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In Pursuit of a Beating Heart

“No man fought quite like he who looked with his twelve eyes to see.”

—Miss Buqu, outfitter of the king’s elite

The gigantic beast was truly a spectacle to behold as it bellowed, swaying its muscular neck to and fro. It was of an exceptional size for its type, twenty meters in length and three times the height of any average human. Standing its ground against the attackers, the beast kept itself prepared against all its adversaries charging from every direction. Regardless of its dimensions, it ran at an incredible speed, shaking the ground, tail flailing wildly about. It let out deep gasps of air as it weaved between the pursuers.

The hunters had spent several days tracking the animal to its current location, the plan being to take it down using only the best warriors and equipment in their respective fields. There were several men on horseback possessing all manner of weaponry to use against it, barely able to keep up. Soldiers wielding sword and spear, shield and bow, waited at key checkpoints to direct the creature’s escape route toward their intended rendezvous.

It soon neared a line of guards positioned defensively with spears and shields, as if in a phalanx. High rock formations on either side of the creature reduced its possibility of survival as hundreds of men followed behind it. Another line of soldiers extended their spears and raised their shields, waiting for the creature’s approach.

The beast left deep impressions of its feet on the ground as it ran on short, stubby legs that moved surprisingly faster than one would expect—due to its muscular physique—causing many in pursuit to navigate around them to maintain an equal pace.

Its heavily armored carapace was embedded with enchanting jewels, spikes of peridot and various other greenish gems that protruded from its vertebrae and along the sides of its shell, continuing around the back of its legs and down the tail. Its tough exterior was covered in fine emerald and jade many layers thick as to make a weapon of superior quality unable to penetrate. Dragons of this species were considered by most to be the hardiest of them all, and this specimen was no exception.

“Get ready, men. Here he comes!” A spearman roared his troops into position.

It ran twice as fast as the best horses when at peak speed, making it an unstoppable juggernaut on the open field. Its head had thick spikes extending from its jaw and , more went along its shoulders, capable of retracting at will. Its mouth could widen enough to devour a man whole, and its blunted teeth were strong enough to crush boulders. Fortunately for the attackers, the beast was an herbivore with no interest in inflicting deliberate harm to anyone.

It burst through every barricade along the dried, cracked road, leaving behind mists of sand and flying rock. Its tail was something to be reckoned with if a follower got too close. Covered completely in spikes, it ended in a large, three-pronged fork. Half the size of its body and snakelike in dimension, it was just as deadly as the creature’s front end.

Soon it would meet the roadblock anxiously waiting to stop it. Dozens obstructed its only escape route. They got into position at ground level as the men up high on the clifftops rained down a volley of arrows in a futile attempt to subdue the beast. Many arrows hit, but not even one creased its hide.

SMASH!

The beast charged through the entire line of men as if they were merely broken limbs on a dead tree. Several unfortunate soldiers went flying in the air so high that landing caused more casualties than the impact itself. They were flung recklessly like rag dolls, some crashing to the ground with broken necks or spines while some were trampled over, their heads and bodies crushed.

The creature thought to take on some of its followers, for they were gaining on it amidst the other obstacles in its way. 

It stopped in a flurry of dust and broken bodies, swinging its tail wildly at those who approached. The oncoming soldiers had no choice but to halt, whether by their own will or by terrified horses whinnying in fear.

Some soldiers possessing more courage than intelligence tried flanking it to no avail. It was too well armored to be vulnerable. The tail acted of its own accord, and those who dared to approach it met a quick end whether by being crushed within its grasp, stabbed by its prongs, or slashed by its sharp edges. Many of the attackers struck it from high elevations, keeping out of reach. Whether by bow or javelin, the creature could not be hindered and only slowed briefly when it noticed soldiers screaming war chants and battle cries far ahead in the distance and charging at it.

Special large game hunters chased the dragon all morning. It had been awakened from its nest well into the southwestern plains of the northern regions of the continent of Grath at the earliest of dawn. Ever since then, it stayed on the run, panting and gasping, being unable to rest its exhausted body unused to exerting high energy levels. Beasts of this variety were known as sedentary creatures and, in desperate times, they had been known to increase their activity to forage for food or make nesting grounds, but this was far beyond anything it would ever do during a typical dragon’s lifetime.

Surrounded, dozens of men attacked it, all hoping their strikes would encounter some vulnerable spot. The gems on its body were unfazed by their efforts and shone ever so brilliantly. The sheer magnificence caused some to halt their attempts to kill it as the creature’s beauty put them in a state of awe.

It did not matter how many arrows were fired, spears thrown, or swords were swung against it—the dragon seemed invincible.

“Watch out, men!” one soldier yelled. “He’s getting ready to do it again. Back away, back away!”

The dragon grew desperate from the relentless onslaught. Readying its tail, it pierced the ground deeply and kept it buried. The surrounding soldiers tried to flee, but were unable. The emeralds, jades, and peridots on its body glowed wonderfully bright, and all gazing on it fell into a trance, becoming captivated by its aura. Only a few could resist, but it did not matter. The creature’s attack would make a grave for them quickly enough.

The ground shook into a violent quake from the tail which created intensely powerful vibrations, causing the surrounding terrain to become chaotically unstable and shatter, and those who were of a formerly advantageous position came crashing down to an equal level. Boulders rolled forth from above and crushed all those around the dragon as the ground split open and swallowed many into a newly formed pit. The walls caved in, and the sky seemed to rain rocks down from the heavens, and not a single person within vicinity of the beast survived. The cave-in, however, covered up the beast as well. It did not move.

There were soldiers at a safe distance to witness it firsthand and many of them gave in to fear and thought to run. Yet some obtained newfound bravery—and possible stupidity—to investigate and see if the beast was still alive. A gigantic pile of rubble stood before the curious soldiers anxious to find victory amongst their casualties. The dragon appeared buried.

The ground stirred once more, and one nearby soldier lost his footing and flew backwards as rock and debris forced him away as the creature erupted from it. The dragon picked up speed once again, but it was only a matter of time until the soldiers further back and still on its trail would catch up. It had no choice but to continue running with no obvious place for sanctuary.

