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An Unexpected Encounter

Kaplyn shifted his weight, every muscle taut as he kept a silent vigil over the small camp. The darkness pressed in around him–not the suffocating, absolute blackness that had haunted the recent battles, but a subtler, more insidious gloom. Wisps of moonlight filtered through ragged clouds, painting the hills and tangled gorse in ghostly silver. Each shadow seemed to flicker with hidden movement, and the wild, overgrown land of Thrace felt alive with secrets.

Though his eyes could pierce the dimness, Kaplyn’s gaze dropped to his unsheathed sword. The onyx blade, usually a silent sentinel, remained stubbornly dull. Relief warred with anxiety–no krell, no demons, not yet. If they were near, the blade would blaze blue, a beacon of warning. But the wild was treacherous, especially now. Defeated enemies, desperate and dangerous, prowled these lands, slipping through the night like wraiths. Kaplyn and his companions were isolated, far beyond any hope of rescue, and their path led only deeper into hostile territory.

His fingers drifted absently to the scar on his chest, its crystalline surface cold and alien beneath his touch. A shiver ran through him as memories of CarCamel’s final, bloody days surged up–his irrational fear of dragons drove him from the safety of the city, dragging his friends into an unknown. The ache of loss sharpened as he thought of Catriona, the new Thracian Queen, her image haunting him like a ghost he could not banish.

He forced his mind away from the past, focusing instead on the men who shared this perilous journey: Lars, Lomar, and especially Tumarl–the most enigmatic of them all. Tumarl’s thirst for vengeance against the krell was a wound that would not heal, a torment that mirrored Kaplyn’s own grief. Of all his companions, Kaplyn felt a kinship with Tumarl’s pain, a warning of what he himself might become if he surrendered to despair and rage.

The night seemed to tighten around him. Kaplyn’s senses strained, searching the darkness for threats. A prickling unease crept over his skin–a certainty that something, unseen, watched from the shadows. His sword remained lifeless, but the feeling would not fade. Heart pounding, he set the blade aside, fingers closing around his bow as he nocked an arrow, every nerve poised for the unknown.

“Hold,” a voice commanded from somewhere alarmingly close. Kaplyn’s heart lurched, the night air suddenly thick with menace. Though his bow was strung and an arrow nocked, he couldn’t see the speaker.

“Put your weapon down and back away,” the voice said, low and cold, each word slicing through the darkness.

Kaplyn hesitated, his mind racing. Should he call out to his friends? The urge to shout was strong, but the threat in the unseen voice was stronger. “A bolt is aimed at your heart,” the voice growled, the words heavy with menace.

Slowly, Kaplyn stood, every muscle tense, and backed away from his weapons. He cursed himself inwardly for letting his guard down, for daydreaming when danger was so near. From the gorse, a shape detached itself–shorter than Kaplyn, but broad and solid, moving with silent purpose. More figures peeled away from the shadows, their movements swift and sure, surrounding him with silent menace.

Behind him, the sudden sound of voices–Lomar’s, then Lars’–broke the stillness as they were roused from sleep. Tumarl’s angry shouts rang out, sharp and desperate, followed by the muffled sounds of a struggle. Then, abruptly, silence fell, heavy and absolute.

A flicker of light flared as one of their captors struck flint to tinder, and a fire sprang to life. Kaplyn was forced to sit close to the flames, the heat prickling his skin, the light casting wild, shifting shadows across the faces of their captors. For the first time, Kaplyn saw them clearly–and the sight sent a jolt of shock through his soul.

Dwarves.

He stared, uncertain whether to feel relief or dread. The old alliances had faded; there had been little contact between the races in recent years. Were these dwarves friend or foe? At that moment, the question was impossible to answer.

Two more dwarves forced Lars to sit opposite Kaplyn, their grip unyielding. Another pair dragged Tumarl’s limp, unconscious body between them, dropping him unceremoniously to the ground. Lomar joined them last, his face pale and drawn, standing out starkly against the darkness of the night.

“Well, they are not krell,” one of the dwarves stated, stepping into the flickering firelight. The disappointment in his voice was palpable, but it was quickly replaced by suspicion. “But I’ll warrant that fellow is a demon,” the dwarf continued, the edge of his axe glinting as he pointed it at Lomar. The scarlet glow of Lomar’s eyes cut through the darkness, marking them as something other, something dangerous.

“He’s not a demon,” Kaplyn interrupted, his voice steady but strained, desperate to dispel the rising fear. “We are enemies of Trosgarth.” The words hung in the air, but the tension did not ease.

A snort broke the silence. “Then more fool you, travelling abroad with so many krell about.” The dwarf’s words were laced with grim amusement, but the warning was clear.

More dwarves emerged from the shadows, their faces half-lit by the fire, each carrying captured weapons. One dwarf held Kaplyn’s blade, turning it over in their hands, eyes wide with awe. “It’s Eldric made!” he whispered, reverence and greed mingling in his tone.

“Let me see it,” demanded another, his voice sharp and commanding. Kaplyn tried to turn, curiosity and anxiety warring within, but a rough shove forced him to face the fire. “Keep facing the fire,” a cold voice hissed behind him.

Kaplyn heard muffled voices, then one rose in surprise, but he dared not look. Instead, he studied the dwarves before him. They were not as he had imagined–too grim, too tall, their faces carved with years of hardship. The tallest barely reached Kaplyn’s shoulder, yet each seemed formidable, their long beards braided and tucked into broad leather belts adorned with mysterious pouches and trinkets. Their tunics were tanned leather, trousers thick wool, boots laced to the knee–every detail designed for survival and stealth. They favoured dark colours, blending into the night, and each gripped a double-headed axe, the blades catching the firelight with a menacing gleam.

A gasp beside Kaplyn made him tense, but the earlier warning kept him rigid. “That one there,” he heard one of the captors say, his voice low and ominous, as if marking prey.

Two dwarves emerged from the shadows, their faces half-lit by the flickering flames of the fire. One gripped Lars’s massive axe, the weapon looking almost comically oversized in his hands–yet the dwarf’s grip was steady, confident, as if the axe belonged to him. Lars sat in silence, the flames casting flickering highlights through the ginger streaks of his blond beard, his eyes unreadable.

