You can't
abandon Krangor!' she burst out. 'If Queen Tayesha
is successful, it will mean the end for us all.'

The Flightmother was silent for a moment. 'Not
for us all. The Fiery Isles do not belong to Krangor.
We left Krangor behind long ago.'

'The Winged Ones left Krangor,' Targesh rumbled,
'but did they leave it all behind?'

The Flightmother clacked her beak twice and
stared at Targesh, first with one eye and then with
the other. 'We are exiles,' she said slowly. 'We were
driven from our home by the A'ak, but we have found
a new home here. We have forgotten Krangor.' She
crossed her arms on her chest and looked out over
the ash-strewn land in front of them. The smoking
mountain groaned and a thin arc of molten rock
plumed from the highest vent.

'Krangor hasn't forgotten you,' Simangee said.
'The Missing Kin, you are called. You are in our
songs and stories. Our little ones hear of you and
wonder where you are, where you've gone.'

'Tcha!' the Flightmother said. 'Stories for little
ones? What are stories worth? We tell our little ones
stories, too, about what the A'ak did to us.'

'You tell these stories so your people won't
forget,' Adalon said.

'We will never forget what they did to us,' the
Flightmother snapped.

'Just as you must never forget where you came
from,' Adalon said.

'Krangor,' the Flightmother whispered. 'The
land.'

'Help us,' Adalon urged. 'Help us and return to
your ancestral home.'

'Yes,' the Flightmother said. She straightened.
'The Winged Ones will come home.'





Fourteen

To spare the three friends the laborious undersea
journey, the Winged Ones used their nets to
fly Adalon, Simangee and Targesh to the mainland.
Without being trussed and bound, Adalon found he
was able to enjoy the moonlit flight. The light on the
waves made them look as if they were brushed with
silver. The clouds overhead scudded across the sky like
playful beasts. The horizon rolled back as they climbed
and the world expanded, growing immeasurably vast
in all directions. He began to understand the joy the
Winged Ones felt when they soared across the sky.

They were brought to where they had left their
magical riding beasts. Kikkalak inspected the brass
steeds with interest before bidding the three friends
farewell, promising to return in the morning.
Yawning and weary after a long day, Adalon waved
to the Winged Ones as they glided over the waves,
back toward the smoking mountain that sheltered
their home.

The next morning, after a short sleep, Adalon
opened his eyes to find they were surrounded.

In the bright morning sun, he rolled to his feet and
stared. The Flightmother stood with a host of armed
soldiers, polished and preened, leather-armoured,
carrying spears and bows. They looked solemn and
determined.

The Flightmother smiled at Adalon. 'So, this is
Krangor,' she said. She lifted her unshod feet up and
then dug into the sandy soil. 'The Winged Ones are
home again.'

'Krangor welcomes you,' Simangee said. She
bowed grandly. 'And so do we.'

'We've promised to aid you,' the Flightmother
said. 'Where should we meet?'

'Meet us at Sleeto,' Adalon said. 'The Thraag
Army must pass through it on their way to invade
Callibeen. It's the best place to stop them.'

'Here,' Simangee said, thrusting a map in front of
the aged Winged One. 'It's the sole pass through the
Skyhorn Ranges.'

The Flightmother glanced at the map and
nodded. 'We can find it. Winged Ones are good at
finding their way.' She gazed at the lush jungle that
surrounded them. 'This is a pleasant land. I'm glad
we're helping to save it.'

Simangee nudged Adalon and gestured. Standing
toward the rear of the warriors were a number of
saur who were clearly not Winged Ones.

They were much taller than their winged kin. At
first, Adalon thought they were Long-necks, but their
bare barrel chests and webbed hands announced
they were something different. When they smiled,
their teeth were needles.

'Ah!' said the Flightmother when she saw Adalon's
astonishment. 'You haven't met our cousins before,
the People of the Deeps?'

Adalon shook his head. 'We are living in a time
when legends stalk the land. It is a foolish saur who
says "Such and such cannot be" for he will turn a
corner and find the object of his disbelief staring
at him.'

The Flightmother chuckled. 'The People of the
Deeps were treated even worse by the A'ak, so they are
even more secretive than we Winged Ones. Only a few
were prepared to leave their watery homes to join us.'

Simangee saluted the needle-toothed warriors.
'We welcome you to the struggle.'

The tallest of them returned the salute with a wave
of his long, slender webbed hand – a hand that Adalon
thought looked almost like a flipper. 'We swimmers
look forward to the adventure,' the aquatic warrior
said in a hissing voice. 'And the chance to see Krangor.
You speak of legends, but the seven kingdoms are a
legend to us!'

Adalon was pleased to have more allies, but he
frowned. 'How will you get to Sleeto? It lies in the
mountains, not the sea.'

The swimmer laughed. 'We will fly, of course.'

'Fly?'

'People of the Deeps usually hate nets, but not
when they are borne by our winged friends. We will
relax, comfortable, and be carried to battle.'

'Excellent!' Adalon turned to the Flightmother.
'We will bring what forces we can muster and meet
you in Sleeto.'

He climbed into the saddle of his riding beast. As
he did, the steed whirred to life. It shook itself and
stamped its brass hoofs. Adalon's hand brushed the
hilt of his sword. He found himself lamenting that he
hadn't used the blade for a long time. He wondered
when he would feel it sing in his hand again.

Adalon shook himself, throwing off the cunning
magic of the weapon. 'It's not for you to say,' he
muttered under his breath. He took the reins and
saluted as advance scouts of the Winged Ones
wheeled overhead. When his friends were ready, he
broke into an easy canter, then a full-blooded gallop
as his riding beast tried to race the wind.

***

Three days of hard riding later, Adalon signalled
a stop high in the Skyhorn Ranges. Below, on the
other side of Snowmaiden Lake, was the village of
Lod. Bulking solidly against it was the castle of High
Battilon.

'Home,' Targesh said, leaning over his saddle,
but Adalon was concerned at how his friend's face
was gloomy rather than excited.

'I've been patient,' Simangee announced, 'but
now you must tell me what we're doing here. If
you're expecting a friendly welcome from Wargrach,
I think you'll be disappointed.'

Adalon grinned. 'Not all the saur in the Eastern
Peaks will have fallen in with Wargrach. They won't
have forgotten what he did to their lord, my father.'

Simangee rubbed her face. 'You're looking for
recruits.'

Adalon slapped Targesh on the back. 'Loyalty
lives. Isn't that what the Way of the Horn says, old
friend?'

'Aye,' Targesh said, brightening. 'It does.'

Adalon was pleased to see Targesh's reaction.
Perhaps there was something here to restore his
friend's spirits.

Adalon lashed the flank of his riding beast with
the reins and it bounded down the narrow path.

The road to the castle of High Battilon was
quieter than Adalon had ever seen it. No villagers, no
labourers, no wagons making their way to market.
The farmhouses looked abandoned, but enough of
them showed smoke from chimneys to indicate that
saur were still living in the fertile farmlands.

The streets of Lod were almost empty, but the
passage of three brilliantly armoured saur galloping
through on noisy brass riding beasts brought saur to
doorways and windows to gape.

The castle stood on a ridge over the village.
Adalon didn't pause. He urged the tireless brass
steed toward the gates. At that moment he didn't
care if Wargrach were in residence or not. His blood
was up and if his father's killer were there, his crime
would be dealt with.

Slouched on either side of the gates were half a
dozen ill-favoured saur. Like the villagers, they gaped
at the three metal riders on their metal steeds. Four
threw down their weapons and fled. The other two
slunk inside the castle.