A man stood a mere mile in the distance under the sun shining its brightest of the day. This man was not like any other man, insignificant and expendable, but rather a powerful and remarkable man, one of great leadership and skill. He was a reputable gentleman in his early thirties and stood handsomely amidst the sweat on his brow and the dust on his clothes. His short, neatly groomed hair was a light brown, indistinguishable from the sand that nestled in it. He wore little but an old house shirt and faded pants for better ability to flee if need be. Armor was pointless as tail swings or stomps were guaranteed one-hit kills.

He wasn’t the only great one, however, for others like him nearby proved nearly his equal. They stood high in a scouting tower where they witnessed the dragon’s approach.

“Here he comes, men!” he yelled. “Remember our strategy!”

He eyed the creature through his spyglass and raised his hand to finally give the signal.

“Wait for it.” His voice lowered, remaining calm.

The dragon continued to run and was weak, exhausted, and even slightly injured from his own attack. While the creature reacted out of instinct, it had never used the countermeasure before that day for it had no natural predators... until now.

“Luksu, Malkar, get them loaded,” the man said with urgency.

The ones he ordered were some of the best dragon hunters in the land, aside from him. Ninety degrees to his left and to his right, high up in their own respective towers, they stood. He named and motioned to three others as the beast continued its escape.

“Ezerai.”

The creature kept running. It did not stop.

“Thagnon.”

The creature still ran, but gave signs of hesitation.

“Feenosh.”

The creature kept running, but soon stopped, nowhere else to go as it reached a dead end. Up ahead was a cliff so high and so thick that not even a creature thrice its size could crash through. Realizing this, the beast attempted to turn and flee the other direction. The man in charge, high up and safe in his tower, gave his teammates the signal.

“Do it!” the man screamed as loudly as he could. “Do it now!”

The dragon noticed something unusual about the wall when it turned around completely. On every side was a part of it that opened slowly. Bits of discolored rock faded away, revealing what was underneath. Gleaming metal shone in the heat of the day, and the creature took defensive measures once more.

Inside were enormous harpoons, razor sharp and barbed, far larger than any human could carry. These were not just any harpoons, but ones specifically designed for creatures of such magnitude and made for just one purpose.

“Ezerai, fire!” Whoosh!

The first one fired and connected, embedding itself deeply into its left hind leg, piercing bone and crippling it instantly. The harpoon was attached to a chain which itself was tied to a contraption likewise attached to a mechanism inside the wall. It let out an enormous moan of pain and tried hobbling away in desperation, but failed as it tripped over itself.

“Thagnon, fire!” Whoosh!

The next one made connection as well, this time from the other side of the wall inside the beast’s entrapment. This one did not pierce flesh, but instead became deeply lodged into the creature’s shell, binding it even more so than before. Many chunks of gemstone flew off it, no longer part of its majestic form. It stomped the ground, hoping to cause those nearby to lose balance, but its injury wouldn’t let it try more than once.

“Feenosh, fire!” Whoosh!

The third harpoon struck deep into the softer, yet still near-impenetrable underbelly on the creature’s left side, tearing into its flesh, striking vital organs. Bile squirted out into a puddle. Being lodged in the creature, it was even more restrained than before. The beast’s squirming brought a roar of torment before blood gushed out, spraying the ground and the walls where the hunters hid. Seeing it weak on its feet, ready to topple over, the lead hunter gave one final signal to the two men above him to expedite the inevitable.

“What are you two waiting for? Now!”

They had their own special, modified harpoons, not bound by chains, but sharper and deadlier, nonetheless. Simultaneously they released their weapons and fired directly where they intended, both hitting the same exact location.

The one fired by Luksu pierced the creature’s head, but missed its skull, only puncturing flesh. The beast, though on its last legs, was still alive, but the next shot fired by Malkar struck not only through its skull, but through its brain, and immediately the creature let out one final groan. It collapsed with a thunderous thud that echoed for hundreds of miles. Its tail wiggled mindlessly, gradually becoming immobile, indicating its final signs of life, and eventually stopped. It gasped out a death gurgle and, with that, the task was complete. The dragon was dead.

All that remained was the corpse of the great beast, and the magnificent glow of its scales faded out along with its life force when the final blow was struck. Its eyes had flashed a bright green and was a true indication that a prize was about to be obtained.

The man known as Thagnon approached the corpse to check for heartbeat and pulse, and when nothing was felt or heard, gave a loud cheer that encouraged the others to do so with him.

“In the name of His Majesty the King, I declare this creature dead!”

All the soldiers roared with pride, including those who would be sporting permanent injury. The leader of the group who had slain another dragon in the name of his king did not cheer along with them, though his facial expressions indicated something similar.

The time came when the soldiers prepared to haul the dead animal back to their homeland to present it before the king himself. Based on its size, it would be impractical to carry it whole, so they brought in men with pickaxes and hammers to chip away and gather its gemstones, placing them in carts and carriages that would be delivered in less than a week. The man in charge stood in front of the creature and let out a heavy sigh of disappointment, losing himself in thought before being interrupted by his fellow men.

“He was called Sixxor the Formidable,” Malkar said in his thick and guttural Micussian accent. “Did you know that, Drake?”

The man who led the assault against the creature wanted to respond, but chose to keep his mouth shut for whatever reason.

“He’s definitely not so formidable now, is he?” Malkar continued.

“You’re right about that,” Drake replied, tilting his head away from his shoulder to pop his neck. “And are you proud of making that so?”

“What are you being so glum about? A great victory has been achieved! The giant is down, and soon its riches will be ours for the taking!”

“And yet you’ll always be poor,” Drake said, cutting off any enthusiasm from his friend. He was just about to go off on some tirade, but it was halted as Thagnon made his way on horseback over to him, obviously proud of the day’s events.

“Well, well, Drake,” Thagnon said, brushing his long, curly hair away from his eyes with his hand. “Mission accomplished; wouldn’t you say?”

“He’s not so happy,” Malkar jumped in as he latched his battle axe onto his back.

“Oh?” Thagnon asked in surprise. “Could it be that the man who has led charge against a dozen of these beasts no longer finds thrill in it? What’s the matter? Getting too boring for you now? A little too routine?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Drake was irked at his optimism despite their cause for celebration. “Does it not bother you that all the riches this creature possessed cannot pay for the lives lost today?”
Thagnon laughed, merrily so. “It matters not, dear friend,” he said, turning around on his horse. “Their deeds will be honored. In that I have no doubt. Now I recommend you do cheer up a bit. Don’t want to put everyone in a slump, now do we? Hyah!”
He broke into a gallop off into the distance to go do who knew what. Perhaps it was to give instructions to the gem collectors or maybe to celebrate with his comrades. There were pints of ale to be had, after all.