“Where did you get this?” one of the dwarves demanded, voice sharp and suspicious.

Lars’s reply was measured, almost defiant. “We found it in Tanel, an Eldric city.”

A ripple of excitement passed through the dwarves, their murmurs quick and urgent. The fire seemed to flare brighter, throwing wild shadows across their faces.

“Are you one of the Eldric?” the dwarf pressed, eyes narrowed.

Lars only smiled, shaking his head. The other dwarf studied him, then stepped back, wary. “You’re certainly not a dwarf,” he said, voice tinged with grudging respect. Lars rose to his full height, towering over the dwarves, and for a moment, the tension thickened–the dwarves shifted uneasily, hands tightening on their weapons. “If not for your height, I’d have judged you one of us,” the dwarf admitted. “Never have I met a race who favours the axe.” With a slow, deliberate bow, the dwarf acknowledged Lars, but the others watched the group with dark suspicion, unconvinced of their intentions.

A third dwarf stepped forward, older than the rest, his beard streaked with grey. Kaplyn recognised him as their leader. “You are our prisoners,” the dwarf declared, voice cold and final. “You must be judged by our King.”

Kaplyn’s protest was immediate, desperate. “We cannot,” he said, his words clipped. “We are on an important quest. The people in CarCamel are relying on us.”

The leader ignored him. “Bind and gag them,” he ordered. “Free their horses. We dwarves prefer to walk!” Strong hands seized Kaplyn, nearly lifting him from the ground as his wrists were bound behind his back. A coarse cloth was shoved into his mouth, making it hard to breathe–panic clawed at his chest as he cursed inwardly.

Tumarl was roused roughly, shaken until he staggered to his feet, swaying dangerously. The fire was doused, plunging the camp into utter darkness. With dwarves flanking them, the group was herded into the night. Each time Kaplyn stumbled, strong hands caught him, but there was no kindness in their grip–only the cold efficiency of captors. He tried to recall what little he knew of dwarves, but his memory failed him. For generations, contact between the races had faded, lost to the remoteness of Thandor, the dwarves’ ancestral home. Now, in the darkness, every step felt like a march deeper into the unknown.

Much later, the column ground to a halt, the silence so sudden it felt unnatural. Out of the darkness, an outflanking scout materialised at Kaplyn’s side, moving with a predator’s stealth toward the head of the column. The prisoners were ordered to lie face-down on the damp, unforgiving earth, the chill seeping into their bones. Around them, the dwarves crouched low, every muscle taut, eyes scanning the night for threats.

Moments passed, thick with anticipation. Then, a party of about ten dwarves slipped away, vanishing into the shadows as if swallowed by the night itself. Kaplyn strained to listen, but the world seemed to hold its breath–until hoarse cries of alarm shattered the silence, echoing with terror.

Krell voices, Kaplyn realised, his heart pounding with dread.

Abruptly, the cries ceased. The quiet that followed was heavier than before, charged with unseen danger. Within moments, a dwarf returned, face grim, and barked orders for the prisoners and their escort to move. They were herded into a deep hollow, its darkness concealing strange shapes. At first, Kaplyn thought they were boulders, but as his eyes adjusted, horror gripped him. Small bolts from dwarven crossbows protruded from the shapes–krell bodies, sprawled in grotesque stillness. Some lay on the rim of the hollow, felled as they tried to escape. One krell lay disturbingly close to Kaplyn; its gaunt frame and ragged clothes spoke of starvation and desperation. Kaplyn recoiled, revulsion twisting in his gut.

There was no pause for reflection. The group was hurried out the far side of the hollow, the air thick with the scent of death and fear. Suddenly, Kaplyn felt an inexplicable urge to look up. Above, the soft flapping of wings broke the oppressive silence, stirring a primal fear. One of his captors shoved him forward, the gesture rough and urgent. Kaplyn planted his feet, desperately trying to signal the others with a fearful glance, hoping his terror would serve as a warning.

The guard’s patience snapped; a harder shove forced Kaplyn onward, deeper into the unknown, as the night swallowed them.

A bolt of blue light ripped through the night sky, striking Kaplyn’s guard squarely in the chest and narrowly missing Kaplyn himself. The force of the blast hurled the dwarf several yards, and Kaplyn instinctively threw himself to the ground as chaos erupted all around him. The air vibrated with a second and third bolt, each accompanied by deafening explosions that shook the earth and sent shivers of dread through the survivors. Eyes scanned the sky, but blackness hid their foe.

Kaplyn crawled desperately to the fallen dwarf, whose lifeless fingers still clutched his axe in a death grip. Rolling onto his back, Kaplyn fumbled for the sharp blade, his hands trembling as dazzling lights danced before his eyes. He sawed frantically at his bonds, the rope finally giving way. Gasping with relief, he tore the gag from his mouth and, snatching up the dead dwarf’s axe, sprinted into the darkness, determined to find his friends before the next attack.

Above, the flapping of monstrous wings grew louder, and a shrill scream of rage split the night air. Kaplyn’s blood ran cold–he knew a grakyn had found them. The dwarves fired back, crossbow bolts streaking skyward in vain hope, but the grakyn’s assault only intensified. Explosions thundered across the ground, each one closer than the last, as the creature hunted them relentlessly.

Realising the futility of searching for his companions in the pandemonium, Kaplyn crouched low, focusing on the ominous beat of the grakyn’s wings. He gripped the axe, ready to make a desperate throw, but the cacophony of dwarven shouts and explosions clouded his senses. Just as he prepared to act, a ghostly spectre materialised from the darkness at his side. Panic surged–was this a demon come to finish them? But then recognition flickered: it was Lomar, or at least his shaol. None of the nearby dwarves seemed to notice the apparition, their attention fixed on the chaos.

Another explosion erupted, claiming another dwarf whose body hit the earth with a sickening thud. His skull cap rolled away, coming to rest just feet from the corpse. Lomar’s shade hovered uncertainly over Kaplyn, its pale features twisted in concern. For a moment, Kaplyn sensed the albino was staring at something near his side. Convinced something must be lurking there, Kaplyn glanced over his shoulder–but saw only darkness.