'Ignore them!' Adalon cried. The three friends
were inside the gates before the guards could
bring down the portcullis. They burst through the
gatehouse and into the courtyard. Adalon had
expected to find Wargrach's saur ready to defend
the castle, but the open area was empty apart from
an astonished-looking Plated One who was standing
at a well, dusting flour from his apron.

Adalon trotted his steed up to the Plated One.
'Where is everyone?'

The Plated One's eyes were huge and round as
he stared at Adalon and his friends. 'Everyone?' he
echoed.

'The troops. Wargrach.'

'Gone. They've gone to war, they have.' He
nodded emphatically and a cloud of flour puffed
from his apron.

'Callibeen,' growled Targesh. 'Gone to join the
Queen's Army.'

'No, no,' the Plated One said. He was well fed,
with a number of chins. All of them wobbled as he
spoke. 'Knobblond. The general's gone to war on
Knobblond. Said he wanted it as a present for Queen
Tayesha.'

Adalon was thunderstruck. With the Queen's
Army moving toward Callibeen, he'd expected
Wargrach to add his strength to hers as a show of
support. But Wargrach must have felt confident that
Callibeen would fall; joining his forces to Thraag's
would benefit him little. But if he conquered
Knobblond, the Queen's gratitude would be great.
Wargrach would be in favour once more.

Adalon was torn. What to do? His allies were
flocking to Sleeto to block the Queen's invasion of
Callibeen. He couldn't leave them by themselves.
Knobblond will have to look after itself, he thought,
but his heart was heavy. Knobblond didn't deserve
to fall.

'Wargrach has taken all the troops?' Simangee
asked the Plated One, who was staring nervously at
the great brass steeds.

'All he could.' The Plated One looked disgusted.
'He left a few behind, he did, but none who were
any good.'

Adalon's tail thrashed. 'Lord Moralon. Do you
know where he is?'

'Last I heard he was in the dungeons somewhere.
That was a long time ago, though.'

The dungeons of High Battilon had not been used
at all while Adalon's father ruled. They'd been flung
open to light and air, becoming a playground for the
three friends. They were a place to hide and explore
– but when Adalon led the way down the familiar
twisting staircase, they found it was a playground
no longer. The evil-smelling warden took one look
at Adalon's bright blue armour and handed over
the keys. Cell after cell was full of saur from all
over the Eastern Peaks. Anyone who had resisted
Wargrach's rule had ended up in the dungeons to
rot. Once the doors were unlocked, the prisoners
dragged themselves from the cells, astonished to see
the return of the true heir to High Battilon.

The last cell, the darkest and dankest, held
Adalon's uncle, Lord Moralon. He was a pitiful sight.
He was not manacled, nor had he been beaten from
what Adalon could see. It was his spirit that been
broken, not his body. He sat on the edge of a crude
bed, his head in his hands, his tail hanging limply. He
didn't look up as Adalon threw the door open.

'Uncle,' he said. 'It's Adalon.'

Moralon did not reply.

'You're free, Uncle,' Adalon said. He went to the
side of the frail, shaking figure. 'You can leave.'

Moralon looked up. He showed no surprise
at seeing his nephew. 'I failed you, Adalon,' he
whispered. 'I dishonoured our family and betrayed
my own brother. I am a poor, wicked saur.'

'Uncle.' Adalon patted him on the shoulder and
struggled to find the right words to comfort him.
'I wish things had gone better for you.'

His uncle lowered his head again. He began to
weep.

Simangee went and kneeled by his side. After a
moment she looked at Adalon. 'He needs time to
heal.'

'He can't do it here,' Targesh said. 'Wargrach will
return soon.'

'We'll take him to the Lost Castle,' Adalon said.
'He can ride double with me.'

'Let me stay here a while,' Targesh said suddenly.
'There must be good saur around who didn't give
in to Wargrach. I'll find 'em. Give 'em a chance to
strike back.'

Adalon gazed at his friend and saw how important
this was to him. Action of this sort could be the best
medicine for Targesh's hurts. 'We'll meet you at
Sleeto, two weeks from now.' He gripped Targesh's
forearm. 'Be swift, but be safe.'

Targesh smiled slowly. 'See you in Sleeto.'
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Late on the second day of their ride, Adalon and
Simangee emerged from the secret tunnel under
the smoking mountain. They galloped through the
Hidden Valley to the Lost Castle.

Moralon had barely spoken during the whole
journey from High Battilon and Adalon was deeply
concerned. It was most unlike his uncle, a saur
who had been full of wit and high spirits before
the murder of his brother. He was glad to hand
Moralon to Varriah, who met them inside the gate
of the Lost Castle. She looked perfectly calm and
assured, as if she regularly welcomed armoured saur
at midnight.

The next morning, over a hasty breakfast, Varriah
reported to Adalon and Simangee. She had a bundle
of papers in her hand. 'We have three wagons, but
no riding or draft beasts, so you'll have to haul them
yourselves. I've assembled enough provisions for
your company and they're all armed and armoured,
even if they're inexperienced. Farmers and miners
from Sleeto, mostly.' She wagged a finger. 'I'd
appreciate a little more notice next time. I've had to
work through the night to get this ready.'

'How many have volunteered?' Simangee asked.

'Thirty,' Varriah answered.

'Thirty,' Adalon repeated. He'd hoped for more.
'Perhaps we can recruit on the journey.' He tapped
the table with a claw. 'And my uncle? How is he
after a night's rest?'

'Not well. He has eaten little, and hasn't spoken
much. His spirit has been broken, I'd say.'

Adalon sighed. He felt that Moralon was better
off now, yet wondered what the future held for
him.

***

The march to Sleeto was maddening. Adalon was
frustrated at the slow pace of his small company and
longed to give his magical steed its head. Dragging
the wagons slowed the saur considerably, despite the
roads being in good condition thanks to the efforts
of Adalon's father. He worried that his estimate
of a two-week journey had been optimistic. They
laboured along, lifting wagon wheels out of ruts and
putting their shoulders behind carts to help them
over rough patches.

As they went, they began to pick up volunteers
– stragglers and the dispossessed who'd been
driven from their farms and homesteads by either
Wargrach's cronies or Queen Tayesha's Army. These
saur had been living in the woods and fens, in small
bands or in solitude. Most had been staying alive
by living off the land, and were lean and suspicious.
From them Adalon gathered that the main body of
the Queen's Army was still some days away, but
advance scouts were creating havoc. The scouts had
been arrogant in their demands, ignoring protests
and taking whatever they wanted. Any lingering
loyalty to the Queen was quickly vanishing thanks
to such tactics.

Adalon itched to reach Sleeto. He worried about
the Winged Ones and Targesh's recruits. He worried
about Targesh's broken horn, what could be done for
him, and whether he would make it safely to Sleeto.
Simangee had no doubts. 'He'll be there,' was all
she said whenever Adalon fretted aloud. He worried
about Moralon, too, and hoped that Varriah would
take good care of him.

His tail thrashed constantly.

At noon on the fifteenth day of their march, they
reached the point where the road to Sleeto began to
climb toward the mountains. Simangee tried to hitch
her riding beast to one of the wagons to help pull it up
the slope, but the beast refused to cooperate, simply
freezing in place and becoming the statue it so much
resembled. The ragged dispossessed who'd joined
the company volunteered to act as draught beasts
and the wagons were slowly hauled upwards.

Even though the air grew colder, it was hot, hard
labour. Adalon pitched in, straining to push wagons
that stubbornly seemed to find every pothole in the
road.

A halt was called at a particularly difficult bend in
the road. Adalon sagged against the wagon wheel and
wiped dust from his brow. Suddenly, Simangee leaped
onto the wagon and peered back down the mountainside.
'Adalon!' she cried. 'Targesh! He's coming!'