“Let it be that a part of me died tonight, Thagnon,” Drake said, far out of earshot.

He closed his eyes and smiled, thinking about the one waiting for him at home.
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The Inheritance

It was a longer trek than they intended it to be, but after several days, they made their way back to the place where a renowned king would deliver untold amounts of praise and riches.

The kingdom of Micus was truly a spectacle to behold, and since the creation of the planet, no other place in the world could compare to it in size and glory. Situated almost dead center in the Blessed Lands near the Guhn River, it grew to become a wondrous marvel of technological development and architecture for its time. Eselbadd was the reigning king, having won the lands in a duel of swords for honor and a woman’s hand in marriage. Being descended from the Greatbear and Lizardscale tribes, he received many blessings in becoming a mighty king fit to rule the nation.

Micus was known as the first country on the first continent, but also as the first kingdom. It was the source of the first blessings of the Entity, and from it all great warriors, hunters, architects, and those skilled in hard labor worked from the ground up with a great abundance of resources. There they worked with precious metals and plentiful wood from the forests the continent of Grath was famous for. The leadership of the first ruler, King Micus, brought the Blessed Lands a formidable force that no government in any other country could match.

There was no tribe like the Strongweather tribe, which boasted many young men healthy and fit for battle. They numbered in the hundred-thousands, all fit and trained to become intimidating warriors. Many now guarded each of the eight entrances of the city’s octagonal wall that protected the interior from unwelcome outsiders.

There was no tribe like the Roughrock tribe that forged great weapons of all manner of fighting for these men. They possessed the sword, the axe, the spear, the bow, and the sling. Many were responsible for the latest advancements in weaponry such as the catapult and harpoon launcher.

There was no tribe like the Snowtiger tribe that built the many great homes, mansions, and foundations for the kingdom of Micus itself. They made the castle out of nigh unbreakable black rock and stone of the most artistic cuts. Statues of men, women, and beasts of ancient lore surrounded it roundabout on all sides. There were towers on either side of the main structure of the castle, each topped with images of immense dragons shaped from chiseled stone. They made the great Hope’s Kiss Fountain, which was said to grant wishes to those who washed their face in its waters, but blessings were so abundant already, few people ever used it.

There was no tribe like the Nicegem tribe who decorated all the homes and roads with precious jewels and gemstones so plentiful no disputes ever came about. The path they built to the castle was paved with fine diamonds, silver, and gold. They were always in the greatest favor with all the kings.

There was no tribe like the Windpuma tribe who built the Greatwood Bridge, the Solidstone Bridge, and the Mightyiron Bridge, all of which were created for access to the eastern territories on the other side of the Guhn River. They also built the drawbridge that connected the city to the king’s castle, where a deep reservoir built in front made intrusion difficult if not impossible.

There were many other tribes that did great works for the king, but none could compare to the ones aforementioned. 

It was not generally known which tribe Drake was from, for he kept it concealed. Perhaps only those closest to him knew since he rarely left the company of his superiors and fellow warriors. It could be, though, that not even his own tribe was aware he was a part of them since he grew up a child of war at the earliest age possible.

As he got older, he and other men of wisdom and valor found favor in King Eselbadd’s eyes and rose high in rank and authority.

Few could speak to the king on any level, and those people consisted of Drake, Ezerai, Feenosh, Thagnon, Malkar, and Luksu. They were known as the Silver Shadow, for they were just barely lesser in greatness than the Golden Body of the king and his lineage. 

Nearly a decade prior, great tension arose between King Eselbadd and the ruler of the neighboring land, King Ugron. Ugron had fought many battles with Eselbadd. He was of comparable strength; however, his power grew more each day, and soon Eselbadd could no longer easily defeat him. When it was discovered that dragons had been used against him, Eselbadd sought to kill them in retaliation and to protect his kingdom.

Ever since, Eselbadd kept a tight grip on his elite warriors led by his most favored, Drake, frequently sending him on missions to kill all the dragons in the territory so his rival could no longer use them as weapons.

His strategy played out successfully, and soon Ugron was crushed as a nation and absorbed into Eselbadd’s. All his men were killed, their wives and daughters became castle workers or new wives of the victors, and their sons grew up to be either next-generation warriors or eunuched servants.

There was still something troubling Drake, however. Even after the kingdom of Ugron was destroyed, Eselbadd continued issuing orders to slay all the dragons of the land. With no new enemies to challenge him in strength and formidability, all soldiers of war were now trained as dragon hunters, much to Drake’s disappointment. His blade ached for battle and a sword was practically pointless to use against the beasts he was ordered to take down.

There was a parade in honor of the Silver Shadow taking part in the slaying of Sixxor the Formidable, also known as one of the Guardians of the western plains. The villagers welcomed the soldiers with cheers, blessings, and gifts, and thanked them many times for defeating the deadly beast, though deadly against its own will as it was.

They honored Malkar, whose auburn red hair and muscular physique were just as impressive as his axe. He refused to speak to those he deemed inferior to himself.

They honored Feenosh, whose womanizing charm and longbow could both strike ladies’ hearts as far as the eye could see despite his short, rotund appearance.

They honored Thagnon, whose wit and sarcasm were just as unpredictable as the fencing sword he always kept close by; never a dull moment with any of them.

They honored Ezerai, whose dedication to the Entity and Micus were unmatched, proving it many times with all the traps and snares he became famous for making.

They honored Luksu, whose old age did not hinder him one bit as he tested his spear countless times in battle as well as the harpoon technology used to defeat Sixxor. He was the husband of many wives throughout his years, his status an exception to the otherwise strict laws against polygamy thanks to a bet he won against none other than Eselbadd himself.

And then they honored Drake, who was the only one who wondered amidst the cheers if he was worthy of their praise. His long, curved blade encrusted with many gems was just as famous as he was, and perhaps just as unworthy as anything else. He named it “the Mongrel” because many tribes took part in making it.

Before they checked in with the king, they fulfilled their obligations by going to a tavern called The First Crow, reserved exclusively for top-grade warriors to celebrate in private. Drake resisted the temptation of royalty-employed, high-class harlots of beauty propositioning him for free due to his fame. He couldn’t say the same for his comrades, save Ezerai who approached him for conversation.