“What is it?” Kaplyn whispered, his voice barely audible as he turned, every sense straining in the darkness. Lomar’s shaol hovered beside him, its form wavering like mist in the uncertain light.

“I thought I saw something by your side,” Lomar replied, eyes narrowed, scanning the shadows. “I must have been mistaken.” Yet Kaplyn could feel the unease radiating from Lomar, a tension that clung to the air like a storm about to break. Whatever Lomar had glimpsed, it had unsettled him deeply, but with danger pressing in from all sides, Kaplyn forced himself to dismiss the incident–for now.

“Kaplyn, in the astral plane I can see the grakyn,” Lomar said suddenly, his voice urgent and low. “With my help, you might be able to kill it.” The words sent a chill down Kaplyn’s spine. He nodded, swallowing hard, and Lomar’s shade drifted closer, pointing a translucent finger into the sky over Kaplyn’s shoulder.

“Throw along my point of aim when I tell you to,” Lomar instructed, his tone sharp with anticipation.

Kaplyn’s grip tightened on the heavy axe. He drew it back, muscles coiled, his pulse pounding in his chest as he waited for the signal. The world seemed to hold its breath.

“Now!” the albino shouted, the word slicing through the night. Kaplyn hurled the axe with every ounce of strength, the weapon spinning wildly end over end as it vanished into the darkness above.

A piercing cry of pain splintered the silence. Moments later, a dark shape crashed to the ground only yards away, bouncing on the hard earth. The grakyn, wounded and desperate, tried to rise, but shadowy figures surged from the gloom. Axes flashed, descending in a blur–severing the creature’s neck, splitting its wings–before it could recover.

Suddenly, Kaplyn found himself surrounded by dwarves, their weapons raised, faces grim and unreadable in the flickering light. But there was no menace in their eyes–only wary curiosity. Slowly, Kaplyn rose, spreading his arms wide to show he was unarmed. He glanced around, searching for Lomar’s shade, but to his relief, it had vanished, leaving only the echo of danger behind.

The dwarf–clearly their leader–strode over, boots crunching on the gravel, eyes glinting with wary calculation. “He brought down the grakyn with an axe throw I would have been proud of,” one of the dwarves by Kaplyn’s side explained, voice rough with a mix of awe and suspicion. The leader’s gaze lingered on the grakyn’s corpse; its black skin glistened with an oily sheen in the faint, shifting light, the body a grotesque testament to the violence that had just unfolded.

“A grakyn,” Kaplyn said, his voice low, the word itself carrying a weight of dread. “A demon-spawned creature that possesses magic. We fought many of these in a recent battle. They are not easy to kill.” The memory of that struggle flickered in his mind–flashes of fire, the stench of burning flesh, the desperate clang of steel on bone.

“We know of these creatures, and we also have fought them. Untie them,” the dwarf leader commanded, his tone brooking no argument. “You will come with us. You will not be bound again unless you attempt to escape.” The statement a promise and a threat entwined.

Kaplyn nodded, tension still coiled in his muscles, as Lars, Lomar, and Tumarl were herded from the surrounding darkness. Tumarl rubbed his wrists, trying to restore circulation, his eyes blazing with barely contained fury. When his gaze fell on the grakyn’s corpse, it locked there–feeding a hatred that seemed to burn brighter with every breath.

“I have agreed we will accompany the dwarves to their home,” Kaplyn explained to the others. They nodded, but uncertainty flickered in their eyes, shadows of doubt cast by the firelight.

The dwarves took stock of their grim situation. Three of their own lay dead, two more severely burned. Without delay, they formed a silent, resolute column. The dwarves hefted the bodies of the fallen and wounded as though they weighed no more than their axes, moving with a grim determination that brooked no hesitation. The company set off into the darkness, the night swallowing them, every step echoing with the threat of what might lie ahead.

Lomar shivered as he recalled his out-of-body experience–a sensation so alien, so chilling, that it left him unsettled long after. Never had he drifted from his physical form while awake, and the urgency of the moment had forced him to confront the impossible. He had focused with desperate intensity, reaching for the fragile thread that bound him to his shaol, his guardian spirit. The instant he had touched that connection, his consciousness slipped free, and he had found himself standing in the shadowed silence beside Kaplyn.

The night pressed in, thick and suffocating, as Lomar became convinced that something else had lingered near Kaplyn. It was a presence–indistinct, spectral, like the faded memory of a man. He had glimpsed other shaols before, but they had always appeared as wisps of fog, barely more than a suggestion. This time, the shaol had been startlingly vivid, almost corporeal, shimmering in and out of existence as if its hold on the world was tenuous, fragile. It was the second time Lomar had witnessed such a figure by Kaplyn’s side; the first had been in the cave, when they had been released from Vatsra’s spell, the enigmatic sorcerer who had led them in search of the Tree of Life’s crystals.

The spirit’s attire had been a vision from another age–an ornate breastplate gleaming atop a brilliant tunic, its cuffs ablaze with gold thread. Lomar remembered long riding boots and voluminous trousers, tucked neatly into their tops that gave the figure an air of restless movement. A slender belt supported a dagger and several pouches, hinting at secrets and dangers. His hair flowed like silver mist, crowned by a tall, conical helm etched with intricate carvings. The spectre’s gaze was fierce, eyes burning with an unnatural light. His bearded face was sharp and regal, yet beneath that nobility lurked a cruelty so intense that Lomar felt his breath catch, his heart pounding in his chest.

As Lomar had studied the apparition, a cold realisation struck him–the figure was studying him in return. The moment had stretched, heavy with silent understanding, before the spectre flickered and vanished, leaving only emptiness and doubt. Lomar stared at Kaplyn, bewildered, the memory of the grakyn gnawing at his thoughts. Now, as they trudged through the absolute darkness of a moonless night, Lomar glanced back at Kaplyn, whose movements were slow and mechanical, exhaustion etched deep in his eyes. The spectre was gone, but Lomar sensed its presence lingering just beyond sight, waiting in the astral plane for another crossing.