Adalon straightened, feeling a twinge in his back.
He stared back down the twisting road to see a
company of saur on riding beasts approaching from
the south. He made a rough count of four dozen.
'Are you sure?'

'It's him! See the brass steed?'

There was no mistaking the giant riding beast and
the massive figure in green armour astride it. Adalon
called a halt. Wheels were chocked to prevent the
wagons rolling back down the road. Saur threw
themselves onto the springy grass at the roadside
and stretched their aching muscles.

Soon, the riders approached. Adalon hailed his
friend. 'It's good to see you, Targesh!'

Targesh grinned and Adalon was pleased to see
delight on his friend's face. 'High Battilon still has
courage, Adalon!' He gestured at his band of saur.
'And the best riding beasts in Thraag!'

Targesh dismounted and joined Adalon and
Simangee. He gripped their forearms. 'Good to see
you,' he said. 'Took us a bit longer than I thought.'

Adalon didn't mind. He was simply happy to see
his Horned One friend again. He gave the order for
the company to start marching again. With renewed
spirits from having reinforcements, the saur applied
themselves with vigour. The wagons began to rumble
uphill.

Targesh dismounted and walked alongside his
friends. He told of finding small bands of saur in
the forests surrounding High Battilon. They'd been
raiding, skirmishing against Wargrach's troops,
barely avoiding capture again and again. They'd
been glad when Targesh had appeared and offered
them the chance for real battle.

'And so here we are,' Targesh said.

'And here we are,' Simangee said, pointing
ahead.

The swelling company had crested the final rise
and directly in front of them was the Fist, the towering
rocky outcrop that loomed beside the entrance to
the small valley where Sleeto lay. This small valley
was the only route through the otherwise impassable
Skyhorn Ranges. In the clear, cool air, Adalon could
see the road winding down into sparse greenery
strewn with rocks, a pocket nestled among the peaks.
The sun shone on a tiny lake and a wild, young river
with water like quicksilver. At the eastern end of the
valley was what had been the village of Sleeto.

Adalon's heart sank. He hadn't realised how
much he'd been hoping that their allies would be
waiting for them. 'No Winged Ones.'

'What's kept them?' Simangee wondered. 'They
should be here by now.'

The sword at Adalon's side quivered. He put his
hand on its hilt and felt a surge of something like
hope. 'We shall prevail, with or without them.'





Sixteen

Adalon remembered old soldiers, his instructors
at High Battilon, grumbling that life in the
Army was either hurrying or waiting, with nothing
in between.

We've hurried, he thought as he looked east along
the length of the valley. And now we're waiting.

They'd set up camp a mile or so inside the entrance
to the valley. Another mile eastward lay the stone
bridge where the wild Sleeto River crossed the valley
before bending back and plunging through the gap
in the mountains that led to Callibeen. Adalon knew
that the bridge was a vital strategic point. If they
couldn't stop the Thraag Army from entering the valley,
he would have to order his force to fall back over the
bridge and then destroy it, in the hope that the river
would prove a barrier to their foes' advance.

In the dimming light of evening, Adalon had time
to set a picket line and send scouts to the Fist. In the
forlorn hope that Callibeen might manage to send
troops, he also sent scouts to the eastern end of the
valley, from whence they would come. He doubted
that any Callibeen troops would arrive, though.
It was a peaceful kingdom, more interested in
learning than war.

Sunset stained the mountaintops, turning their
snowy heights pink and orange. The ruddy light
climbed higher and higher until the tallest peaks
glowed like hot coals while the others were still
shrouded in shadow. Then night came and wrapped
the valley in its cloak.

'The stars are bright,' Simangee said, her breath
steaming. She had a pocket harp and strummed it
absently. Adalon thought the music sounded sad.
'They look like chips of ice way up there.'

'Is that where the cold comes from?' Adalon
rubbed his hands together. 'What about food and
a hot drink?'

'As long as you're not looking for a feast, you'll
be happy. A few of the saur who used to live here
went scavenging after we set camp. They've come
back with some roots they swear are tasty.'

'That's all?'

'And whatever we had left of our provisions.
Filling, but not very toothsome.'

Adalon nodded. 'You go. I'll join you soon.'

He ambled through the camp, taking note of
how his inexperienced soldiers were coping. His
sword bounced on his hip and he dropped a hand
to steady it.

He paused, wrinkling his snout, and frowned. The
tents were badly sited. Too many had openings facing
the wind. And the fire pits were poorly located, too.
He clicked his tongue and felt anger rise. He clutched
the hilt of his sword. A good flogging would teach
the shirkers a thing or two.

He leaped onto a boulder, then scrambled upward
until he was overlooking the camp. He stared at the
Fist and imagined the Army of Thraag swarming into
the valley. Absently, he slid his sword from its scabbard
and tapped it against the rock at his feet. He enjoyed
the soft ringing noise it made while he thought.

A tiny force resisting a huge one. It could be done
in such a way to inspire legend. He remembered the
battle of Srinath when he'd commanded fifty A'ak
against an army a hundred times larger. He'd harried
first, then fallen back over the muddy, churned-up
ground. The enemy hadn't appreciated the slope
and . . .

Adalon put a hand to his head. It was throbbing,
pounding as if a pair of hammers were at work inside.
What was I thinking? He shuddered. The chill,
alien thoughts of an A'ak commander had pushed
themselves into his mind. For a moment he'd seen
things through A'ak eyes. With a groan, he thrust the
sword back into its sheath.

He spat on the ground, trying to rid himself of the
evil taste, but at the same time he pondered some of
the insights he'd been granted. The A'ak commander
had been experienced, something Adalon was not.
In such a perilous situation, perhaps his memories
could be useful . . .

Adalon hissed and shook himself as he remembered
how casually the commander had thought of
flogging his own troops. No, the cost of such wisdom
is too high.

A flare of light bloomed in the night sky. Adalon
looked twice. It wasn't a signal coming from the Fist
– it was coming from the eastern end of the valley!

He bounded down the rubble-strewn hillside in
time to meet Simangee. 'What have the lookouts
seen?' she said.

Targesh appeared on his riding beast. 'I'll find
out.' He galloped off into the night.

Adalon roused his troops. 'Get your weapons
ready! Put on your armour!'

He asked Simangee, 'What potions did you
bring?'

'Healing potions, mostly. They're the ones I'm
surest about. I have a few fire potions, too.'

'Nothing else?'

'Well, when I was fetching the potions I
remembered I'd just found that some of the bottles
contained illusion potions.'

'Illusions?'

'Fantasies. Mirages. Things that don't exist.
They're not real, but they appear solid.'

'How do you know?'

'I tried some of them.' She held up a thumb-sized
vial. The glass was clear, with spiral grooves. Inside,
the potion was a rich purple. 'When I shatter these,
apparitions appear. Bright lights, frightening faces,
loud noises from nowhere.'

'That was dangerous, trying them like that.'

'It was the only way to find out.'

At that moment, Targesh rode up, his steed
clattering in its haste. 'Soldiers from Callibeen!'

Adalon brightened. 'Good news indeed!' He
looked toward the cleft. Torches twinkled as soldiers
marched into the tiny valley from the east.

'Simangee, can you assemble our company while
I go and meet the commander?'

'Of course.'

Adalon ran for his riding beast and sprang into
the saddle. With a clash and a clatter it bounded
forward, sending gravel spraying from its brass hoofs.
He arrived at the gap in time to greet the Callibeen
soldiers and he was heartened at their numbers.

They eyed him suspiciously.

'Who is your commander?' he asked.