“You’ve barely touched your ale,” Ezerai said as he sat down on the barstool next to him. “This should be cause for celebration.”

“I’m just not in the mood.” Drake sighed. “I want to go home. I’m exhausted.”

“I know. Just grin and bear it a little longer and you’ll kick off your boots in no time.”

“Let me ask you something. All this... is it worth it?”

“What do you mean?” Ezerai asked as he tied his silver hair in a ponytail.

“I mean, look at us. We were once men of purpose, now relegated to killing without any real cause. Back then, we fought to defend this kingdom’s dignity. Now we fight so those who pose no threat must defend against us. Against the Entity’s chosen, no less.”

“I don’t know,” Ezerai responded. “Does the king know of your concerns?”

“I plan on addressing them with him soon enough. I just get this feeling something bad’s going to happen. The Entity cannot be pleased with this. You should know better than I do, Ezerai. Your family’s in the clergy, after all.”

“To be honest, I haven’t given it much thought. I imagine if the Entity found disfavor, He would’ve let us know by now. We prosper greatly here. Surely, we are blessed.”

“I suppose.” Drake sighed again, finally taking another sip. “I just think maybe I should retire the Mongrel permanently. Doesn’t get much use anymore anyways. Maybe I’ll go on a journey and explore the lands or something. There’s much I haven’t seen.”

“Do so with caution,” Ezerai warned. “Don’t want anybody to get the wrong idea. I say this as a friend.”

“And I appreciate that. Guess I’ll finish this pint and find an excuse to leave early.”

“Get some rest, Drake. Maybe in the morning you’ll have a renewed spirit. May the Entity watch over you, my friend.”

“Likewise.” He raised his glass.

Ezerai left to join the other members of his team for games and gambling, but Drake sat alone, contemplating the next moves he should make in his life. He looked over at his friends and remembered the good days when soldiers still cared about the right kinds of glory. There were many adventures of the early days of the Silver Shadow and how they achieved those glories, but they will not be told of in this book.
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King Eselbadd called in his best to deliver his wonderful prizes personally.

To Ezerai and Luksu, bags of gold and silver were given. To Feenosh and Malkar, they were given first picks of the fairest virgins of the kingdom to be their wives, and for Thagnon, it was not known, for he visited the king in secret. Then, finally, as if he was saving the best for last, he invited Drake into the royal hall to be given his just reward. Drake had seen Thagnon leave with a rather pompous smirk on his face, but remained silent.

Eselbadd looked and dressed the part of any king one may think about. On his body he wore a robe adorned with gems of every color and value and went from his neck down to his feet where his pearl slippers of fine silk were decorated with shavings of jewels. In his left hand he held a scepter that touched the ground at his side and rose to the height of his shoulders. It was made of pure gold with stripes of silver going around it, full circle.  The sphere of it was made of every jewel known to man. 

On the curly, auburn head of the king was a crown embedded with diamonds, rubies, emeralds, topazes, and sapphires. On the front center of it was a large insignia of his family crest which, in the language of the Micussians, read Kaskuchkanot, the rough translation of which was “He who gives understanding.” As Drake made his way into the royal chamber, the lighting therein seemed to shine brighter than ever and made the reading quite noticeable.

Drake wore a black, buttoned, long-sleeved shirt and pants, coupled with black boots and black gloves. There was a small patch on the left breast and right shoulder of his shirt and a large patch on the back of it which was an image of the Dragon Seal. This was standard uniform when being in the formal company of the king. His sword and his knife were left with the guards of the king’s hall per his policy. In his right hand, Drake held something wrapped in silk cloth, ready to be presented to the king.

Drake’s boots echoed as he strode down the hallway. He anticipated King Eselbadd to reward him, but rather than complimenting him, the king gave him an order.

“What you have in your hand—bring it to me.”

Drake stepped forward and got on one knee to present what was in his hand. He unfolded the cloth and the king’s grin grew greatly.

“Is this really it?” Eselbadd asked with eyes widened.

“Pulled out of the chest of Sixxor himself, Your Highness,” Drake responded.

“Of course,” Eselbadd said with glee. “It takes a man of great courage and bravery to take on such a magnificent monster and present its heart to your own king. A lesser man would’ve hidden it away or kept it for himself. I knew I could trust you, Drake.”

“I do hope it becomes a fine addition to your collection, Your Highness.”

“And it shall indeed,” agreed Eselbadd, still grinning but less so. “What spectacular creatures these are. No others in this world have their beating hearts encased in wonderful diamonds of such eloquence and beauty like these dragons! And look at the greenness of it! It’s as if the Entity Himself wants it in my possession.”

“It was still beating after I removed it, though the beast was dead.”

“The heart of a dragon is more valuable than any of the finest... anything Entisha has to offer,” Eselbadd said. “You have brought me quite a number of these, Drake, and every time you always make mention of this to me. Why?”

“Because it stops beating when I enter the castle, Your Highness. Every time.”

“Hmm, interesting,” the king murmured. “Why do you suppose that is? Can you enlighten me?”

“I cannot say, Your Highness,” Drake said, choosing his words carefully. “I just know that it seems to be of great coincidence, if nothing else.”

The king responded with a chilling exclamation as his eyes opened even wider. “Of course! There can be no other explanation! Just pure, sheer coincidence.”

The king went on some tirade about the importance of gems and jewels and how great it was to have Sixxor’s heart added to the display in the Dragon’s Vault with the others Drake had obtained. The young soldier tried not to let too much of it get to him, because although he proudly served his king, Eselbadd was getting rather... annoying and subtly defensive. Drake kept his mouth shut as his king went on and on about this and that and the other. It wasn’t until the king mentioned a certain something that Drake had to speak up.

“And then there are those green jewels that you had brought me! Wagons and wagons of fine jewels. Can you believe how much these treasures are worth to the right person?”

“Not nearly valuable enough, Your Highness.”

The king was immediately offended, and if he wasn’t already acting over-the-top before, he was now. “Oh? And do tell me why not, Drake!

“Request to speak openly, Your Highness.”

“Go ahead,” he responded in a deep voice, eyes glaring with a squinted stare.