He turned his attention back to the column ahead. Should he tell Kaplyn what he had seen? That was his dilemma, for he doubted Kaplyn would believe him. He had a premonition that worse was yet to come. He remembered then that he had also seen the Priests of Ryoch’s shaols who had been sent to assassinate King Sharroch. As he walked, he pondered upon why he could only see Kaplyn’s and the priests’ shoals so vividly, sensing an urgent need to solve that riddle.

They trudged through the darkness for the remainder of the night. As the first pale hints of dawn crept across the sky, the weary column sought refuge beneath the tangled canopy of a small wood. The air was cool and damp, filled with the scent of moss and earth. Shadows clung to the trees, and every sound seemed amplified in the stillness.

Once the camp was established, the leader of the dwarves strode over to Kaplyn, boots crunching softly on the leaf-strewn ground. The dwarf’s presence was solid and commanding, his eyes sharp beneath a heavy brow.

“I’m Thaneck,” he said, his voice a low rumble as he extended a calloused hand.

“Kaplyn,” came the reply, steady but edged with fatigue. He gripped the dwarf’s hand, feeling the strength in Thaneck’s grasp–a silent measure of trust and challenge.

Thaneck’s gaze narrowed. “Why are you travelling in our lands?”

Kaplyn hesitated, the weight of recent events pressing on him. “We have come from CarCamel. There was a battle–fierce and desperate–against an army we believe was sent by Trosgarth. The krell you slew last night were the remnants of that force, lost and trying to find their way home.”

He paused, glancing at the others huddled nearby, their faces drawn and wary. “We’re heading to Drishnack, the Aldracian capital, to learn the true strength of their army.” Kaplyn’s words were careful, omitting the deeper truth–a vision that haunted his dreams, of Vastra imprisoned in a golden cage, calling to him from the heart of the enemy city. Vastra, the sorcerer who had once led their quest for the fate of the Eldric, had betrayed them for a crystallised fruit found in the ancient depths of BanKildor. Now, Kaplyn bore the mark of that betrayal: a crystalline scar embedded in his chest, which he absently rubbed beneath his shirt, the memory of pain and magic never far from his thoughts.

A chill ran through him as he considered the consequences if Vastra’s crystal fell into enemy hands. The possibility of a permanent gateway to the demon world made his skin crawl. He forced himself to meet Thaneck’s eyes, hoping his half-truth would go unquestioned, even as the scar on his chest prickled with discomfort, as if it, too, sensed the lie.

Thaneck snorted, his gaze flicking to Lars and Lomar. “You and your friends look nothing like Aldracians. Set foot in Aldrace, and you’ll be arrested before you can blink.”

Kaplyn managed a wry smile, acknowledging the truth in the dwarf’s words. Lomar’s pale hair and skin, Lars’s towering frame and golden hair–both stood out starkly among the other races. Blending in would be impossible.

“It’s a problem we have yet to solve,” Kaplyn admitted, his voice tinged with uncertainty, as the first rays of sunlight filtered through the trees, casting long, uncertain shadows across the camp.

“And how do you intend getting through KinKassack? That forest will eat you up and spit you out.”

A chill seemed to settle over the group as the dwarf’s words hung in the air, heavy with warning. The trees around them loomed like silent sentinels, their twisted branches clawing at the pale sky. Kaplyn, caught off guard, felt a flush of embarrassment at the dwarf’s probing. 

He had no plan–only a vague hope that Tumarl’s experience might guide them. “Tumarl has travelled through KinKassack, or part of it, at least,” he offered, his voice uncertain.

Tumarl’s eyes, shadowed by memories, never wavered. This was the first time anyone had spoken aloud of their route through the forest–a place that had nearly claimed his life. The memory flickered in his gaze, a haunted glint that did not go unnoticed.

The dwarf stared at Tumarl, disbelief etched deep in every line of his face. “That’s impossible,” he muttered, voice rough as gravel. “KinKassack is evil. No one could pass through it. It’s an unholy place; krell and trolls dwell there, and even the trees themselves are twisted with malice. Namlwyn tried–he was my friend. He led over a hundred dwarves, determined to carve a path to Thandor, our ancestral home. Neither he nor his men were ever seen again.” The words lingered, a sombre echo beneath the canopy.

“We live in dark times,” Kaplyn agreed quietly, 

Thaneck broke the tension with a sudden decision. “Your tale suggests we need to make haste,” he said, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Do you have a head for heights?” His grin was at odds with the grimness of their conversation. Behind Kaplyn, Lars groaned, the sound swallowed by the forest’s hush, and Thaneck’s smile only widened. With a nod, he strode off toward his companions, who waited in a loose circle nearby.

“What did he mean by that?” Lars asked, uncertainty threading his voice.

“I don’t know,” Kaplyn replied, unease prickling at the back of his neck. The dwarf’s casual remark felt like a riddle, one that promised danger.

Thaneck spoke quietly to another dwarf, who rummaged through his pack and produced a curious object. Without a word, the dwarf approached a towering tree and began to climb, his movements sure and practiced. High above the ground, he perched on a thick branch and unwound a length of cord, at the end of which dangled a small, carved piece of wood. He began to swing it in slow circles, the motion gathering speed. A low, eerie whistling rose, weaving through the trees–a sound that seemed to call to the shadows themselves, rising and falling in pitch as it echoed through the ancient wood.

Kaplyn and the others felt uncertain as they glanced nervously into the shadowy treetops, not knowing what to expect. Thaneck approached, his grin sharp, eyes glinting. “Do not fear,” he said, voice low and resonant, “we are merely calling to our steeds. You might have heard of them–dristal?”

Kaplyn’s heart skipped. The name echoed from childhood legends, tales whispered by firelight, and a board game called karlot. “I thought they were only a myth,” Kaplyn murmured, uncertainty tightening his voice.

The dwarf shook his head, his expression grave. “Many dristal still haunt the mountains of our homeland, though their numbers fade with each passing year,” he said, voice tinged with sorrow. “They are elusive, wild as the storm, and taming one is a feat few dare attempt. We raise them from hatchlings, forging bonds that last a lifetime.”