'I am.' A tall Billed One stepped forward. While
most Billed Ones preferred the trading life, being
well represented among merchants and traders, this
Billed One had the bearing and the scars of a warrior.
'And what kind of creature are you?'

Adalon was taken aback at the question, but then
realised how he must appear. Astride a brass beast
that neither breathed nor blinked, clad in sky-blue
armour that would appear inky-black in the night,
he must look unsettling. He took off his helmet and
cradled it in one arm. 'Adalon of the Eastern Peaks,
good sir, here to stop the Army of Queen Tayesha.'
He smiled. 'We're grateful for your joining us.'

The commander inspected him. 'You are young,
Adalon of the Eastern Peaks. Where are your
elders?'

Adalon frowned. 'How old do I have to be to
defend Callibeen? Queen Tayesha's madness will
destroy young as well as old. The young have a right
to resist.'

The commander held up a hand. 'Well spoken,
young sir. I apologise for my rudeness. What is the
size of your force?'

'Nearly a hundred. Plus forty riders.'

'So few? You are courageous indeed, to oppose
an army with such paltry numbers.'

'It is all we have,' Adalon said simply.

The Billed One was silent for a moment. 'I am
the Duke of Ordoon. The King of Callibeen has
entrusted the safety of his realm to me.' He held out
his gauntleted hand.

Adalon took the commander's hand and shook it.
'Let me take you to our camp, Your Lordship, and
I'll tell you of the countryside.'

'Call me Ordoon, Adalon. In battle a single name
is more than enough.'

As they led the Callibeen warriors to the camp,
Ordoon told Adalon of the troop-raising. It was
almost the entire fighting strength of the country,
or at least those who could be summoned at short
notice. 'One thousand, more or less,' Ordoon said
as they reached the first tents. 'Many Clawed Ones
and Toothed Ones, but plenty of Billed Ones, Longnecks
– everyone flocked to the flag.'

'Hoolgar!'

Adalon turned to see Simangee running through
the tents. She'd removed her helmet and her eyes
shone in the torchlight. She rushed through the
startled Callibeen troops and threw herself at an
ancient Crested One who was hobbling at the rear.

Adalon laughed with surprise and delight. 'You
have some older soldiers,' he said to Ordoon.

'Not all who came are soldiers. That one insisted
on accompanying us. A scholar and a musician, he
claimed he knew the Sleeto Pass well and could help
us. He was very insistent.'

Simangee, laughing, presented a familiar old
Crested One. 'Adalon, it's Hoolgar!'

'Hello, Adalon,' said Hoolgar. He wiped his
glasses on the long sleeves of his travel-stained robe.
'I hoped I would find you here, and it's important
that I have.'

Adalon had always admired Hoolgar for his
patience and his wide-ranging intelligence. Insects,
mathematics, calligraphy and glass-making all
came within his compass; he roamed across fields
of knowledge like a bold explorer, belying his
venerable age. 'Where have you been, Hoolgar?' he
asked the venerable Crested One, then he embraced
his frail form. 'Where did you go when you left High
Battilon? Why didn't you send us news?'

'Questions, questions. You were always the one
with the questions, Adalon.' Hoolgar smiled. 'It's
good to see you again.'

'And you. But what have you been up to? Why
did you leave us so suddenly?'

Hoolgar grew serious. 'I saw dark times on the
horizon. Dark indeed. But I needed to know more,
so I've been roaming all seven kingdoms, talking to
wise ones, sages, scholars of all kinds.'

'You knew about Queen Tayesha's plans?'

'I learned much about them, and about
Wargrach.'

Adalon held up a hand. 'We know about him.
He's installed himself in High Battilon. We've been
there and rescued my uncle.'

'You have, have you? That is well done.' Hoolgar
looked at the sky for a moment. 'But that's not all.
He's taken Knobblond, you know.'

Adalon was shaken. So soon? he thought. 'The
seven kingdoms are no more.'

'Correct. With Knobblond fallen, we no longer
have seven monarchs in harmony with the land.
Such a disruption to the natural order has shifted
the balance. We must be prepared for an upheaval.'

'Upheaval,' Adalon echoed. 'The land in
torment.'

'But that's not all.' Hoolgar put his hands together,
clasping them tightly and bumping them against his
chin. 'I've learned that something equally dreadful
is about to happen, something all saur have been
fearing.'

Adalon felt as if a hand made of ice had clutched
his heart. He knew what Hoolgar was about to say.
He wanted to beg him to be silent, but he knew this
would change nothing. 'What is it?' he whispered.

'The A'ak are returning.'
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The next morning, Adalon lay dreaming.
In his dream, he was marching at the head of
an army. All the warriors were giving throat to a
tune full of honour and glory. The song soared above
the tramp of feet and the clanging of armour, while
banners snapped in the breeze above their heads.
Adalon's heart was full to bursting with pride. He
was a fortunate saur to be leading such a host.

The dream vanished. Adalon struggled from its
clutches to find that the song still hung in the air. For
a moment, dream and waking were as one, then he
realised he was in the misty, still heights of Sleeto with
the melody echoing around him. He rolled to his feet
and stepped into the fog to find its source.

His blood stirred. He picked through the rocky
waste, casting from side to side as the sound seemed
to come from all around. Groping through the
shifting mist, he finally came on a hollow. It was
a shallow depression in between two folds of the
mountain skirts, strewn with boulders and shards of
rock from the heights.

Many soldiers were gathered. They were staring,
rapt, at the figure in red armour on the slope
above them. Their eyes were bright, their fists were
clenched and they beat the air in time with the song.
Slowly, it dawned on Adalon that the song was
in a language unknown to him. It didn't seem to
matter; the song still moved him. It made him want
to fight, to bring glory to his family and his people.
Caught up in its wild strains, he knew that cowardice
was worse than death and that weakness was to be
spurned. Nobility lay in force of arms. War was the
great game and victory was the highest honour.

Then, just as he was about to be swept away by
the song, Adalon caught himself. This is wrong, he
thought.

With an effort, he turned away from the music
and refused its call. When he did, he saw that the
singer was Simangee.

He hissed. Simangee's songs were not songs of
war. Her songs were full of life, not blood and death.
And she certainly never sang in a language like this.

A figure approaching through the mist asked,
'How long has this been going on?'

'Hoolgar,' Adalon said, relieved. 'For some time,
I think. It smells like more A'ak mischief.'

'Ah.' Hoolgar studied Adalon. 'What about
you?'

'I've felt it, too. I thought I was the only one.'

'The A'ak work in cunning ways. We must help
her.'

When Adalon and Hoolgar took Simangee's
arms, she broke off her song and stared with eyes
that were wild and unfocused. Then she turned her
head and looked at Hoolgar. 'We slaughtered them?'
she said, and then hesitated. 'No, that's not right. We
haven't fought yet. We are massed for battle glorious
with weapons polished and eager.'

'Come, Simangee,' Hoolgar said.

'But I thought – ' She halted and put a hand to
her cheek. 'No. That wasn't me. That was someone
else.' She looked at Adalon. 'It's the A'ak, isn't it?
I was singing an A'ak song?'

'I think so.'

'My throat hurts.' She put a hand to her neck.
'I remember now. It felt like the black presence.'

Hoolgar gripped her shoulder. 'What black
presence?'

Startled, Simangee took a step back. 'Months ago,
we were set upon by warhounds,' she said. 'I used a
potion bottle I'd found and a black horror emerged.
Once it slaughtered the warhounds, it entered my
mind.'

Adalon hissed as he remembered. 'It took some
time before she threw it off. I thought we'd lost
her.'

Hoolgar studied Simangee's face. 'This isn't good.
Not good at all.'