Drake rose to his feet. He threw all his formalities away and said things he’d never dared to say to the king before. “Your Highness, hundreds of our soldiers died because of that dragon. He was our most difficult kill thus far. Many broken families have been created from pursuing that thing; widows and orphans abound. I feel true reward is unattainable. It was not even aggressive toward us until we attacked it first. Ugron has long been dead, so there was absolutely no reason to kill it. Too many great warriors were lost, and—”

“Enough!” the king interrupted. He put his hand out, closed his eyes, and turned his head. Many seconds of uncomfortable silence passed before he regained his composure.

“How dare you... no, how dare you question my reasons on doing these things!” Eselbadd exclaimed, his freckled face flushed.

“Your Highness, I am just concerned about—”

“You just be concerned about yourself and your own matters. Don’t worry about what I am doing. Know that I have everything under control.”

“That’s the problem, Your Highness. None of our soldiers or their families will get even a single gem for their efforts. They’re the ones who deserve these riches. All the spoils of that fight went directly into your vault. Nobody will ever get anything from there, will they?”

The king answered his question with questions of his own. “And they can use them better than I? Look around you. Don’t you see my wonderful kingdom everyone is part of? Surely you can’t say we aren’t blessed in the Blessed Lands! Surely, you don’t?”

The king paused for a moment to let Drake think about his words before continuing. “Do know this—nobody in my kingdom begs for food. Nobody must be afraid to leave their houses at night. Everyone sleeps warmly. They depend on us to keep them safe, and we do a mighty damned good job of it. Be thankful that you have the privilege of being where you are. You don’t want to be where my influence is not. Take my word on that.”

“Then why kill these things? Why let our soldiers die? What gain is there?”

“This, you will not know. I cannot tell you. But rest assured knowing that it will be of great benefit to us all in the end. Let it be that—”
“TELL ME NOW!” Drake yelled furiously, so loud in fact that the halls echoed and stirred everyone who heard it to worry about the safety of the king.
Eselbadd gasped, but amidst the huge disrespect he received at that moment from his subordinate, he had something else to say, smiling all the while. The guards standing outside ran in with spears drawn to investigate, only to be stopped by a hand gesture of the king.

“You know something? The fire I saw in your eyes is more precious than anything I’ve ever seen in my life. The sparkling and shining of blue brilliance, the conveyance of emotion, the passion of your concerns... it is the first time I’ve seen you like this! This is truly a new day for me. I never knew this about you!” the king exclaimed.

Drake didn’t know how to respond. “I, uh—”

“Oh, don’t bother trying to say anything else. You’ve angered me greatly this day indeed. Let it be known to you, my friend, that if you were any other person, whether it be Feenosh, Malkar, Ezerai, or even Luksu, you would be dead by night’s end. Because you are, in fact, not only my greatest warrior, but also my closest friend, I could not dare do such a thing to you.”

It could be that the king was making a point, but Drake couldn’t help but wonder why Thagnon’s name was the only one left off. He thought perhaps it was merely an oversight.

“I thank you deeply for your mercy, Your Highness. My humblest apologies for offending you. I hope you can find it in yourself to forgive me.”

Eselbadd smiled and then laughed. “Just remember that this conversation never happened, and all will be well. I still have your reward to give.”

“I don’t deserve such an honor.”

“But you will receive one. For your excellence in leadership and great responsibility in taking down the beast, I present to you something that nobody else in the kingdom will ever have.”

“Even the smallest of things will be a treasured reward, Your Highness.”

“You don’t have to be so humble even now! Wait, where was I? Oh, yes. Since my son died and my daughter is, how shall I say, at odds with me right now, and totally undeserving, her... rebelliousness has cut her off from any respectable inheritance, and so I am giving most of it to you. I’m approaching sixty, and my wife is now as barren as an empty grave. When I die, Drake, you shall become one of the wealthiest men alive. And when that happens, you have my permission to do whatever you want with it. Give it to the poor. Give it to your fellow men. Give it to your children, or your children’s children. Hell, give it to your children’s children’s children!”

The reward the king was offering was so great indeed that Drake could hardly comprehend it. He was at a loss for words.

“I’m unable to say anything but how magnificent of a king you truly are, Your Highness. I am thankful more than anything words could ever speak.”
“Then don’t say anything else,” Eselbadd said. “Spread this news to everyone you know, especially your wife. Tomorrow evening, we feast!”
“Wonderful, Your Highness. With your permission, I request an exit.”

“Please, take one.”

Drake knelt to offer his goodbye, stood back up, and turned around to walk away. He had only taken three steps.

“Oh, and Drake...”

He turned around. “Yes, Your Highness?”

“Don’t worry about anything. You’ve done me proud.”

Drake smiled, nodded, and continued to walk. He grabbed his sword and knife from the guard and made his way to his room in the castle, where he would be greeted by his wife.

His quarters in the king’s castle were large enough that it could be called its own house, and being Eselbadd’s best warrior, he was given many commodities and luxuries that few others besides him and his close friends received. There were two floors to his home, the first containing the sitting room and a private kitchen, and the second the bed chamber and study where he kept his vast library of books, untouched as they were.

As Drake walked in the door, he was greeted immediately by his wife standing at the top of the stairs. Wearing a long, yellow cotton dress that flowed to her feet, she carefully walked down the steps to greet him with open arms, the pitter-patter of her shoes echoing softly like her voice.

“Drake, my love!” she exclaimed with ruby red lips. “You’re safe!”

“Yes, Myra. It is I, your eager husband returning to you once again.”

She wrapped herself around him and held him tight, tears pouring down her face from her auburn eyes, though not displaying any signs of emotion other than relief. He pressed his hands across her golden locks of hair and caressed her softly.

“I missed you so much, my darling. You were gone too long this time!”

“Every day is too long away from you too, sweetheart.”

They exchanged many more kisses and stayed close to one another until Myra’s typical mode of hospitality kicked in. After sharing with her his latest adventure, she made him a delicious meal of roasted duck with fruits and bread.

It was evening time and darkness made its way into their home except for the moonlight shining through their windows. Lighting some candles, she prepared the dinner table in a manner worthy of a warrior, and rather than sitting across from him, she sat directly on his lap and playfully ate with him, feeding and lustfully teasing each other.

Neither of them ate much, despite the work that went into making the food. They were too excited and enamored with each other to focus on eating. They stared into each other’s eyes and kissed passionately in the candlelight. It was pleasantly quiet.