“What is a dristal?” Tumarl asked, curiosity battling apprehension. As if summoned by the question, a haunting cry pierced the silence, echoing through the ancient wood and sending a shiver through the group.

“Come,” Thaneck beckoned, his silhouette framed by the gloom, “and you will soon find out.” He led them to the edge of the forest, where the sky loomed dark and ominous. In the distance, tiny specks wheeled against the clouds, growing larger with every heartbeat. Giant wings beat the chill air, casting vast shadows over the land. Tumarl’s breath caught in awe and fear.

The creatures descended–gigantic birds of prey, their forms reminiscent of eagles but magnified to monstrous proportions. The first landed with regal grace upon a grassy knoll, talons gouging the earth. Lars stared, transfixed by the sheer power and majesty of the dristal. A dwarf approached the beast, stroking its neck feathers with reverence.

“No!” Lars exclaimed, voice trembling. “There’s absolutely no way I’m going to ride one of those. If Valra had meant us to fly, Kantral would not have given us legs.”

“Valra?” Kaplyn asked, eyes wide.

“The god of the air,” Lars intoned, sweeping his arm toward the heavens.

“I agree,” Lomar said, voice hushed. “They look as if they’d sooner devour us than carry us.”

“It’s the dristal or KinKassack,” Kaplyn declared, his voice carrying conviction.

Tumarl grimaced, the lines of worry etched deep on his face. “I’ll take my chance with the dristal,” he replied, forcing bravado into his tone. “Besides, dwarves ride them and survive.”

“Maybe the dwarves taste bad,” Lars muttered, eyes wide with fear, scanning the horizon for any sign of movement.

They watched, hearts pounding, as the dwarves unloaded their heavy packs with practiced urgency. The leather saddles they unfurled looked impossibly fragile, as if a single gust of wind might tear them apart. Yet, within moments, six dristal–towering, feathered beasts with piercing eyes–stood ready, each fitted with a double saddle and harness that glinted ominously in the early light.

“A dristal normally carries two dwarves,” Thaneck explained, rejoining the group. “One controls its flight–as much as possible,” he admitted sheepishly, “while the other is armed with a crossbow, watching the sky for danger. The grakyn have grown bold of late.”

Behind him, five dwarves mounted the giant birds, their movements swift and sure as they adjusted the flying harnesses. The rest of the patrol lingered, faces tense, weapons at the ready in case of a further attack from above. 

Thaneck beckoned them forward. “Do not worry about your supplies. Your weapons will come with us on a spare dristal and I have asked Delbarl to follow us with the rest.” At the mention of his name, a stout dwarf bowed low to Kaplyn, his eyes shining with quiet determination.

Kaplyn nodded his thanks, then approached the foremost dristal, its massive form looming over him. He eyed the creature warily, every instinct screaming caution. Thaneck mounted first, moving with the confidence of someone who had done this a hundred times. Kaplyn found a stirrup, hesitated, then accepted Thaneck’s steadying hand and climbed up. Perched atop the bird’s back, he grinned down at his companions, but their faces were pale, their smiles absent.

“Valra,” Lars intoned solemnly, voice trembling. “Hear my prayer and do not let this bird fall from the sky. And, if you are listening, do not let it eat your servant.”

Kaplyn couldn’t help but smile. The tales he’d heard of Lars’ gods suggested they were unlikely to intervene, especially for such a request.

Lars mounted his dristal, looking utterly miserable, while the others followed suit. Without warning, the great birds launched themselves into the sky, the ground dropping away beneath them. Kaplyn’s stomach lurched as the wind roared past, the dristal soaring–slower and less graceful than the dragon he’d ridden, but still magnificent. He squinted against the rushing air, feeling both exhilaration and dread as the world fell away below.

Kaplyn peered down, his breath catching upon seeing the distant wood shrinking to a patchwork of shadow and green. The wind whipped past, carrying with it the scent of pine and the distant echo of wings. The wind lashed at his face, making his eyes water.  Around him, his companions clung to their seats–Lars with eyes screwed tightly shut, knuckles white against the harness; Tumarl, wide-eyed, his earlier fear now mingled with awe; and Lomar, upright and still, a statue of calm amid the chaos.

The flight was a constant reminder to Kaplyn of the dragon–of the nightmarish visions that haunted his sleep. The memory pressed in: the rooftop at CarCamel, smoke swirling, the breach in the wall spilling enemies like a tide. He remembered raising his sword, the runes flickering with a light that seemed almost alive. In that moment, the dragon had come–not the monstrous beast of his nightmares, but something stranger, more ambiguous. Yet, even as it fought at his side, a voice deep within whispered warnings, sowing seeds of doubt.

After the battle, the weight of expectation had settled on Kaplyn’s shoulders. They wanted him to lead an army against Trosgarth, to ride at the vanguard atop a dragon’s back. The thought filled him with dread–a terror he could not voice. It was this fear, and the shadow of Vastra, that drove him from the city. The mere thought of Vastra sent a cold shiver through him, his heart pounding with anger and regret. If not for Vastra’s betrayal–if not for the spell that had stolen years from him–Kaplyn might have found peace.

Suddenly, the mountains loomed, jagged and forbidding, their peaks clawing at the sky. The landscape was stark, lifeless–bare rock plunging into valleys lost in shadow. Each summit they passed seemed more perilous than the last, the slopes scarred by ancient rockfalls, the silence broken only by the rush of wind and the distant cry of unseen creatures.

Kaplyn rode with Thaneck, the dwarf’s silence as solid as the mountains themselves. At last, Thaneck pointed downward, his voice barely audible above the wind: “Kaldor.” Kaplyn followed his gaze to a narrow plateau, hemmed in by cliffs on three sides, the fourth dominated by a sheer mountain face vanishing into brooding clouds. Dark openings–windows and doors–pitted the rock, hinting at a city carved from the mountain’s heart. To Kaplyn, the place seemed grim and unwelcoming, but Thaneck’s eyes shone with pride as they descended.

The dristal spread their wings, spiralling down toward the forbidding walls. As the ground rushed up to meet them, Kaplyn’s stomach lurched, and a wave of dread threatened to overwhelm him. Yet, beneath it all, a strange exhilaration pulsed–an awareness that he was part of something vast and dangerous, a story still unfolding.