'You know about this black horror?'

'I've read about such a thing. You may have
set loose a powerful agent of the A'ak. Ach!' he
exclaimed. 'It could be worse than I thought.' He
clicked his tongue. 'You may have to give up these
A'ak artefacts.'

Adalon's heart lurched. 'The armour?'

'And the weapons. I had no idea that their
influence would be so robust. After all these years,'
he added.

Give up the A'ak sword? Adalon dropped his
hand to the scabbard. He could do it, of course, but
there was no denying how useful it was. 'I've felt the
A'ak influence,' he admitted, 'but I think it's getting
easier to handle. We'd be foolish to throw away such
strong help when we need it.'

Hoolgar nodded slowly. 'The A'ak were mighty.
Are mighty.'

'We should be careful, of course,' Adalon said. 'If
it proves too much for us, naturally we'll abandon
the A'ak equipment. Besides,' he glanced sidelong at
Hoolgar. 'If the A'ak are returning, perhaps we need
to know about their capabilities. We may be able to
use their tools against them.'

Hoolgar studied him for some time. The old
saur's eyes were steady. 'There is much we still don't
know about the A'ak,' he said. 'None of the scholars
I spoke to in my years of travelling ever claimed to
truly know these mysterious saur. And yet when I
find my young students, I find them ensconced in an
A'ak stronghold, clad in A'ak armour, and wielding
A'ak magic. It seems as if I still have much to learn.'

'And we'll help you,' Adalon said. 'We have much
to share.'

'I'm sure you do,' Hoolgar said, but Adalon was
unsettled by the old tutor's thoughtful gaze. Briskly,
he turned to Simangee. 'Can you use magic to help
us see where the enemy is?'

She shook her head. 'Scrying can't find something
if I don't know where it is. I can bring far things
closer, but that's all.'

A cry went up from the camp. The mist had lifted
and Adalon could see the whole valley in front of him.
Ordoon, the Callibeen commander, was hurrying
toward them. 'Adalon!' he called. 'A signal!'

Away to the west, over the ominous bulk of the
Fist, twin columns of smoke rose in the early morning
sky. Adalon's chest tightened. The lookouts had
seen the enemy. He turned and scanned the eastern
skyline, hoping for a signal that the Winged Ones
were on their way, but the horizon there was clear.

The time of trial had come.
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A small force confronting a larger one. As Adalon
ran to the camp he tried to remember the lessons
his father had taught him. The most important thing
he recalled was not to be on the side of the smaller
force.

He found his belongings and began to don his
armour. The motions were as easy as breathing by
now. He strapped on the scabbard and felt utterly
whole and ready.

Fight, fall back and fight again. The tactics were
simple. Make use of the terrain, harass from a distance
wherever possible. Misdirect the enemy efforts. Make
them fight uphill and into the sun.

And don't lose a single soldier, Adalon thought
as he studied the troops preparing for battle.
Ordoon's saur were readying themselves with the
quiet deliberation that came from experience and
training – a quick final whetting of blades, a checking
of armour straps, a last-minute bite of food. Their
expressions were grim but calm.

In contrast, the saur Adalon had brought from
the Lost Castle were organising their weapons and
gear while chattering with a mixture of excitement
and fear. Some looked bewildered and hefted spears
as if for the first time.

And I hope it's the last time, Adalon thought. I
hope they can go back to their families, their farms
and mines, and live long, quiet lives.

He gathered Ordoon, Targesh, Simangee and
Hoolgar. 'Do you have magic, Hoolgar? Anything
we can use to stop them?'

The old Crested One spread his hands. 'I brought
advice and wisdom. I have no magic.'

Adalon's tail thrashed with frustration. 'Ordoon,
how many archers do you have?'

'Five score.'

'The Fist would be their best position, that
rounded peak overlooking the western entrance to
the valley. Make it hard for the enemy.' He clicked
his claws together. 'And I want the bridge ready to be
destroyed after we fall back. Can you put a company
on to that?'

'I can.'

'Targesh, keep your riders on the north side of
the road, ready to sweep in if we have to retreat.'

Targesh rumbled his agreement.

'Simangee, get the Sleeto saur we brought from
the Lost Castle. I have a task for them.'

'And the rest of my troops?' Ordoon asked.

'The road squeezes between the Fist and those
cliffs opposite. It is like being at the bottom of a deep
crevice. The rock walls there are hundreds of spans
high. It is the only way in. It will be pike and blade
work for your saur, I'm afraid.'

The camp became all haste and action. Fires were
doused, tents hurriedly stowed. Ordoon's lightly
armoured archers were the first away, trotting down
the road to assist the lookouts. It would take them
some time to climb the Fist, but they would be as
safe as anywhere – at least until their arrows ran
out.

Simangee brought up the Sleeto volunteers.
Adalon explained what he wanted: for them to show
him the best way to the heights overlooking where
the road entered the valley.

Half an hour's scrambling brought them to a flat
shelf of rock high above the valley. The Fist loomed
an arrow's flight away across the gap where the road
lay. Adalon waved at the brave lookouts who were
perched high on the rounded dome of rock. He could
make out the archers slowly climbing to join them,
but guessed it would be an hour or more before they
would arrive.

Adalon looked down and to the west. He hissed.
Far below, massing at the start of the upward climb,
was the Army of Thraag.

It was huge, spreading back along the road, which
mounted the slope in a series of long stages cutting
back and forth across the flank of the mountain.
The flags of the regiments, bright and colourful,
fluttered over the marching ranks, while polished
armour and weapons caught the sunlight. Adalon
saw disarray at the rear, with the soldiers marching
haphazardly, spreading out into the countryside. No
doubt they were pillaging as they went, a sign of
poor discipline. Further back, the baggage wagons
and camp followers stretched into the distance.

It was daunting, ten thousand strong at least, an
army to crush any foe. But the way it was marching
said that the generals weren't expecting to meet
resistance. Where were the outriders? The forward
scouts? The skirmishers? A hard smile came to
Adalon. They'd find that the road to Callibeen was
not as simple as they'd thought.

He slapped his gauntlets together. 'Now the work
begins,' he announced to his small band of saur. 'We
need to assemble an arsenal of stone. Boulders and
rocks will be our weapons. Spread out and bring
what you can – the larger the better.'

Much sweat and cursing and many skinned
knuckles later, Adalon heard a cry from across the
gap. He straightened from rolling a barrel-sized
boulder and saw one of the lookouts on the Fist. She
was waving frantically. Adalon peered over the ledge
and saw that the vanguard of the army was pausing
halfway up the mountainside.

He looked for Ordoon's archers. They still hadn't
reached the lookout position. He clicked his claws
together. It wasn't good. He'd aimed to begin the
barrage of stones and follow it with the archers'
deadly work. But if he held off for much longer, the
first ranks of the enemy could reach the entrance
to the valley. Tactically, they'd never be in a better
position than they were here, with the enemy trying
to climb a steep path toward them.

Behind him, the mound of missiles grew as his
band of saur laboured.

Simangee staggered up, holding one end of a long
stone shaped like a coffin. She and the squat Plated
One holding the other end dropped the stone onto
the pile. Simangee straightened and rubbed her neck.
Adalon caught her eye.

'It may be time to try your illusion potions,' he
said to her.

'If that means I don't have to lift any more rocks,
I agree wholeheartedly.'

She rummaged in her pack and pulled out a bottle
the size of her thumb. It had a gold cap. She handed
it to Adalon and he stifled a grimace.

She snorted – a pure musical tone. 'You're going
to have to overcome this dislike of magic. We're
living with it every day now.'