“Drake, your eyes shine brighter than these flames. They were the first thing I noticed about you when you walked up to me in my mother’s garden.”

“Your eyes captivate me and seize me as your prisoner,” Drake said. “It took every bit of courage to talk to you. I feared you’d reject me. The mere thought was more frightening than fighting that dragon.”

Myra smiled. “I have some wonderful news for you, darling.”

She took his hand and guided it to her stomach, pressing it lightly. Drake knew instantly what this meant.

“You mean...”

She smiled and then laughed, and so did he.

“This is so exciting! And we’ve been trying for so long. I’m so happy for us. Tonight is a blessed night indeed!”

They spent the remainder of the evening in love’s warm embrace before settling upstairs in the bed chamber. Their closeness was stronger than ever that night, and many words and acts of romance, passion, and love were exchanged. The evening went wonderfully for them, and soon they would fall into a peaceful slumber. Drake stared at the ceiling with excitement, anxiously wanting to tell all he knew about the upcoming addition to his family. The banquet would be the perfect place! 

Myra fell asleep before he did, and looking over at her, he could see the innocence and grace that accompanied her. He was truly happy, and so blessed that his life was as wonderful as he could imagine. Gazing at her closed, restful eyes once more, he finally drifted off, dreaming about the possibilities of a new tomorrow.
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Chapter 3
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Darkening Shadows

He thought he heard his name, and it echoed in his subconscious. It seemed pleasant at first, but then it grew louder and more disturbing. When he realized it wasn’t a dream, he opened his eyes in the dead of night to something that would terrorize him to the end of his days.

“Wakey, wakey, Drakey!” the screeching voice yelled.

Barely aware of what went on around him, he was forcibly yanked off his bed and tossed to the ground. Immediately he was attacked by unknown assailants, kicking him in the head, his stomach, his back, and his arms and legs. Rods and clubs pounded on him repeatedly. He shielded his face with his arms and tried rolling away to avoid the bludgeoning strikes to his body. Despite the pain, the only thing he focused on was Myra’s screaming.

“Drake! DRAAAKE!” she shouted, off in a position where he could not see her.

“Myra? Where are you? What—”

The assault soon subsided, but left Drake in a world of punishment. His arms and legs were damaged and just short of broken, his face becoming bruised and swollen. Rapid blows to his head and blood covering his eyes made him unable to distinguish the figure a mere ten feet away from him in the candlelight. It was only after the person spoke that he recognized who it was.

“You disappointed us all. It was bound to happen eventually.”
Drake lifted his head to look at the figure though everything was blurry. Even so, he was shocked to hear a voice he did not want it to be.
“Thagnon? What in the wor—”

“Don’t act surprised, Drake. You knew this day would come.”

“Explain yourself! What are you doing? Where’s Myra?”

“Drake!” she cried, her image becoming clearer.

“Myra!” he answered, reaching out for her.

He was just about to grab her with an arm, but one of Thagnon’s soldiers swiftly batted it away with his club, inflicting incredible pain. He nursed it immediately. Myra was quickly pulled away from him, her wails completely ignored.

“On your feet, Drake. We have a long night ahead of us.”

“Thagnon, why?” Drake asked, mouth drooling red spittle onto the wooden floor.

“All in due time, my friend,” Thagnon said with a menacing chuckle. “First, we have a liaison with the king.”
“The king? What does the king—”
“I said on your feet!” Thagnon demanded again, commanding his guards to keep beating him until he listened. Drake was in too much agony to walk any longer. Soldiers under each of his arms hoisted him up.

Moving close, Thagnon grabbed Drake by the chin and stared into his eyes. Drake stared back, but was in too much of a state of shock to react.

“You’re going to enjoy this,” Thagnon said. “Who knew that the king liked you so much? I was getting jealous, but not anymore. Come, men, let’s go. His Majesty’s waiting.”

“Drake?” Myra called out once again. “Where are you taking him? Draaake! Bring him back! Bring him back! Bring him baaack!”

“Myra...” Drake said, speaking too softly, weak from the pain, for her to hear.

It was the last time he would ever be in her presence.
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Drake passed out from pain and exhaustion, but was not out for very long, for the next thing he knew, he was roused from a sleep that could only be described as nightmarish. When he came to, he saw where he was, and it was only vaguely familiar to him. It wasn’t immediately clear if anyone was around him; what was obvious was that his arms were in chains hooked to the ceiling.

His feet were bound to the ground in two locking mechanisms that prevented even the slightest movement. He knew he was too weak to try and escape, but he tried in one and only one valiant attempt to do so. After pulling himself up in his chains with the last of his strength, he quickly gave up and waited for what was coming to him. He was greeted by an ever-so-familiar face in the most disappointing of ways.

“Hello, Drake,” the man said in a nonchalant yet somber way.

He looked up with dried blood staining his mouth and chin. His hair was matted with the same, and so was his nose. Barely making out the figure ahead of him, he forced himself to focus. The only light in the room was of what appeared to be either a fireplace or a furnace.

“Your—Your Majesty?” Drake asked in a quiet and raspy voice. “Why?”

The king changed emotions, no longer displaying the same simple demeanor that he had before, as if something had instantly clicked inside of him and made him snap.

“I really didn’t want to have to do this,” Eselbadd said loudly and jovially, “but there is a time and place for everything. The time is now, and this place is going to shape your future.”

Drake couldn’t tell if the king’s emotions were genuine or if he was exaggerating for his own amusement.

“I want to thank you very much for your service to me all these years. I really mean it when I say that you have done for me many great things, and they certainly won’t be forgotten. Not now and not ever. Do you know why you are here?”


Drake took a deep breath and hesitated at first to say anything, but gave in and responded. “No.”


“Tsk, tsk. Such a shame that it isn’t so obvious to you,” the king said. “Thagnon, do you care to tell him why?”

Drake was not aware that Thagnon was in the room, but managed to turn his head to search him out and eventually found him standing against the far wall slightly to Eselbadd’s right and behind him.

“It’s quite simple,” Thagnon said. “You failed the king.”

“How can I have failed His Majesty when just last night, he gave me an inheritance? This doesn’t make any sense!”

“It indeed does make sense, and you should have realized it,” Thagnon answered. “Expressing your doubts in His Majesty was your first mistake. This is the consequence.”

