
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]Dragon Slayer Book 2

Michael-Scott Earle

 


[image: ]





Chapter One

Two dragons were coming to kill us. Or at least that was what the king’s letter from his scouts reported.

“You’re sure?” Arieste asked. “You’re sure both dragons are going to attack?” I had just woken up the woman who had once been a white dragon, explained the situation to her and the other woman who had once been a red dragon, Irenya, and then taken them both to the meeting room so that we could all plan our next moves.

“My scouts’ reports speak plainly,” the king of Whitespire replied with a sigh. He was a tall man with narrow shoulders, a slim frame, blonde beard with hints of grey, and worry that shone in his blue eyes. “Curym Waterblade and Zaddrith the Caustic are bringing their minions here to attack, and we have no army to fight with.”

“No army yet, my king,” Sir Galfred rumbled from his seat on the opposite side of the table and folded his thick arms over his barrel chest. The knight of Iriador was a strong, broad-shouldered man with a stubborn expression that matched his body. “I and the Grey Hunters will begin raising one at once.”

“How long will that take?” I asked him.

“Weeks,” he said, and his expression grew grim as he frowned down at the map spread across his table in the middle of the king’s private study. “Months, if we want a fighting force that will serve as more than fodder for the dragons’ minions.”

“How much time do we have, Your Majesty?” I asked the king.

“Far less than that.” King Obragar’s eyebrows drew inward as he frowned. “My scouts’ reports are already days old.”

“Then we’ve got to move fast,” I told them. “But you’ll have to handle it without me.”

“What?” King Obragar’s eyes flew wide. “You would abandon us now, in our hour of need?”

“No.” I tapped the spot on the king’s map that marked the borders of Kingshome, the only other human kingdom in the island continent of Iriador. “Your message from King Astralon said Emroth the Dusky was going to lay waste to the capital city of Windwall. So that’s where I’m headed. We can’t let them be destroyed.”

“Sir Ethan, while I admire your desire to help, surely you can see the need is greater here.” The king pressed his thin lips into a line. “If you leave, how will we defend ourselves from Curym and Zaddrith? With no standing army and only the White Guard to man Whitespire’s defenses, we will be unable to stand before the combined might of the dragons.”

“But what if we could get reinforcements from Windwall?” I asked.

Both the king and Sir Galfred seemed surprised by this question.

“Look, you said that they had an army.”

“An army that was defeated by Emroth the Dusky,” King Obragar clarified.

“But do you think the entire army was killed?” I’d played enough strategy-based video games back on Earth to know a good commander never committed their entire force to an attack. Someone always had to stay back and guard the base. “Didn’t King Astralon say there were men manning the defenses of Windwall?”

“An interesting thought.” Sir Galfred’s bushy eyebrows drew together in concentration. “When I visited Windwall more than a decade ago, nearly six thousand served in the Blackguard. King Astralon would never have stripped the Windwall of its defenders for the sake of an attack on Emroth. The Windwall is the only thing holding the black dragon at bay.”

King Obragar seemed to be considering the thought seriously.

“How many men do you think they have?” I asked.

“The defenses of Windwall require no fewer than two thousand men,” Sir Galfred said. “Add to that the patrols of the city itself, peacekeeping forces, and reinforcements for the Blackguards, and there could be more than three thousand fighting men in Windwall.”

“Three thousand,” I repeated. It had been a bit of a gamble, but I’d gotten lucky. “If we could deal with their dragon problem, that would be three thousand fighting men who could come help us out here. That has to be worth us leaving for a few days.”

Sir Galfred and King Obragar exchanged hesitant, questioning glances.

“Listen, the truth is that both Curym and Zaddrith are not an immediate threat,” I told the king in a confident voice. “They’re still gathering their armies, which means they’re not ready to attack yet. But here, in Windwall,” I tapped the spot on the map indicating the human city, “they’re going to be seriously fucked without an army to protect them from Emroth. This has to be our priority.”

