Chapter One.
Across the once peaceful waters of the Sea of Tonlisto, a storm raged. A storm of fire, and blood, and death, and destruction. The clash of weapon against weapon, the rolling blasts of cannon-fire, the anguished screams of the dying and the howling cries and chants of the victors. The frenzied roars of a dragon. The snapping of timber and metal, as ships were torn apart and sunk beneath the deep, dark waves. The stench of acrid smoke and blood hanging in the cool air. The swirling waves of the sea as warships fought to the death upon them. The glow of burning wrecks against the pale glimmer of the late autumn sun. The shadows of sails, and vessels upon everything. The dead and dying that lay sprawled throughout the wrathful waters, the countless corpses that had already drifted beneath the waves, or been pulled down with their crumbling wrecks. 

It was a war that burned with renewed heat and intensity with each passing hour…each passing day…now each passing month. A war that had begun with the invasion of Elleriga by the goblins more then two and a half months ago. A war that had seen Elleriga conquered and mankind enslaved. A war that had seen the goblins turn their attention to the dwarves. The invasion of Hazatrinkur had been as bloody as that of Elleriga and had only been stopped by the intervention of a legend, a miracle that had befallen the dwarves in the form of the dragon Meztuzar. The creature, mystical servant of the god Asor-Huzran-Kal, had obliterated the army of Hobgoblin Lord Gavred and brought the invasion of the dwarf lands to a juddering halt. But it had been far from the end of the war that was threatening to plunge the entire world into battle. In fact, it had made the fighting more intense, more determined. The death toll continued to rise with each passing day.

From one series of battles to a widespread catastrophe of conflicts happening all at once, the fighting now raged everywhere. In Elleriga, the army of the new Supreme General, Lucas Aestion, was preparing for the next battle against the First Imperial Goblin Army. Elsewhere in the conquered land, bands of rebels and freedom fighters continued to harass scattered goblin patrols Close to the border with Elleriga, King Zackuzan’s dwarf forces were marching east, just a couple of day away now from fresh battles with the hated greenskin race. And here, in the Sea of Tonlisto, the second battle between the Alliance fleet of dwarf and man continued to battle the goblin armada.

The one at the centre of all these conflicts, the one powerful enough, insane enough to lead an invasion of the world, was Nrashkraig. Emperor of the goblins; ruler of the enslaved populations of the Cadedri, Badanchi, Wilorians, Horans, Shirani and Man. A warlord of such strength and malice, even his most trusted servants feared him. It had been a long but victorious struggle that had seen him rise to the position he was in now. He had pushed to gain power as a Supreme Hobgoblin Lord fifteen years ago, and led many campaigns that had seen all those races conquered and enslaved by the goblin race. He had personally led the invasion of the Wilorians and the men. He had eliminated his rival, the Supreme Hobgoblin Lord Zwarlkesh and made himself the first sole leader of the goblins for centuries. He had slain the Ellerigan King, Marcus the Third and put his head on a spike. 

Since Elleriga fell two months ago, Nrashkraig had found himself growing lazy; living in the opulence of Elleriga’s conquered wealth, while his most loyal servants, Hobgoblin Lord Gavred in particular, continued the invasion of the world. It was that had made him make the decision to lead the assault on the pitiful alliance fleet himself. He had tamed the black dragon Zumordak, and his return to the war had brought terror and death to all whose eyes fell upon him. Gavred was leading the invasion of the dwarves from the west, his son Ulrik was about to, if he had now done so already, crush the pitiful Dutremaken’s army once and for all, and destroy any resistance left in Elleriga. Distracted by his journey to tame Zumordak, and the subsequent first battle against the alliance fleet, Nrashkraig was unaware of either of their deaths in battle.

He had just one servant left, and his most loyal…Hobgoblin Lord Riushkor. His most loyal advisor and general for all these years was continuing to fortify the south, and gather alliances with the other ‘dark’ races, whilst dealing with the affairs of Mastaloka and the continued enslavement of the other races east of the desert lands. Shortly before his departure from Epallion, Nrashkraig had learned that Riushkor was returning to Mastaloka, and the old fortress Ashtinik for a time, to further control what happened in the goblin lands. There was no better person Nrashkraig trusted to rule the old domains…in Nrashkraig’s name of course. And while Riushkor took control there, Nrashkraig was here, riding Zumordak in battle against the combined forces of man and dwarf. Before long, both would be destroyed.