Drake thought about things for a moment, then spoke again. “Doubts? I never expressed any in him. Not once! I merely asked—”

“When you doubt the king, you doubt his leadership,” Thagnon interrupted. “His Majesty doesn’t appreciate anyone who questions his motives.”

Drake’s body tensed, pulling himself up if but for a moment. “I never did such a thing! I only wanted clarification.”

“I’ll take over now,” Eselbadd said. “Thank you, Thagnon. You may leave.”

Thagnon walked away with a satisfied, smug look on his face and slammed the door of the underground dungeon behind him. The king was silent for a moment as he viewed the beaten and broken man hanging from his chains above. He walked closer to Drake.

“Anything you want to say?”

Drake had countless questions he wanted to ask, but there was only one thing he wanted to do.

Pth!

A wad of blood-filled saliva flew from his mouth and planted itself onto the face of his captor. The king screamed girlishly in disgust, then slapped Drake in the face before spitting back at him.

“It would be pointless for me to make a show of myself for what you just did. And I can understand you’re angry with me. After all, I would be if everything I ever obtained from all my hard work was taken away. But enough subtleties and cryptic clues, my shattered warrior. Let me get down to the point.”

“Please,” Drake begged, voice dropping to the point of sobbing. “What does this all mean?”

“It means I am taking a new direction with my kingdom now,” Eselbadd said. “After what happened between us last night, it’s become clear, as if the Entity spoke to me.”

“But... the Entity hasn’t spoken to any of us in years,” Drake countered quickly before he was silenced by a fit of coughing.

“Don’t you think I know that? Something about last night gave me a new outlook on life, and my gratitude goes to you for leading me to this decision.”

Drake said nothing. He was too busy letting everything sink in.

“What decision, you ask?” Eselbadd continued. “The decision to do things the way they were meant to be done all along. Many months ago, when you first showed your doubt in me, I knew I couldn’t keep you forever. I knew that I had to find someone new that wouldn’t question the goals I’ve set.”

“Thagnon,” Drake replied.

“Exactly,” Eselbadd confirmed. “We have been watching you, and I knew something like what happened last night was inevitable. It came to me in a dream about a week ago, and I realized it was time. I wanted to wait until—”

“I did the last of your dirty work,” Drake interrupted, completing the sentence.

“You know something? You are smarter than I ever gave you credit for. Even after all this time, you still amaze me! Who else but you could I choose to lead the charge in obtaining my desires? Nobody else can even compare. Not even Thagnon. Wouldn’t you agree?”

The question didn’t seem as if it was asked to Drake, but rather to someone else. Eselbadd grew more excitable and turned to face the fire, talking to somebody that hadn’t seemed to be there before, but apparently had been there all along. A well-built man who seemed as tall as the room, though Drake’s foggy mind may have exaggerated things. The man never spoke a word, only stood with crossed arms and a silence of no emotion, surely an omen of something bad soon to come. 

Drake particularly noticed the large size of the man’s arms and hands. Concealing his identity, his head was covered by simple, stitched rags with holes in them for the eyes. There was an aura of familiar recognition.

“M...Malkar?” Drake forced out in a hoarse, pathetic voice.

The hooded man turned his head to the prisoner in reaction, but whether it was to acknowledge the question wasn’t made clear. Despite this, Drake didn’t address the matter any further and instead shifted once again to the king and asked him simply, “Are you going to kill me?”

“Kill? Kill you? Drake, my boy, why would I dare kill one of such esteemed pedigree as yourself? Don’t you remember me saying that I would never kill a friend?”

“I am not your friend, you son of a bitch.”

“Tsk, tsk, Drake. Such foul words, so reminiscent of your anger from yesterday. But, alas, the time is near, that you and I shall part ways, and I will leave you and let you go.”

“You’re freeing me?” Drake asked, completely shocked.

“Of course I am freeing you! I can’t kill or imprison the man who opened my eyes, and it was all made so evident to me last night after I saw the passion that filled  yours! It gave me a new vision for this world, and a new desire. In fact, that is my parting gift to you. I leave you with a new, better inheritance.”

Eselbadd turned back toward the man of silence standing by the fire and prompted an order. A sadistic and twisted, yet simple look swept across the king’s face as he spoke. “His eyes. Take them.”

Drake’s body trembled with dread as all the hairs on his body stood on end when the lumbering man approached him. 

“No! Not my eyes!” he begged and pleaded. “Take my tongue instead so I will speak no more words of disrespect against you. Please grant me this in your kindness and mercy!”

“It’s too late for that. You’ve made me a new man and a better king.” Eselbadd motioned his hand at the hooded man. “His eyes. Get on with it.”

“No! Please, please, please...”

The man given the orders showed no hesitance and did exactly what the king commanded him to do, using his large, calloused, and ashen fingers to dig deep into Drake’s eye sockets. A scream of pure agony echoed all through the halls of the dungeon. On the other side of the door stood Thagnon, smiling and proud all the while that he was now the king’s favored man.

After the deed was done, the king walked up to Drake and spoke the last words he would ever say to him, grabbing him by his chin.

“Now, now, that wasn’t so bad, was it? After all, I have a new set of eyes to see, far more valuable than any dragon’s heart. And it’s all thanks to you, my friend. Your eyes will be put up on my wall so that you will always see me as well. Take him away.”

Drake’s bindings were released, and immediately he fell to the floor, broken and shattered in spirit and sight. No longer was he certain of anything after all that happened, and he was unable to find any direction whatsoever in his life. His wife’s fate? His friends’ fates? What really happened with the king?

The helpless man was carried away over the shoulder of the very person who’d taken his sight. At least he thought it was him. He didn’t speak, after all. But it was no matter any longer, for he who could no longer see was about to find a new lot in life. After being hauled down a long hallway of seemingly infinite length, he was thrown to the ground before a group of soldiers.

“Is this the man?” one of the king’s warriors asked. “Silent as always, I see. Let’s get this over with. The king’s got riches in it for me.”

Drake heard familiar voices bickering with unfamiliar ones, but despite this, he remained silent, focusing only on the pain and loss. He was then knocked unconscious with an unknown object.
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When he came to, he again heard chatter, but now they were arguing among themselves.

“Pardon me for asking, sir,” an accompanying horseman began to ask, “but didn’t His Majesty want him dropped off farther down that way?”

Where that way was, he could not know.