“I must agree with Ethan, Your Majesty,” rumbled Sir Galfred. “While the green and blue dragons present the more serious threat, Emroth is the more dire. If Windwall fell, we would be the only human kingdom remaining on Iriador. We could not face the combined might of the other three alone, even with our own help.” The knight shot a glance at the dragon women.

Arieste’s icy blue eyes gave away no hint of her true feelings. It seemed hard to believe she had once been Frosdar. There was nothing draconic about her supermodel body, lean limbs, toned shoulders, and long legs. No one looking at her pale cheeks, full red lips, and platinum blonde hair would imagine she had once been the white ice dragon.

Yet everyone in the room knew the truth. I had stolen her magical power from the altar in her lair, and in doing so turned her into this beautiful human form. I’d inherited not only the ice powers she once wielded, but also the power to turn her back into a dragon. That power earned me a knighthood and the title of Dragonrider, but no one quite trusted Arieste yet.

Or Irenya, the red-haired, tanned, tantalizingly curvaceous woman who sat perched in the plush armchair in the king’s reading nook. She had once been Riamod, the fire dragon who terrorized Whitespire and nearly burned down the king’s palace in her fury. She, too, had lost her power when I absorbed it.

“So, it’s settled,” I told the king as I folded my arms. “I’m going to fly to Windwall and deal with Emroth, then bring back help to deal with Curym and Zaddrith.” I turned to Sir Galfred. “While I’m gone, you’ll need to prepare Whitespire for attack.”

“Indeed,” said the knight with a nod. “We will call the levies and raise a mighty army, such as Whitespire has not seen in hundreds of years.”

I noticed a subtle stiffening of Irenya’s posture. She still had all of Riamod’s memories, and no doubt she still had many of the dragon’s emotions as well. Whitespire had not raised an army for fear Riamod would perceive it as a threat, and she’d felt that instinctive fear at the mention of the army. It would take her more than a few days for it to sink in that she wasn’t the red dragon anymore.

“You’ll just need to use a firm hand with her,” purred Nyvea’s voice in my mind. “But, if she’s anything like me, she’ll enjoy that quite a lot. What woman doesn’t love a good spanking? Especially from such a hunk of a man like you, Ethan.”

I ignored Nyvea so I could focus on the conversation. She was the voice from the amulet given to me by Barodan, the Silent Guardian, the being that had pulled me from Earth to this world of Agreon. He’d meant her to be my guide, to teach me the ways of magic so I could fulfill his quest of defeating the dragons. Over time, I’d come to learn that Nyvea had certain desires and no shame about telling me about them. She could prove quite distracting with her sultry tone and overt innuendoes. Thankfully, she was a useful source of information on life on Agreon, the magic that I was collecting, and more.

“Then it’s settled,” I said with a nod. “I will go to Windwall, and you will do everything you can to get Whitespire ready for war.”

“May the Three Goddesses have mercy on us,” the king muttered as his face went ashen.

When I’d first met him weeks earlier, he had been almost a shadow of a man, burdened by the troubles of a kingdom facing the threat of dragons and the possibility of having to sacrifice his daughter. The defeat of Riamod and Frosdar had revitalized him. He’d come alive with excitement and renewed hope at the feast to celebrate my knighthood and triumph over the dragons, and he’d seemed a much stronger, more capable man, with the confidence I’d expected from a monarch. But now he seemed to have reverted to the stressed, tired state he’d been in before. It was more than just the fact that he hadn’t slept. The burden of ruling Whitespire had to be getting to him, even more so now that he had to deal with invading dragons.

“Don’t worry, Your Majesty.” I gave him my best DePaolo grin, the one that had gotten me into a lot of trouble with the girls in my high school. “I’ll kick these dragons’ asses and save your kingdom. Again.”

Sir Galfred chuckled and shook his head. “Ah, the confidence of youth.”

“Feeling your age, are you?” I asked with a grin.