With a delirious laugh, Nrashkraig raised his battleaxe into the smoke-filled air, as Zumordak leapt upon a dwarf warship and began to tear the deck and masts apart with a fearsome roar. Fire seethed from its fanged mouth, its claws snapping through timber as helpless dwarves dived from the crumbling, burning deck. A second Hazatrinkurn vessel raced beside the dragon and began to let rip blasts of cannon fire upon the great beast. With a snarl, Zumordak spun its tail round and bashed it against the side of the hull. The warship lurched to one side and crashed into the waves. All around Nrashkraig and the dragon, the battle continued to rage.

Since the first battle, the greatest conflict between ships in history, ended two days ago, the injured alliance fleet had been on the run, sailing north with great pace to escape the enemy armada and the dragon amongst them that threatened to overwhelm them all. Almost a quarter of their number had been lost in the two days of battle. Indeed many goblin vessels had been caught and sunk by the hateful cannons the dwarves and men-the only two races to do so-possessed. But now, with both fleets recovered, the second sea battle had begun, erupting at dawn and spilling well into the afternoon. With many ships destroyed beforehand, this was now just the second biggest sea battle in history.

Once again, Nrashkraig found himself soaring over the battle as Zumordak went in search of new prey. Directly below them, a goblin ship exploded under the hammering assaults of two Ellerigan canons and their cannons. Ahead, two goblins warships were boarding a dwarf ship and slaughtering its crew. Fire and smoke slithered through the air amid flying debris of wood and metal. Corpses slipped off sinking ships into the icy waters, cannon fire ricochet through the hulls of several more goblin vessels. Sails-green, black and red-billowed in the biting sea winds. The stench of blood was almost as strong as the fumes cast off by fire and the enemy’s artillery. Chaos reigned everywhere, and Nrashkraig was at the heart of it.

Nrashkraig began to hunger for the taste of blood as he watched fighting erupt on several decks below. With a snarling command to Zumordak, the dragon swooped down towards the goblin flagship the Rotting Carcass and stepped down from the best onto the heavy wooden deck. His loyal troops, Hobgoblin Lord Sralenuti amongst them rushed up to meet him as soon as he boarded the vessel.

With a dark grin, Nrashkraig looked up towards Zumordak and his steaming snout. “Go have fun killing, my pet. I will call for you soon.”

“As you wish master.” Growled Zumordak. The magical Vorkral Nrashkraig had used to ensnare the beast continued to work as long as the distance between Nrashkraig and Zumordak was not great. Without the Vorkral, the dragon would never be tamed, but with it, the emperor of the goblins had great power over him, just as he had great power over every living thing…or would do.

Nrashkraig watched the black dragon swoop up into battle once more, and turned to Sralenuti. “The battle goes well.”

“Indeed it does sire.” Sneered Sralenuti. “You wish to join us down here for a while?”

“My axe desires the taste of battle and so do I.” Nrashkraig told him. He stared out towards the enemy vessels, and pointed towards the closest dwarf ship. “We will board that one.” Nrashkraig ordered, still maintaining his dark grin. “I feel like killing some dwarves before sunset.”

“As you wish.” Bowed Sralenuti over elaborately. Quickly he turned to the greenskin tiller and ordered them to sail towards the dwarf ship at top speed.

Nrashkraig waited on the deck of the Rotting Carcass, his double bladed battleaxe hanging loosely in his heavy hands. The black sails of the goblin flagship rippling mightily in the cold sea winds and cast a shadow over everything below them. Nrashkraig stood oblivious to the cold, bathing in the darkness the shadow brought and watched the dwarf ship get even closer. He watched the dwarves on board, loading their cannons, manning the rigging, readying their weapons…pathetic midget warriors whose blood he would gleefully spill. He watched the dwarves and frowned…and then laughed with delight when he realised why they weren’t firing on the goblin ship now their cannons were within range. The bearded fools were going to attempt to board the goblin vessel. Nrashkraig continued to laugh. This battle would be fun indeed. The first time he had truly faced a horde of lunatic dwarf warriors in battle in years. He wished suddenly that he had lead the goblins in the invasion of Hazatrinkur instead of letting Gavred have the pleasure. What fun he would have had.