“This place is good enough,” another familiar voice spoke to the rally of the horsemen. “It’s hotter than Hell out here.”

Drake’s head lifted and faced the direction of the voice. “Fee...nosh...” he was barely able to utter.

“So, you’re awake,” a high-pitched voice responded, confirming it was who he thought it was.

“Feenosh... why... did you...?” Drake was too weak to finish the sentence.

“Ask the buzzards and the scorpions,” Feenosh responded without any hint of emotion. “There are plenty of them out here to keep you company.”

Drake’s stiffened body went limp.

“I’ll take that as a yes?” the horseman from earlier interrupted. 

“Might as well,” Feenosh answered the horseman and no longer acknowledging Drake thereafter. “It’ll be dark soon and I want my reward. Let’s head back.”

How many people there were in total, Drake did not know—and it did not matter—but hearing Feenosh’s unsympathetic tone amongst the rest of them made him realize that he was confused, betrayed, and utterly, pitifully alone. Being hoisted off a horse that carried him an unknown distance to an unknown place, he was grabbed by two soldiers, got spit on and laughed at, and was then unceremoniously tossed down a sandy hill of great distance and too steep even for a man of vision to climb back up.

He didn’t bother getting to his feet, but rather when he made his landing, he stayed there in place with his face buried in the dirt. Spitting some of it out, he felt the soreness of his body and the throbbing of his skull. He forced himself up with whatever last bit of energy he had and spun around. He heard nothing but the wind and felt nothing but the merciless sun.

Drake was left to die out in the wilderness, far away where nobody had dared to travel to for many years. Where exactly it was, he was not sure. As he spun around many, many times hoping he would find some sort of immediate answer to questions that he did not know how to ask, he let out the longest and loudest wail that any being in the history of Entisha ‘til that day ever made. Afterwards, he fell back down and went to sleep, not knowing his present or his future, and not understanding his past. There were no ears that heard his scream.

Indeed, Eselbadd took a new direction with his kingdom just as he had stated. It would not be just Micus, but the entire continent of Grath that would experience the long-term repercussions of those changes in the fifty years that would pass since that day.
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Chapter 4
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What the World Had Left Behind

My, oh my, what a joy it would be,

To be reunited with the Entity!

—Line from “The Poor Man’s Rhymes of Sorrows”

Of all the continents the Entity created, Grath was very respectable in size compared to most. While it lacked many unique qualities that other large land masses had in terms of size and shape, its own special attributes made it stand out from the others. Most it was covered in smooth plains, dense forests, and verdant hills spread in such a way that the two founding tribes known as the First Fathers planted their seeds there and then left for foreign lands. The ground was fertile for harvesting and provided sustenance for the livestock and wild creatures while the weather during most of the year was tolerable enough that most nations lived contentedly.

Most of the continent shared the same climate. Summertime was especially harsh, but as there were deep rivers and plentiful water sources by most major settlements, thirst was rare and farming difficulties were few. Wintertime was not as strong, but still had its share of heavy snowfall and problems with sunlight during the cold seasons. Spring and fall were the best seasons to be alive during the times of the Entity’s blessings, for they allowed smooth transition between the rough seasons that always followed. 

While this was true for most of Grath, there were a few exceptions. To get to the connecting continent to the far north, there was an exceedingly high mountain one must cross called the Greater Pass, and to reach the other side, one must be dedicated to do so, for it required the passing of many moons due to its uncertain, uneven terrain. A separate way through called the Lesser Pass to the east of it was more accessible, but it is a place swarming with untamable beasts and wildlife who would feast well on any who dared to cross without knowledgeable guides and formidable hunters for protection.

Another such example was at its far eastern end where there were not any coasts or beaches, but rather fragile, steep cliffs that dropped hundreds of feet deep. Below such cliffs were rocks with jagged edges that remained steady and still amidst the powerful, crashing waves that blocked pilgrimage from that direction. The sun shone hottest there and the rains, though rare, came down harder as well. The skies were frequently overcast, and the flashing lights of a continent called The Isolate far in the distance from there could be seen faintly on a clear day. The environment of the westernmost tip of Grath was very dark, foreboding, and depressing, and nobody ever went there... except one person.

There was a young man, and he was as young as a young man could be. He was not very tall and simple in sight. Grayish-brown sackcloth adorned his body from shoulders to knees with a cord wrapped around his waist, while a pair of brown, low-quality cloth boots barely went past his calves. His demeanor was not very intimidating, but the deepness of his thoughts fooled many when they met him. His shaggy hair was a dark and messy brown, not too long, but grew back quickly when cut. His eyes shone a dark green that pierced all those he stared at without purpose.

Quite often he would make his way to the highest parts of the cliffs and stand on the edge and turn away, contemplating falling backward into the spiky doom that awaited him below. In his mind, it would be the best way to loosen his grip on life, but he could never find it in himself to follow through. Sometimes he left there with renewed energy for finding courage to not give in to despair, but usually he walked away with a very sad countenance, for he couldn’t understand why he didn’t do so.

The cliffs were not far from his village, but distant enough that it was out of the way, and he liked it as such. There was no purpose to go there except to contemplate one’s own demise, and in time it came to be known as Misery’s Rock. He wouldn’t be the first to become acquainted with the rocks. Everyone who searched for an end to their means found it and washed away with the whisper of the waves. The idea was pale, sad, and empty, quite like himself when he was alone with his thoughts for too long, but when he was not spending his free time pondering such things, he was hard at work maintaining the reality existing before him.

There was a period of quietness after the Entity spoke His last words to all the tribes from creation’s beginning, and since then, rarely if ever was there a stirring or echo of any sound coming from Him anywhere in the world. Whenever the voice of the Entity spoke, a great change to the world was inevitably going to happen, and the proof had been there since the dawn of time. Therefore, many still feared Him, though they were uncertain if He would ever speak in their lifetimes as untold years had passed.

Change began the day that the young man would never see the edge of those cliffs again. It was a quiet day in the early fall one harsh year when he’d spent most of his days employed as a messenger between several of the small tribal encampments scattered along the outer edges of the continent. From what tribe he belonged to, he was no longer certain, for his and many other tribes were banished from the Blessed Lands having refused to take part in the rising conflict known as the Dragon-Phoenix War. It was because of this they called themselves the Throwaway tribe.

The politics behind the war were complicated to say the least, and if you didn’t take a stance, you were worse
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