He knew she was right. His attitude was foolish,
but his distaste was real. He simply didn't trust
magic. It was slippery, sly, apt to turn and bite when
least expected.

Use it, but be careful, he told himself and he flung
the bottle over the edge.

It fell, glinting in the sunlight. Adalon and Simangee
leaned out as far as they felt safe and watched. Adalon
held his breath.

A cloud of colour erupted right at the head of
the marching column. The neat ranks recoiled and
stumbled as apparitions sprang up in front of them:
twisted, long-limbed terrors, moaning and wailing,
which stretched up until they towered over the
panicking troops. But the illusions didn't last long.
The wind from the heights tugged at them, tearing
great holes in their flimsy substance before they were
whisked away entirely. Bellows and oaths from the
sergeants soon had the soldiers back in formation,
and the army pushed on.

Adalon grimaced at Simangee. 'I hope there's
something more successful in the other bottles.'

He was disappointed. The remaining potion
bottles burst to shower the advancing army with
flowers, buttons, a flock of bright, squawking birds
and, finally, a school of startled fish. This at least
surprised the front rank enough to cause a snarl in
the advancing column, but it wasn't the sort of effect
Adalon had been hoping for.

'I'm sorry,' Simangee said.

'It's not your fault.' He sighed. 'It's time for the
boulders.'

Adalon's heart was heavy as he heaved the first
rock over the edge, then followed it quickly with
another. He wished that the boulders would only
strike the warmongers, the generals who loved strife
and conflict, but he knew that was not possible.
The boulders were effective, but they weren't fussy.
They cut swathes through the column, knocking
the soldiers off the road and down the steep,
tree-covered slopes. Some soldiers tried to move
backwards but the press of the advancing troops
made it impossible.

Sickened by the task, Adalon ordered boulder
after boulder be brought to the edge and hurled onto
the unfortunate troops. It became a deadly routine.
Drag, move, make sure of position and then push.
No time to see the impact or the damage caused –
line up the next.

Cracked screams rose, buoyed by clamour and
confusion. The Army of Thraag finally understood
it was under attack. Adalon saw a flag crumple
and fall, but it was up again in an instant as the
standard bearer was replaced.

He looked over to the Fist. The archers had
arrived and flights of arrows began to rain down
on the hapless Thraag soldiers. Adalon was bleakly
surprised that they didn't move into a turtle
formation with shields held over their heads. It
reinforced his feeling that the Queen's Army was
poorly trained and led.

Adalon dropped to hands and knees and stared
at the mayhem. Go home, he thought, turn around
and go home.

The barrage continued but the massive army
pushed ahead, leaving the dead, wounded and
suffering on both sides of the road.

'We'd have to have a hundred thousand rocks to
stop them,' Simangee said, joining him and peering
over the edge.

'We must slow them down. We need to give our
allies time to arrive.' He looked eastwards, searching
for a signal.

'And if they don't arrive?'

'We fight. Fight and fall back, do what we can,
hope.'

'For what?'

Adalon stood and sighed. 'For something to
happen.'

It was just after noon when the final rock was
rolled to the edge and dropped onto the enemy. The
arrows had been exhausted an hour earlier and the
archers had retreated to the valley.

Adalon gathered his small band. They had failed
to halt the advance of the enemy, and they looked
miserable. 'You've done well,' he said to them. 'I
couldn't have asked for better soldiers.'

They stood taller. Although begrimed and
scratched, they deserved to be proud of their work.
'We join the others,' Adalon said.

On the valley floor, Adalon found Ordoon had
formed the Callibeen force into ranks where the
gap opened into the valley. There was no other way in,
no paths that would bring the Thraag Army around
the rear, no positions that would allow Thraag
archers to rain arrows on the Callibeen defenders.
The enemy had to cut through the Callibeen troops
to enter the valley. It was to be hand-to-hand
fighting.

The Callibeen force was quiet, waiting. Long
pikes in the front ranks, swordsaur ready behind
them. They stretched right across the road, ready to
plug the gap between the sheer rock walls, twenty
saur to a rank, forty rows deep, with a hundred kept
in reserve.

After conferring with Ordoon, Adalon joined the
troops he'd brought from the Lost Castle. They had
taken up their pikes and were fidgeting, wondering
about their role in the defence. He ordered them to
fall back to the far side of the river, ready to act as
light troops, harrying and skirmishing.

Once they'd crossed the little bridge they ate.
Adalon sat with his back to a large rock and wondered
when they'd find time for food again. The river, deep
and strong, rushed over rocks and hurried on its way
toward the eastern end of the tiny valley. Here lay
the cleft in the surrounding mountains where the
road wound down toward Callibeen. The village of
Sleeto had once stood there, where the river and the
road began their descent.

Suddenly, a roar went up from the west. Adalon
rose to his feet. The noise was like a vast animal
and it echoed from the rock walls of the gap. It was
made by thousands of saur giving voice – defiance,
oaths, promises of mayhem. Coming from the cliffs
and rolling into the valley, it was the voice of war.
Soon the sounds of steel on steel joined the din.

The Callibeen force held for a time, but the
numbers were too uneven for hope of victory. Slowly,
they were cut down and pushed back, inch by inch,
striving to stand but being overwhelmed, despite
their courage. They took a toll on the enemy, but
Adalon knew that for every Thraag saur who fell,
another ten were pushed into his place.

He gazed at the milling chaos, the boiling mass of
saur filling the gap, and made a decision. 'Take the
company back to the burned-out village,' he snapped
to Simangee. 'We may have to make our last stand
there.'

He swung into the saddle of his riding beast and
galloped along the road toward the fighting. He could
see the devastation being wrought by the Thraag
troops as they thrust forward. Half the Callibeen
soldiers had fallen in minutes.

He raced to the rear of the Callibeen defenders.
He sought for the standard of Ordoon but could not
find it. 'Fall back!' he cried. 'Fall back!'

The hindmost soldiers heard. They showed their
discipline, for which Adalon was glad, and didn't
break and run. They kept formation, wheeling and
marching, allowing the ranks further to the front to
move slowly backwards.

Adalon rose in his stirrups, scanning the melee.
With dismay, he saw the enemy was continuing to
pour into the western end of the gap. 'To the rear!'
he shouted.

As the Callibeen troops fell back, Adalon felt his
anger rising. It was wrong, giving way in the face
of the enemy. The way to victory was to advance,
sweeping through a larger foe with the strength that
comes from valour. Voices urged him on, insisting
that glory was for the brave, that triumph was
waiting to be plucked.

He narrowed his eyes and hissed. No, he thought,
I won't be tricked again. He rejected the A'ak
whisperings with disgust.

He took his steed to one side of the road to allow
the retreat to go unimpeded. But the Callibeen troops
were growing ragged. Wounded soldiers staggered
from the gap and eventually a few soldiers began
running. That was all it took. Panic spread through
the Callibeen troops, pricking them with terror. A
roar went up from the enemy and they began to
pursue.

Adalon urged his steed forward. With a clash of
brass hoofs, it cantered toward the Thraag troops
who were emerging from the narrows.

'Adalon!' The cry made him turn in his saddle.
Targesh and his High Battilon riders were racing to
join him. He bared his teeth and drew his sword,
which glittered like blue fire. He hurtled at the Thraag
line, crashing into them like a thunderbolt. Reaching
the other side he wheeled and galloped back to join
Targesh and his force.

'We ride!' Targesh bellowed.

The Thraag troops had not been expecting
cavalry. Seeing the blue and green armour of the
cavalry leaders, they quailed. Some dropped their
weapons and tried to press back into the gap but
were pushed out by the bulk of the army coming the
other way.