The two warships swept up against each other, and both crew immediately began to tether ropes and hooks to the other in an attempt to board the enemy. Goblin and dwarf warriors both let out savage war cries and chants and surged against each other, scimitars, axes, flails and war hammers flying through the air and smashing into armour and bone and skin. Nrashkraig laughed heartily as he leapt upon one dwarf, slammed his blade through the warrior’s face, kicked another in the throat with his iron-studded boots and ripped the axe free to sever the head of another dwarf from his shoulders. A fourth dwarf, screaming and snarling and obviously a berserker, smacked his hammer into Nrashkraig’s arm. The hobgoblin emperor ignored the throbbing pain, grabbed the berserker by his braids and threw him to the ground, bringing his axe into the dwarf’s chest shortly after. Nrashkraig wiped the enemy’s blood splashed upon his face and laughed again. He hadn’t had so much fun in ages.

As the fighting continued along the length of the Rotting Carcass’s deck, Nrashkraig whirled and spun, striking dwarfs down with an even greater frenzy then that of the insane berserkers. The greatest of the dwarf fighters all turned their attention to him, and Nrashkraig quickly found himself surrounded by nine berserkers. Nrashkraig grinned and they all grinned back. Nrashkraig met the blade of the first dwarf, pulled the warrior’s axe free and cut him through the torso, swinging back to catch a second in the side of the head, blocked a third and smashed his battle axe into his spine and chopped the leg of a fourth at the knee. Two more struck, whirling round to strike against the breastplate of his goblin armour. Nrashkraig stumbled back to give himself room and flung his weapon into the chest on one, before ripping the hammer from the hand of the berserker behind him and smashing it deep into his head. Nrashkraig pulled the heavy weapon free of the squelching bone, flesh and brain and blocked the daring attack against his throat. Nrashkraig kicked the attacking berserker into the chest with such force that the dwarf stumbled. Nrashkraig brought the hammer into his face and left it there. 

He looked up, weapon-less to face the remaining three berserkers, one of them gushing with blood in the leg where he had been severed at the knee, but still gritting his teeth and clutching a flail in his hand. With a bellowing roar, Nrashkraig pounced upon one berserker and punched him into the face until he slipped. Nrashkraig ripped the axe from his shoulders and pushed it deep into his chest. Before the remaining two could attack, Nrashkraig was already free, pulling his own battleaxe free of the chest of one dwarf and swung round to catch the injured berserker in the other knee. The dwarf fell back, bleeding heavily from the decapitations to both his legs. The last berserker through down his hammer and swung a punch into Nrashkraig’s face. Nrashkraig stumbled and grinned, throwing down his own blade to throw a punch back. The dwarf slammed a gauntlet-clad fist into Nrashkraig’s dented chest plate. Nrashkraig throw his massive arms around the dwarf and gripped his knee, snapping it with one violent thrust. 

Wiping his own tricking blood from his mouth, Nrashkraig leaned over the heavily injured berserker and chuckled with amusement. “Time to die midget warrior.”

“Who are you”? the dwarf snarled back.

“Why, I’m Nrashkraig!”

The dwarf laughed despite his pain. “It was a good fight Nrashkraig. You’re a hard bastard to beat.”

Nrashkraig laughed with his enemy. “Indeed I am.” With a roar, he slammed his boot into the dwarf’s face again and again and again, until the bone finally caved in. Nrashkraig wiped the mashed up brain stuck to his boot on the deck. “A good fight indeed.”

The Iron Eagle cut through the waves, hurdling towards advancing goblin warships through a thick black cloud of smoke and past flaming hulks drifting aimlessly in the sea. Flaming arrows cut through the air ahead as the goblins attempted to hold off the harrowing assaults of cannon fire. Screams echoed around the ship, explosions tearing the calm waters apart, faint muffled cries of desperation as the injured fought off drowning as they lay scattered throughout the sea. The long trail of devastation lay smattered across the Sea of Tonlisto. 