​
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Discovery

Guided by their riders, the dristal plunged from the sky in a dizzying spiral, slicing through the thin mountain air as if defying gravity itself. The plateau below, hemmed in by sheer stone walls, seemed impossibly small–a precarious haven carved from the wilderness. Far beneath, dwarves scurried like startled ants, hastily clearing a landing space as the shadows of the great birds swept over them. In the final moments of descent, the ground surged upward with terrifying speed, drawing gasps from the passengers. Some clung to their saddles, knuckles white, hearts hammering in their chests. Yet, with a thunderous beat of wings and a jarring thud, the dristal landed–majestic and unbowed–folding their vast wings with practiced grace, their keen eyes glinting as they awaited command.

The riders dismounted, dwarves leaping nimbly to the ground, their movements fluid and fearless. Their passengers, less accustomed to such wild flights, staggered after them–Lars nearly collapsing, legs trembling as if the earth itself were unsteady beneath him. Still, a broad grin split his face, wonder shining in his eyes. Tumarl, usually stoic, was visibly moved, a rare smile flickering across his features. Lomar’s dristal touched down last, and he joined the group, his pale complexion and scarlet eyes betraying a storm of uncertainty that Kaplyn could not decipher.

A knot of dwarves surged forward, weapons in hand, their faces alight with curiosity and suspicion. The air crackled with tension–outsiders were a rarity in this hidden stronghold. Kaplyn sensed the weight of history in their stares, the unspoken stories of a people long isolated from the world beyond.

Thaneck stepped forward, his voice ringing with authority as he addressed the crowd. With a few measured words, he assured them that these strangers were allies, not threats. Reluctantly, the dwarves parted, forming a guarded corridor that led to a massive portal set beneath an archway of intricately carved stone. Along the passage, small globes glowed with an eerie, otherworldly light, casting shifting shadows on the walls.

“I recognise these,” Lomar murmured, drawn to one of the glowing orbs. “They shine like the cavern walls we saw in BanKildor. Remember? The walls glowed just like these lamps.”

Thaneck’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “Inside the glass, lichen feeds on the damp and minerals of the rock, and in return, it gives us light.”

The tunnel yawned before them–broad, beautifully shaped, its polished walls reflecting the glow like mirrors. Towering carvings depicted wild landscapes, forests teeming with life, a stark contrast to the barren peaks outside. As they moved deeper, the stone gave way to vibrant tapestries and towering plants in clay vases, their leaves stretching toward the faint illumination.

“These plants are the only flora that will grow in these conditions,” Thaneck explained, his voice echoing softly in the subterranean hush.

They passed by a handful of dwarves, their eyes glinting with curiosity from beneath heavy brows. The silence of the broad tunnels pressed in, broken only by the echo of footsteps on stone. Kaplyn felt a strange unease–this vast habitat, carved with such ambition, seemed almost deserted, its emptiness magnifying every sound. Shadows flickered along the walls as Thaneck led them up a winding staircase, the air growing cooler and thinner with each step. At the summit, they entered a tunnel whose direction was lost in the labyrinthine twists of the mountain.

“Here we are,” Thaneck announced at last, his voice reverberating in the stone corridor. “I believe this part of the city will suit your tastes.” Sunlight, pale and ghostly, filtered through tall windows hewn directly into the cliff face, casting long beams across the floor. “First, come, let me show you the view,” he beckoned, a note of pride and sorrow mingling in his tone.

With a groan of rusted metal, Thaneck drew back a heavy bolt and pushed open a wooden door. The hinges protested, echoing into the depths. Inside, a short set of stairs led to a balcony ringed by ancient battlements. They climbed to the parapet, and the world opened before them. Kaplyn’s breath caught in his throat. They stood high upon a sheer cliff, the land falling away in a dizzying drop. Below, a vast forest stretched to the horizon, its canopy a tapestry of shifting greens. Yet, in the distance, a darkness brooded–an unnatural shadow that crept across the treetops, swallowing the light as if a giant hand had smothered the sun.

“When we first settled here, the forest was our shield,” Thaneck said, his words heavy with regret. “No wall was needed, for the wilds kept us safe. But over generations, a blight has crept in–a cancer that has twisted the trees into something hostile. Now, not even the bravest dwarves dare to enter. It is a sorrow we all bear, for though we cherish our caverns, we once loved the forest too. But it has become tainted, lost to us...”

“It’s KinKassack,” Tumarl declared, his voice flat and haunted. His breath came short, and his eyes were wide as he gazed at the shadowed expanse–the place that had nearly claimed his life.

Kaplyn, Lars, and Lomar stared at Tumarl in shock, the weight of his words settling over them like a shroud.

“I had not realised we were so close,” Kaplyn whispered, as if fearing the forest itself might overhear and awaken.

“Over the past few years there have been several attacks by grakyn,” Thaneck continued, his voice low and urgent, as though he hadn’t heard Kaplyn’s question. “We have to be careful and seldom venture far from the city. Even here on the battlements, it is no longer safe. Fortunately, in daylight, we can see an attack coming. The grakyn have also learnt to respect our dristal patrols, but their cunning grows with each passing season.”

Thaneck’s gaze flickered skyward, and the group followed, unease prickling at their skin as clouds drifted ominously overhead. “Come, you must be tired,” Thaneck said, his tone softening, but the tension remained. “It was a long night–let me take you to your quarters.”

With a purposeful stride, the dwarf led them away from the exposed battlements, descending the narrow stair with practiced haste. The city swallowed them, stone walls closing in, the echo of distant voices and the clang of metal a constant reminder of the dangers lurking beyond. Thaneck shut and bolted the heavy door behind them, the sound reverberating like a final barrier against the night. He guided them along a winding corridor, the scent of earth and old secrets filling the air, before turning off the main tunnel into a smaller, dimly lit passage. At last, Thaneck stopped by a sturdy wooden door. “This is where you will stay while you are with us,” he announced, his voice echoing in the silence.