Adalon glanced over his shoulder and saw that
the Sleeto company had disobeyed orders. Instead
of retreating to the burned-out village at the eastern
end of the valley, they were helping wounded retreat
along the road. He smiled grimly. These were the
sort of troops he wanted, not mindlessly following
orders, but using their brains and doing the right
thing instead.

But more time was needed if the Callibeen
survivors were to make it across the bridge. He
wheeled again, trying to keep momentum and
surprise in his favour.

A red flash hurtled along the road in his direction
as he slammed his tail against the jaw of a foolishly
brave Clawed One who'd tried to grab the bridle.
Simangee, in her ruby armour, joined them, scattering
the Thraag soldiers.

The three friends clad in their bright metal armour
met for a moment. Then they sprang to lead the
High Battilon riders against the vast Thraag army
that was still surging into the valley.

Again and again the riders turned and assailed
the enemy, but despite the magic of the A'ak armour
and weapons, they were outnumbered. Gradually
more and more Thraag soldiers pushed out of the
gap, regrouping into formation under the harsh
orders of their sergeants. Adalon pulled up his steed
for a moment and stood in his stirrups, staring back
toward the entrance to the valley. He cursed when he
saw no end to the troops.

He risked a glance eastward. 'Simangee! Targesh!'
he called. 'The wounded have crossed the bridge.'

As one, they rounded and galloped up the road,
taking the High Battilon riders with them. Adalon's
mind raced, thinking what to do next. He was
grateful that none of the riders had been lost in their
desperate defence.

The bridge loomed and he saw that much of it
had already been torn down. A single, narrow span
remained. Burly saur with axes were waiting for them
to cross. The river was a torrent – young, just born
from the springs and meltwater of the mountains.
It was wild, deep in places, but barely twenty paces
across. He couldn't see that it would stop the enemy
for long, but it was the best defensive position in
the valley.

They raced over the remains of the bridge, brass
hoofs crashing on the timber. Once on the other side,
Adalon leaped from the saddle. 'Now!' he shouted.

The saur went to work, swinging wildly, and the
beams soon splintered. With a groan and crash,
the bridge fell and the timbers were swept away
by the waters.

'Here we make our stand,' Simangee said.

Hoolgar broke off from tending the wounded
and approached. He gazed toward the enemy. The
commanders had reasserted control and the ranks
were reforming in their terrifying strength. 'We must
hold them.'

'We have allies,' Adalon said with a confidence
he didn't feel. 'Reinforcements should be with us
soon.'

Hoolgar burbled a few sombre notes. 'I know
some healing arts. Where would be the best place to
set up a field hospital to tend to the wounded?'

Hoolgar's simple, helpful request made Adalon
clench his jaw, hard. It emphasised that on this day
saur would be hurt. Saur would die. How Adalon
managed himself and his forces would make a
difference to the numbers, but it would not change
the fact that death would stalk Sleeto Pass this
day.

For a moment, he felt crushed by the responsibility.
Then he straightened. His father had led saur into
battle. He had spoken little of it, only to say that he
did the best he could.

Adalon promised that he would try to do the
same.





Nineteen

At that moment a ball of flame the size of a house
erupted from the road, swallowing dozens of
Thraag soldiers. Adalon glanced at Simangee. 'Your
work?'

'I managed to bury a fire potion in the road,' she
said. 'There are two more.'

'They will be more careful,' Hoolgar said. 'They'll
march off the road and be alert.'

'I hope they will. I put the others to either side of
the road.'

Simangee's clever plan worked. Two more fireballs
bit chunks from the advancing army, but the holes in
the ranks were soon filled by soldiers from the rear.

'They're like ants,' Simangee murmured.

Hoolgar whistled a short, sad tune. 'We are
facing a vast foe. Fear will be at work in our troops.
I suggest that we do what we can to lift their spirits.'

Adalon walked among his warriors, hoping to
rally them. The Callibeen soldiers were grateful for
the bravery of the riders. They knew they would have
been cut down long before they reached the river
if not for them. They confirmed that Ordoon had
been lost, fighting in the thickest of the fray. They
seemed to accept without question that Adalon was
now their leader. In their eyes, his bravery more than
outweighed his youth.

He kept moving, offering words of comfort to
the wounded and uncertain, organising them into
small units of four or five saur each. As much as
possible he included one of the Sleeto soldiers in
each company. If all looked lost, their orders were to
scatter to the caves around the edge of the valley and
to harry the rear and the flanks of the Thraag Army.
Under no circumstances were they to engage at close
quarters. Throw stones, dig pits, use snares, attack
the baggage train, use local wiles and knowledge to
strike and slip away.

Targesh ordered the riders to do the same – harass,
don't get trapped into close combat.

Adalon knew that it wasn't victory he was seeking,
it was time. Time for his allies to appear.

He saw Simangee's ruby armour as she moved
from one saur to another, rallying spirits through
her example. 'Sim!' he called. She looked up from
exchanging a joke with a young spearsaur and jogged
to join him.

'They're scared, Adalon,' she reported. 'Which is
sensible. What's remarkable is that they still want to
fight.'

Adalon didn't want to fight, but he knew they
needed to. 'I think it's time for the three warriors to
ride.'

Simangee's face was solemn. 'It's come to this?'

'We can keep 'em from crossing,' Targesh said.
'We'll stop 'em.'

Adalon gripped Simangee's shoulder, and
Targesh's upper arm. 'For the land's sake.'

With Targesh and Simangee at his side, he urged
his steed to the bank of the river and waited for
the might of Thraag. The white water foamed and
rushed, making for a challenging crossing but not
an impossible one. If Adalon were in charge of the
Thraag force, he'd order the soldiers to link arms
and form chains across the river, with the foremost
taking ropes to be anchored on the other side. Once
anchored, the rest of the Thraag soldiers could use
the ropes to cling to while they crossed.

So, Adalon thought, all we need to do is to stop
the ropes.

The enemy was slow and deliberate in
approaching the river. On command, they stopped
when they neared the bank. A company of crossbow
saur stepped forward. At a trumpet blast, they let
their arrows fly at Adalon, Simangee and Targesh,
unmissable figures mounted on brass riding beasts.

Adalon was grimly pleased at the consternation
that went up when the arrows bounced off his
armour and the plates of his riding beast. Simangee
sang a jaunty song. Targesh held up his emerald
green shield to protect his bare head, and bellowed
laughter at the puny attack. The crossbow saur tried
another volley but when that was unsuccessful they
were ordered to rejoin the ranks.

Two score or more columns of lightly armoured
saur trotted forward. Their intent was clear: cross
the river and secure ropes. Some would fail, but
just one successful crossing was necessary, then the
others could follow in numbers.

'I love a challenge,' Targesh rumbled.

Adalon spurred his steed forward to repel the
sortie.

He rode like a mad thing, galloping along the
uneven riverbank, crashing through reeds, splashing
through shallows, leaping stones and driftwood.
Whenever a soldier managed to stagger to the bank,
Adalon slashed and drove him back. Many were
swept away by the torrent, tossed and tumbled by the
white water until they were able to drag themselves
to shore.

Targesh rode and swung his axe as if he were
lopping wood. The Thraag soldiers flung themselves
away from his deadly passage, shouting in dismay.

Simangee used a short, stabbing spear, and it was
a blur in her hands. Any saur quick enough to avoid
her thrust found himself flattened by a whirl of the
spear butt.

The three friends kept the Thraag soldiers at
bay for what seemed like an eternity, but the enemy
continued to swarm into the river in their hundreds,
then thousands. Every time a soldier was beaten
back, three more took his place. Adalon galloped like
the wind, but he felt as if he were being swamped by
the river itself.