His face grim and tired, Hodie Tormall, Captain of the Iron Eagle raised his hand to order the attack. Along the length of the deck, the cannon crew readied the artillery and prepared to light the fuses. Hodie waited for the gap to close, already aware that one of the enemy vessels had caught their attention and was preparing to intercept them. He held his hand steady before him, his heart beating erratically as the goblin ships drew closer. Just a few feet more…

“On my mark! Four…three…two…one…FIRE!” 

The five cannons lining this side of the vessel sent out a wave of fire that ripped through the side of the closest enemy ship. Hodie sighed with relief and barked at his men to reload immediately. The fight was far from over yet. 

He waited a few moments more as the goblin warship came to a shuddering halt, its greenskin crew desperately trying to assess the damage. Hodie wasn’t going to give them the chance to recover. As the Iron Eagle closed in little more then fifteen feet away, he raised his hand again. Despite the risk involved, he was going to strike the blasted enemy down at point blank range.

“On my mark! Three…two…one…FIRE!”

This time the goblin warship exploded on impact. Masts and rigging tore apart as the deck shattered and the hull became a roaring inferno. Goblin warriors flung themselves into the sea. Onboard the Iron Eagle, Hodie and the rest of the crew ducked as flaming debris hurdled towards them.

The captain spun round and screamed for the men to put out the small fire that had struck the deck before it caused too much damage. As he turned back to address the cannon crew, he considered himself lucky that at such short distance, his vessel hadn’t been caught in the blast too. But now, with the battle as heated as it was, and desperation high against an heavily outnumbering fleet and Nrashkraig himself riding a dragon, it was these risks that they had to take if they were going to survive. 

They had lost too much already none more so then the Ellerigan flagship, the Sapphire Swan three days ago. The figurehead of the defiance against the goblins, Princess Emma Avonda, and the brilliant tactician Admiral Cameron Falikan had both gone down with the ship. Those they had rescued from the sinking flagship had seen nothing of either of them, and with the goblins constantly on their tails, there had been no time to go in search of them. With heavy hearts, everyone amongst the alliance fleet had reluctantly assumed they were dead, Hodie Tormall amongst them.

Now the dwarf admiral Gorollin had taken charge of the fleet, vehemently deciding to keep to Falikan’s plan and fight their way across every wave until they reached Epallion. None of the fleet could escape the war any longer. The goblin armada was still immense, although the dwarves and men with their cannons had caused significant damage to them. If it had just been the enemy fleet however, things would not be so grim. It was Nrashkraig and his accursed dragon that allowed the goblins to win so easily. What damage the cannons inflicted on the enemy, the same amount of damage was inflicted back upon them by the creature. It alone had seen the death of hundreds of men and dwarves. The fighting that raged across the Sea of Tonlisto was growing more desperate with each passing day.

With the damage inflicted upon the alliance fleet, the plan to reach Epallion in the coming days was not going according to plan. The goblin fleet, in their pursuit and subsequent attacks were pushing back in the direction they had sailed…towards the Bay of Liscane and eventually Hazatrinkur. With the dragon scouting their every move, they were unable to sneak around the enemy armada. The only way to reach Epallion now was to defeat Nrashkraig and the goblins. The answer as to how they would do that was too far out of reach. For now they fought and killed and died.

Hodie turned his attention towards the next goblin ship as a handful of crew dispersed the fire behind him. The menacing shadow of the dragon appeared overhead but vanished quickly as the creature turned its attention to another warship at the far end of the battle. The captain barely paid any attention to the dragon. If it decided to attack his ship, they would not have a chance. But he did not have time to wait for it to happen. While the monster was not tearing the deck and masts apart, he would try and destroy as much of the enemy armada as he possibly could. 

The goblins on the second any ship were already preparing ropes and hooks, and clasping their weapons to board them. Hodie watched them with a heavy gaze and held up his hand a third time. He was not going to give them a chance. His crew were exhausted as it was, without having a horde of goblin warriors to fight off from the deck. The captain calculated the distance between them carefully. He wanted to hit them as hard as he could with just one strike. Partly because he didn’t want to take such a risk to his own vessel again so soon, but also because the artillery supplies were already running short, and they were the best defence he had.