He opened the door and stepped inside. Kaplyn paused, momentarily stunned. The room was unexpectedly spacious, its walls carved from solid rock yet softened by vibrant tapestries depicting woodland scenes–reminders of a world beyond stone. A plush carpet muffled their footsteps. Armchairs, a table, and more importantly beds, transformed the chamber into a haven of comfort. Fruit was piled high on the stone table, and the rich aroma of mulled wine filled the air, promising warmth and respite from the wilds outside.

“Make yourselves at home,” Thaneck said, his voice carrying both reassurance and urgency. “I have to report to the King. Eat and then rest; I will return early this evening.”

They thanked the dwarf, who departed swiftly, leaving them in the quiet sanctuary. Lars poured four goblets of wine, then he selected fruit from the table. Kaplyn and Lomar wandered the room, their eyes drawn to the intricate tapestries and the masterful craftsmanship of the furniture, marvelling at the unexpected beauty hidden deep within the mountain.

“They have not returned our weapons,” Tumarl noted bleakly, his voice a stark reminder that, despite the comforts, danger was never far away.

“Don’t worry,” Kaplyn replied. “I am sure that they mean no harm and, besides, there is no guard.”

“Where would we escape to anyway?” Lomar said, picking up his wine and warming his hands. “You saw the forest.”

“Well, I for one am tired,” Kaplyn admitted. However, the seed of doubt Tumarl had sown was now causing him concern. “Let’s sleep for now and we will see what happens later.”

Sometime later, Thaneck roused them from uneasy slumber. Kaplyn’s mind was still ensnared by a vivid nightmare–dragons ravaging a defenceless caravan, the screams of women and children echoing as fire consumed all. The acrid stench of charred flesh clung to his senses, so real that, upon waking to the sight of heavily armoured dwarves looming behind Thaneck, terror surged through him anew. For a moment, dream and reality blurred; he recoiled, heart pounding, a cry escaping his lips as if the nightmare had clawed its way into the waking world. Thaneck, startled by the outburst, quickly raised his hands in a gesture of peace, his voice steady but urgent.

“We mean you no harm,” Thaneck assured, nodding toward their weapons laid out before them. “See? Your weapons are returned and untouched.”

Kaplyn’s breath came in ragged bursts, but as the truth of the scene settled in, his pulse slowed. “Just a nightmare,” he managed, voice hoarse with lingering dread.

Thaneck’s brow furrowed, clearly unsettled by the depth of Kaplyn’s fear. He exchanged glances with the others as their weapons were collected. “We are to stand before the King,” he explained. “No one brings arms into his hall. Please, leave them here.”

Kaplyn hesitated, his hand trembling as he checked his sword. The dark metal, etched with flowing runes, was unmistakably his. Satisfied, he sheathed it and relinquished the weapon, feeling a flush of embarrassment for his display of terror.

They proceeded into a vast hall that stretched into shadowy distance. Their footsteps were muffled by a thick, luxurious carpet, while the air was tinged with the faint, oily scent of burning torches set in iron brackets along the walls. Beneath opulent tapestries, guards stood rigid, each gripping a tall, gleaming axe.

At the far end, the King awaited–an imposing figure enthroned in grandeur. His garments shimmered with gold thread at collar and cuffs, pearls glinting along the lapels of his scarlet robe. A fur stole draped his shoulders, and in his ancient hands rested a heavy gold mace. Yet, for all the splendour, the King’s posture betrayed a profound weariness; his eyes, shadowed and deep, held a sorrow that seemed to weigh upon the very air.

“Sire,” Thaneck intoned, bowing low before the throne. “These are our guests.”

Kaplyn and his companions bowed in turn, their movements respectful, almost reverent.

Thaneck addressed the group, his voice echoing in the grand chamber. “May I present King Elador, Monarch of Kaldor and sovereign of the dwarven kingdom east of the Mountains of Mist. It is our custom for newcomers to announce themselves, so all may hear their voices and know they come in peace.”

“I am Kaplyn, King of Allund,” Kaplyn declared, stepping forward with a newfound gravity. The title, once a distant burden, now settled heavily on his shoulders–his family was gone, the crown his alone to bear. He straightened, forcing himself to wear the mantle with pride, though sorrow flickered in his eyes.

Lomar followed, bowing low. “I am Prince Lomar, an Alvalan from Gilfillan,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. The weight of uncertainty pressed upon him; a dispute over his title left his claim to the throne in question. Yet, in another world, he too might have stood as monarch of his people.

Next came Lars–a towering figure, yet hesitant as he stepped forward. “Lars,” he announced, “Glan-Can of Gorlanth.” The words tasted unfamiliar, for he had never before spoken them aloud. With his father presumed lost, the title was his by right, though the ache of exile and the improbability of return shadowed his declaration.

Tumarl lingered at the edge, uncertain, cheeks flushed with embarrassment. At last, he stepped forward, voice trembling. “Tumarl, a farmer from Thrace.” In the company of kings and princes, his simple origins seemed almost out of place, yet he stood with quiet dignity.

King Elador regarded them all, a moment’s silence stretching as he took in the assembly. “You travel in high company,” he observed, looking at Tumarl, his tone tinged with surprise. “Had I known I hosted such exalted guests, you would have been quartered in the royal wing.”

He inclined his head in gratitude. “You and your companions have my thanks for aiding my people when the grakyn attacked. Thaneck has spoken of your mission, and we will not hinder your passage into Aldrace. Indeed, I offer you our help, and hope that, after you have rested, we may speed you on your journey.”

The King’s voice softened, shadowed by regret. “I was aware of the army from Aldrace, accompanied by a host of krell, as it marched south to attack your lands,” he continued, his gaze sweeping the hall. “As you can see, my people are few, and we could not stand against the full force of Aldrace. Yet I am relieved to learn the enemy was defeated. Rest assured, we have done all we can to ensure as few krell as possible have returned home.”

“Your Highness is gracious,” Kaplyn said, bowing deeply. “I am certain the people of Thrace will send an envoy to thank you in person when word of your generosity reaches them.”