And all the time, in the middle of the desperate
business of thrusting, defending, battering, Adalon
had to devote some of his energy to resisting the call
of the A'ak. His sword and armour muttered to him,
tempting him to surrender to the blood rage that
would make him an unbeatable warrior. He refused
to be taken by the call and instead fought with a
cold determination, saving his strength as much as
he could.

He slashed at a gaunt Billed One, who squawked
and stumbled backwards, knocking over three
of her comrades. They were dragged away by the
white water. Adalon eased his steed up the bank and
surveyed the scene, taking a moment to draw breath.
Endless waves of soldiers were making their way
across and his heart sank. Then he saw that Targesh
and Simangee were dealing with a band of doughty
fighters who'd managed to haul pikes across the
river, and Adalon knew he should help.

It was then that half a dozen of the wading
soldiers disappeared. Adalon blinked. They'd simply
vanished, as if they'd all stepped into a deep hole at
the same time.

Other soldiers attempting the crossing noticed
the disappearance. They hesitated, struggling to
hold their place against the battering of the water.
The sergeants' shouting aroused them and, one by
one, they began to stumble forward.

Another vanished. Then another. This time
Adalon was staring right at him, a burly Horned
One who was ploughing through the white water,
head down and making good progress. He reached
halfway then he bellowed and flung up his hands.
He let go of the rope and was gone. Adalon was sure
he'd seen a dark shape under the water, but it was
hard to see through the churning flood.

Alarm seized the Thraag soldiers and the advance
slowed. They were reluctant to enter the river,
even though the officers shouted and the sergeants
prodded with spears. Gradually, they forced more
troops into the water.

The river became a nightmare of screams, roaring,
wild thrashing and soon the unmistakeable crimson
stain of blood. Ominous shapes moved under the
water, slipping between the soldiers and wreaking
havoc.

Adalon rode up and down the bank, but none of
the enemy managed to cross a river that was running
red.

'What is it?' Simangee asked when she cantered
up.

'I don't know. But I have hopes.'

Finally, a trumpet blast signalled a halt to the
Thraag attack. The officers drew the ranks back,
aghast at having lost so many in the crossing of a
minor river.

Then Adalon saw what had stopped them. A sleek
dark form broke the surface. It twisted through the
air and waved a wicked saw-toothed dagger at the
Thraag troops, then plunged back with a splash.

'People of the Deeps,' Simangee said in wonder.

Targesh rode up. 'Adalon!' he cried. He pointed
skywards. At the eastern end of the valley the sky
was dark with familiar shapes. 'The Winged Ones
have come!'





Twenty

The next morning, Adalon, Simangee and Targesh
sat around a fire some distance from the main
camp. Earlier, they had been keeping an eye on the
picket lines, the exhausted troops and the tents of
the wounded, but once the camp had settled, the three
friends had withdrawn. They felt a need to be together
on their own, and also wanted to allow the troops some
time away from the scrutiny of their commanders.

Commander. The title still felt like an awkward
burden on Adalon's shoulders. Most of the troops
were older than he was. Giving them orders was
sometimes difficult. Yet none of the soldiers questioned
his position.

Adalon found himself wondering if they were
following him or following the magical armour of
the A'ak.

After the battle, he'd grown suddenly tired of
wearing the metal protection and had abandoned
his armour to dress in light clothes. Without a word
being spoken, Simangee and Targesh followed his
example. Adalon decided that they, like him, were
prepared to suffer the cold to reassure themselves
that they would not fall under the influence of the
A'ak.

Time for conversation had been short once the
allies arrived. With the help of the Winged Ones
and the People of the Deeps, the weary troops from
Callibeen and Sleeto were able to push forward
and cleave a wedge through the dismayed enemy.
Assailed from the air, the water and the land, the
Thraag Army broke and ran. Soldiers flung weapons
away in their haste to flee.

Adalon gazed at Targesh's ruined profile. The
jagged end of the broken horn was a reminder of
the sacrifice that his friend had made. Adalon felt
that Targesh was more at ease, however, since he'd
brought the riders from High Battilon, and he was
well pleased. Their speed had been perfect for helping
to rout the enemy. Whenever a company of archers
had formed to attack the Winged Ones, the High
Battilon cavalry rode them down.

'You say your riders are willing to join us in the
Hidden Valley?' Adalon asked Targesh.

Targesh grunted. 'They're tired of living the life
of outlaws.'

'Good. We need to increase our strength.'

'We've staved off one threat,' Simangee said.

'But if Wargrach has taken Knobblond, are our
efforts in vain?'

'I don't know,' Adalon said. He shook his head.
'Perhaps we can work with the Queen of Shuff.' He
sighed. 'It's not the end. It can't be.'

'Perhaps we need more heads at work on this,'
Simangee said, nodding toward the two figures who
were approaching.

Hoolgar waved, the Crested One towering
over the fine-boned leader of the Winged Ones.
'Extraordinary,' he said when the unlikely pair drew
close to the fire. 'I never thought I'd actually meet a
Winged One' – he bowed to the Flightmother – 'let
alone the head of such an ancient and worthy clan.'

The Flightmother gave her thin, dry laugh. 'And
if I knew that such courtesy could be found in the
saur of the seven kingdoms, perhaps we would have
ended our isolation earlier.'

Adalon stood. 'I haven't had the chance to thank
you, Flightmother. Without you and your kin we
would have been lost.'

'The battle of Sleeto will live long in song and
memory,' she said. She warmed her hands in front of
the fire. 'We are sorry we took so long to come.'

'What happened?' Simangee asked.

'Strangeness is what happened.' The Flightmother
looked troubled. 'We had just reached the Skyhorn
Ranges when a mountain burst into fire and smoke
beneath us. No warning at all. A harmless peak, it
was, and then it became an angry thing. My people
were tumbled from the sky, assaulted by ash and
rock spewed from the maw of the furious mountain.
We were scattered, flung apart, choked by smoke.
It took us long to come back together.'

Hoolgar looked thoughtful. 'A mountain,
rupturing like that? This doesn't bode well.'

'But what to do now?' the Flightmother said.
'Where should we go?'

'Come with us,' Adalon said. 'The Hidden Valley
is hospitable. It has room for your Winged Ones.'

'And the People of the Deeps?'

'The Hidden Valley has rivers, lakes, and the sea
is nearby.'

The Flightmother clapped her beak. 'We shall
accompany you and inspect this Hidden Valley.'

Suddenly, the sky darkened. Adalon looked up,
then the ground began to tremble. Before anyone
could speak, the earth heaved like a living thing. A
vast grinding roar came from the depths. Adalon
stumbled and fell, climbed back up, then was hurled
down again as the ground bucked and rippled. His
shoulder struck a rock and he rolled, wincing. Dust
filled the air.

Eventually, the ground steadied. Adalon lay
there as the roaring echoed around the surrounding
mountains. 'Is everyone all right?' he called, and he
slowly rose to his feet, arms outspread in case of
another shock.

Dusty and scratched, his friends, Hoolgar and the
Flightmother reported no serious injuries. Adalon
rubbed his shoulder and decided that he'd escaped
with a nasty bruising.

Hoolgar inspected his glasses. 'I'm afraid this is
what we must be prepared for. Knobblond has fallen,
the balance has been upset. The land is in pain.'

'Look,' Targesh said, pointing.

In the distant north, a huge plume of smoke was
rising. Adalon realised he was seeing a fiery mountain
in the Skyhorn Ranges where none had ever been
before.

He hissed with dismay. 'Madness. It is Tayesha's
madness that is tormenting the land so.' Adalon
curled his hands into fists. 'We must stop her.
At all costs.'
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