Twenty feet between them. Now was the time to strike them. “On my mark…FIRE!”

Just out of reach of flying debris, the crew of the Iron Eagle watched as the side of the goblin vessel’s hull splintered and shattered. The ship lurched unsteadily and then split completely as a dwarf ship closed in from the other side and sent a wave of cannon fire against it. As the enemy ship parted in flame and began to sink, the dwarf warship passed through the last of the flying debris and joined the Iron Eagle at its side.

For the first time in days, Hodie smiled as the dwarves onboard the other ship began cheering their victories and jeering at the injured goblins scattered in the waters. The dwarves were good allies. 

“Want a hand?” cried out the dwarf captain from across the other deck.

“Thanks! Would be nice!” Hodie cried back with a grin.

Still smiling he turned away and ordered the cannon crew to reload. He wanted to be ready for the next attack. Five more goblin warships were a good distance away from his position, but he could see them surrounding and boarding another Ellerigan vessel through the smoke. Out of vengeance and the opportunity of a rear attack, Hodie ordered the tiller to head towards the enemy. At their side, the dwarf ship set the same course.

Checking the sword strapped to his waist with one hand, Hodie wiped the sweat and smoke from his brow with the other. They had been fighting all day and exhaustion wracked through his body. More then anything he wanted a cold ale to wash down his dry throat…well almost more then anything. What he wanted most was to be as far away from the goblins and Nrashkraig’s dragon as possible, and the war to be over. He was not going to get either of his wishes this day, or for many after that.

Yawning, he turned to see his deputy, Roberto Lirritin approach with an equally exhausted face. Hodie passed him a weary smile. “We’re still alive.” was all the captain could say.

“Thank the gods.” Sighed Roberto. “I’ve checked the supplies. We’re running low. Two more days and then our cannons are useless.”

“I’m surprised we lasted this long.” Muttered Hodie. “Even with the artillery stacked up beyond maximum capacity.”

“Then what do we do?”

Hodie could only shrug. “Fight or run.”

“Neither sounds like fun.”

“We just have to be strong.” Hodie assured him uneasily and turned back to the cannon crew. 

Both ships were closing in on the goblin vessels. Like the Iron Eagle, the dwarf warship was loading its cannons and preparing to strike. Ahead of them, one of the goblins broke off from boarding the Ellerigan galleon and turned its attention towards the new target. 

The captain took a deep breath. “Stand ready.” The goblin ship hurdled towards them. “Okay…on my mark…Five…four…three…two…one…”

Before he could finish, a sudden wave swept up and soared against the dwarf ship beside them. The vessel lurched as the cold waters bashed against it, dwarves struggling to keep themselves upright as one of the masts began to break. Hodie gasped in horror as the dwarf ship spun towards the Iron Eagle, unable to stop itself.

“Hold on!” Hodie screamed to his crew.

With a violent shudder, the dwarf vessel smashed into the side of the galleon, ripping part of the deck away, and carrying away some of the crew caught in it. As he fell against the deck, Hodie saw a massive pincer claw, as big as the ship reach up and tear its way through the dwarf ship. The shattered deck crumbled against the hull of the Iron Eagle and began to slip into the sea. The wave continued to roll, pushing the galleon away until it came to a lurching halt away from creature that had arisen from the watery depths.

Slowly Hodie staggered to his feet, his head spinning and gazed with disbelief at the damage to his ship. The railing at the length of the far side of the deck had been ripped away, and all five cannons and crew with them. Cracks ran along the length of the deck, but thankfully none of the masts had been harmed. He assessed the damage more closely and found that the quarters below were still stable. One attack by the enemy though, and they would be finished. 

His eyes raised and his mouth fell open as the full hulk of the creature emerged from beneath the waves. Its body shining black in the flames and sunlight around it, two massive pincers snapping in the air, green eyes at the side of its domed body searching out its prey, it was a creature of nightmarish legend. A giant sea crab, as big as two warships and fierce beyond comprehension. Hodie remained open mouthed as it stirred and smashed its way through the goblin warship he had planned to attack, and then moved on to destroy the other four and the Ellerigan galleon in a series of attacks. This creature did not care who or what it attacked. He was at least thankful that it was not another creature Nrashkraig and his hated greenskins had tamed.