The King’s stern features softened, a fleeting smile easing the burdens etched upon his brow. “There is something I wish to show you,” he said, his voice carrying a note of anticipation. Rising from the throne, he beckoned Kaplyn and the others to follow.

Several guards abandoned their posts, falling in behind the group as they slipped through a narrow door, cleverly hidden behind heavy tapestries. The passageway beyond plunged steeply into the mountain’s heart, the air growing cooler and tinged with the scent of ancient stone.

After a short descent, they emerged into a small, circular chamber. At its centre stood an altar, guarded by four dwarves clad in ornate, gleaming armour, their expressions solemn and unyielding. Upon the altar rested a suit of armour, upright and imposing, supported by a golden cross. The faint, magical glow from globes suspended on the walls danced across the interlocking plates, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow. This was no ordinary armour–its craftsmanship was unlike anything Kaplyn had ever seen.

“Dragon scales,” Kaplyn breathed, awe and disbelief mingling in his voice. His eyes shone as he stepped closer. “This must be Hanet’s armour–the legendary dwarf king who fought at DrummondCal, standing with Darwyl and the Eldric to defeat Drachar.”

“A long time ago,” the King replied, his tone heavy with memory. “Much has changed since then, and not all for the better–we have lost Hanet’s axe.”

Kaplyn’s gaze fell to the armoured gauntlets, positioned as if awaiting the haft of a mighty weapon. Realisation dawned. “Was that the axe gifted to the dwarves by the Eldric?”

“Yes,” the King said quietly. “It was lost long ago. Once, this city was alive with laughter–dwarf children running through the caverns, mischief in their wake. It rivalled Thandor, the city from which my people fled, now forbidden to us. But now, our halls are silent. It is as if a curse has settled over us, and the echoes of our past glory are all that remain.”

The King’s expression grew sombre, his eyes shadowed by memories of loss. “Thandor has faded into legend–a dream that haunts my people,” he began, his voice heavy with sorrow. “It is a burden we all bear. Our numbers dwindle, and like so many others, I yearn for the halls of our ancient home. We have sent emissaries, seeking pardon and a path back, but none have returned. I do not believe it is only the malice of KinKassack that keeps Thandor hidden from us. There is a greater darkness at work.”

He paused, the weight of history pressing upon him. “Much of this is our own doing. After the Krell Wars, we believed Drachar banished from the world. We lowered our guard, turning our efforts to the pursuit of gold and riches. In those days, before we abandoned Thandor, we knew contentment. But then, a rumour took root–a whisper that if we delved deep enough, we would uncover Tel-Am-Nythryn at the heart of the mountains.”

Kaplyn’s curiosity broke the silence. “What is Tel-Am-Nythryn?”

The King’s eyes brightened, a spark of ancient pride flickering within. “Nythryn is a jewel beyond compare–the greatest treasure of the dwarves. Our legends say the Kalanth, the Old Ones, hid it deep within the mountains, trusting that we would one day reclaim it. We dug everywhere, yet found only gold and diamonds. These we cast aside, so fierce was our longing for Nythryn. Imagine it–a dwarf, ignoring gold,” Elador added, glancing at Kaplyn with a wry smile.

Kaplyn nodded, encouraging the King to continue. “One day, we discovered an unusually long vein of gold, as if it had been placed to guide us. For days, my people toiled, drawn ever deeper. At last, we found our bane–a jewel of breathtaking beauty, radiant yet cold, with a green light burning at its heart. We knew it was not Nythryn, for green is the colour of the demon world. Yet its allure was irresistible, like gazing upon the heavens themselves.

“At first, we set it in the marketplace for all to see. We named it Tel-Am-Talwyn, the healer, for all who beheld it felt their souls unburdened. Still, we dug, searching for Nythryn, but no other jewels appeared. Then calamity struck–Talwyn was stolen. A search revealed that a noble, Wynthren, had taken it for himself and hidden it away. Greed gripped our once-great nation. All work ceased, and a terrible civil war erupted. Armies from other dwarven kingdoms marched to Thandor and so began the Dwarven Wars as they are now known.

“The King at the time was Nynvanar, a good and noble monarch directly descended from Hanet himself. He tried his best to stop the war, calling on the dwarves to lay down their arms. But a great hatred had taken hold of their hearts and a deep desire to see Talwyn drove them onwards so that no one would stop to listen to reason. 

“Unfortunately, Wynthren, the noble who had stolen Talwyn, was immensely powerful and had allegiances in other dwarf kingdoms who rallied to his call for help.

“King Nynvanar was left with no choice but to take sides and end the conflict. Otherwise, his kingdom would be divided forever. At the head of a great army, he laid siege to Wynthren’s fortified home. Seeing the King in full dragon armour and carrying Hanet’s axe, Wynthren knew that his forces could not hold out for long. One night he disguised himself, and, carrying Talwyn, he escaped his fortress and went unrecognised through the surrounding army. Wynthren left Thandor and set off across country, hoping to meet with dwarves he had summoned from the Southern Kingdoms.

“With their leader gone, Wynthren’s followers laid down their arms and sued for pardon. The King, in a rage, ordered these dwarves exiled. With a large army, the King immediately went in pursuit of Wynthren.

“It was said that Wynthren made his way into KinKassack, which at this time was still a wholesome place. The King’s army was hot in pursuit when an army of krell and grakyn attacked. It was a well-laid ambush and the King’s forces were completely ensnared. The King wrought havoc upon the enemy, for his armour was impenetrable, proof against even the strongest magic.

“Even though many dwarves were killed, it looked as though they would be able to hold and eventually turn the tide of battle. At that moment, a new force arrived from Trosgarth, led by death knights.”

“Death Knights?” Kaplyn queried, “I have never heard of them before, not even in legends.”

The old king nodded. “Neither had we. It was a new enemy from Trosgarth. I do not understand what evil managed to create such a being, but they were a terrible foe who could only be banished from this world by chance. Apparently, iron through the heart killed them, but few managed to deliver a mortal blow, especially since they were armoured. My father, a cousin to Nynvanar who was at the battle, told me of this horror.”

Kaplyn had forgotten that the dwarves lived much longer than the other races and was shocked to think that Elador had a first-hand account of a battle
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