The knight shrugged and cast a glance down at his side, and I guessed that the wound he’d sustained in the battle with Frosdar’s minions was healing slower than he’d like. “They say age brings wisdom, but I’d give all the wisdom in the world to be rid of these bandages.”

I laughed and clapped the knight on the shoulder. “Trust me, you’ll be good as new in no time. I’m the one who bandaged your wound, remember?”

“Of course.” The knight’s eyes met mine, and I saw gratitude shining there. “One day, you’ll have to tell me how you came by such marvelous skill at healing.”

“One day,” I said with a nod. I hadn’t yet told anyone where I was really from. None of them would understand how I’d been brought from Earth to this world called Agreon. They’d never be able to wrap their heads around things like the massive city of Chicago or what it meant to be an EMT. I’d have to keep editing the story to make it easy for them to comprehend.

“Sir Ethan, if you will give me an hour, I will draft a letter to Windwall’s King and Council of Four,” the king told me. “It will explain everything they need to know and ensure that you receive a less hostile reception than you received upon arrival in our fair city.”

“Thanks, Your Majesty,” I said with a smile. “That’ll come in handy.”

Within half an hour of arriving in Whitespire, I’d been assaulted by muggers, then thrown into prison when I killed one of the men in self-defense. After that, three of my fellow cellmates had assaulted me again. I just had to hope it would be a bit easier to do what I needed to do in Windwall.

“Let’s go,” I said as I turned to Arieste and Irenya. “We’ve got a dragon to deal with.”

Arieste nodded and fell into step beside me. What had started out as her indentured servitude to me, the price for me to spare her life had changed into something more than friendship. Once, I had suspected that Arieste only stayed near me because she wanted access to the magic I had taken from her. But since we’d slept together on her first night in Whitespire, something had grown between us.

It was unspoken, but I could sense it in the way we both seemed to feel relaxed around each other. Our sex was mind-blowing, and I found we both laughed easily at the other’s jokes. I had made the decision to trust her enough to give her back Frosdar’s power, and she’d proven my trust justified when she gave up that power to return to her human form. Though I’d only known her for a few weeks, it felt like we were old friends.

Irenya trailed a step behind. The red-haired woman accepted my offer to serve me in exchange for leaving her alive and giving her access to her power. In the twenty or so hours since swearing the oath, she hadn’t done anything to make me doubt her, but I was a long way from trusting her. She had the same sultry, seductive demeanor as Nyvea. I knew there was an ulterior motive hiding beneath, so I’d have to spend more time with her to see if I really could trust her.

That meant Arieste would be our means of transport to Windwall. I’d considered leaving Irenya behind, but I wanted her somewhere I could keep an eye on her. Not just because I didn’t fully trust the woman who had once been a red dragon, but her long, fluttering eyelashes, amber-colored eyes, sultry smile, and full figure meant that Irenya could get into all sorts of trouble if I didn’t keep a close eye on her.

I strode through the palace halls and tried to ignore the eyes of the servants and White Guards following me. Well, probably more like following the two women that served me. Everyone had seen Arieste land in the courtyard in her dragon form, and gossip spread through the palace and probably even through the city. Everyone in Whitespire had to know the truth of who these women were.

And they all knew that the two dragon-women now served me.

The smaller halls near the king’s private study had escaped much of the fire damage, but the smell of smoke still lingered in the main ballroom of the palace. Charred roof beams littered the floor and only blackened flutters of cloth remained of the once-fine tapestries. Servants bustled through the palace in an attempt to restore order and some semblance of dignity after Riamod’s attack.

I led the women through the halls to the palace’s guest wing, where I had a suite of rooms. The rooms had been a gift from the king to accompany my knighthood. There were three bedrooms, a sitting room with an ornate fireplace, and even a bathing chamber with two copper tubs. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t have a chance to use any of those.

“Pack a bag,” I told the two women. “Hopefully it’ll only take a couple of days to deal with Emroth, but be prepared just in case we have to be there longer.”