At his side, Roberto staggered uneasily and grabbed the side of the heavy mast. “What is it?” he murmured in terrified awe.

“I’m not sure they have a name.” Hodie muttered back. “I only know that they are rumoured to sleep at the bottom of oceans, occasionally rising to attack an unwary ship. But I’ve never heard of anyone who has seen one before.” He continued to watch, suddenly oblivious to his unsteady ship as the giant sea crab moved on to attack another dwarf vessel. “I guess we must have disturbed it.”

From the deck of the Rotting Carcass, Nrashkraig watched wide-eyed in horror as the creature made a meal out of dwarf, man and goblin vessels alike. His enemy attempted to fire their cannons against it, but this only made it more angry. They quickly began to pull away instead as did the vessels amongst the goblin armada. The battle seemed to have been forgotten as enemies faced this mutual threat.

The giant sea crab was dangerously close to the goblin flagship now. Nrashkraig quickly decided he did not want to become part of that meal. Holding the gleaming Vorkral high in the smoke-filled sky he roared for Zumordak to return to him. Moments later, the dark shadow of the dragon appeared in the sky above him and descended towards its master. With an obedient snarl, Zumordak lowered its head onto the deck of the Rotting Carcass, its wings flapping wildly over the churning waves. Nrashkraig quickly strapped his battleaxe to his back, stepped over the dead dwarf corpses and crawled his way along to the base of the dragon’s neck.

“Ride my faithful servant!” growled the emperor of the goblins. With a screeching roar, Zumordak ascended up over the battle, its red eyes focused solely on the second black creature beneath it. With cautious flight, it darted towards the giant sea grab and breathed a torrent of fire against its black gleaming flesh. The sea creature snapped its claw, frantically sniping back at the dragon, but Zumordak was already free, sweeping clear of the battle.

Nrashkraig watched as the alliance and goblin ships began to part in opposite directions. The giant sea crab had apparently ended the battle for them. With a piercing screech, it vanished beneath the waves from where it came, dragging survivors and debris down with it as the waters were sucked in by its departure. But on Zumordak, the hobgoblin’s attention was already upon the departing enemy fleet, battered hulls and masts fleeing with all the speed they could muster.

“You can run fools!” he snarled with amusement. “But you cannot hide from me. You will all be dead soon enough!”

As fast as they could move without pushing the ship too far to one side and toppling it, the Iron Eagle began to pull away from the flaming debris that lay scattered amongst the waves. Captain Hodie Tormall had sent out the two remaining lifeboats out to search for survivors but had warned them to return as soon as possible. The goblins…and the dragon were still dangerously close, not to mention the creature that had emerged from the sea and ended the battle at the cost of so many lives, enemy and ally alike. 

Nursing a cut to his forehead, Hodie glanced up warily towards Nrashkraig and the dragon hanging menacingly in the skies above them. How long before the creature fell upon them? Or how long before they were boarded by the enemy and overwhelmed. They had all fought valiantly so far, but it was not enough. Princess Emma and Admiral Falikan were already dead. How long before the entire alliance fleet joined them? The war they had all so gladly rushed back into would be the death of them all unless some miracle befell them. At that had already happened supposedly, with the destruction of the goblin army invading Hazatrinkur by the dragon Meztuzar. For them out here, injured and alone in the Sea of Tonlisto, there would be no miracles. 

He touched the blood above his brow and grimaced at the stinging pain. The galleon creaked unsteadily around him. The damage would take days to prepare before they were ready to fight again. After this second battle, the entire alliance navy needed time to recover. They were not ready to face the goblins again so soon. With the time they had, they would run, it was the only chance they had. Run and recover. And then, with heavy hearts they would gladly run back into the war once again.

Hodie sighed. There was no real glory in war. This war. The war that would seemingly never end. The goblins had brought utter chaos to the entire world and there seemed no definite way of stopping it. Mankind had fallen. The dwarves would be next. It was a darkness that hung over the soul of every man, woman and child. At least he wasn’t enslaved like most of the population of Elleriga, Hodie thought bitterly. The heroes it seemed, were all gone. There was just one constant left in all their lives…death…it would surely come soon…