Arieste nodded and turned toward the room she shared with Irenya. The red-haired woman hesitated, but after a moment she relented and went to pack.

“She gives you any trouble, just lay her over your lap,” Nyvea purred. “I’d like to see that.” She filled my mind with an image that involved very little clothing and a whole lot of heavy sweating and panting.

“Stop that,” I chuckled as I pushed the image away, but not before dwelling on it for a moment. I couldn’t deny that Irenya was absolutely stunning. Though a full foot shorter than Arieste, she had fuller hips and perfectly round breasts that a man could get lost in forever. “I’ve got enough to think about without you filling my head with distractions.”

I set about stuffing my few belongings into the pack I’d taken on my trip to Frosdar’s land. The clothes had all been a gift from King Obragar. The cargo pants, T-shirt, and tank top I’d been wearing when I came to Agreon would stand out too much. I definitely couldn’t take my turnout gear with me. I would already be the center of attention, given that I’d be riding on the back of a frost dragon. Add to that strange clothes from another planet and a full fireman’s suit, and people would look at me like I was a total alien. Which I technically was, but the fine folks of Windwall didn’t need to know that.

“Speaking of Windwall, what’s the climate like?” I asked Nyvea.

“Much like you explained your Windy City to me,” she replied. “It’s built high into the mountains, so you can expect a lot of cold and wind. Not much chance I’ll get to see that sexy body of yours, since you’ll need to be bundled up.”

I grinned at the disappointment in her voice. “You really do know how to make a guy feel good about himself, Nyvea.”

“Only for a big, strong hero like you, Ethan.”

The door opened behind me and Arieste emerged with a pack slung over her shoulder. She wore a cotton dress that did little to hide the alabaster skin of her shoulders and legs. She seemed so elegant, even in such simple clothing. The way she carried herself, the intelligence in her icy blue eyes, and the confidence in her smile did more than a fancy ball gown ever could.

Irenya appeared a moment later. She wore a much brighter, bolder dress of emerald green that was pulled tight at the waist to accentuate her hourglass figure and with a dangerously plunging neckline.

“Careful, handsome,” Nyvea whispered. “The way you’re drooling’s enough to make even me jealous.”

“Can you blame me?” I asked in my mind. “Just look at the two of them.”

“You’re not wrong there,” she replied. “You must have done something really right to end up with such gorgeous women on your arm. Oh, I know, you defeated two dragons in combat. So there, you are a hero, handsome, and heroes always get the beautiful women.”

I swallowed and shouldered my pack, then reached for the fireman’s axe leaning against the wall beside the fireplace. My turnout gear was stowed in the trunk at the foot of my bed, but I wouldn’t go anywhere without this axe. After all the hours I’d spent training with it, it felt right in my hand.

I swung the axe up onto my shoulder and nodded to the women. “Let’s do this.”

The first light of dawn shone through the picture windows above the grand staircase as we descended, and it was still a bit dark outside as we exited the palace into the courtyard. King Obragar’s personal messenger, a short, mouse-faced man, met me outside the front door and held out a rolled up scroll.

“The letter from King Obragar to the Council of Four, Sir Dragonrider,” the man said in a surprisingly nasal voice.

“Thank you.” I took the scroll from him and tucked it into the pack. Then the man gave me a stiff bow and retreated into the palace.

I smiled as I saw a familiar figure waiting for me at the bottom of the steps. Adath was a fighter from the Grey Hunter’s Guild, with the thick nose and beefy hands to match. His head was bald and waxed to a shine, but his beard hung in two thick braids down to his waist.

“Leaving so soon?” The Grey Hunter grinned as he shifted the crutch beneath his arm. He’d sustained a bad second-degree burn to his leg during Riamod’s attack, but he would heal.

“Some of us have to do more than just lie around the palace enjoying the king’s wine all day,” I said as I gave the man a smile and shook his meaty hand.

“It’s a tough job,” Adath said, gave a little shrug, and squeezed my fingers in return, “but someone’s gotta do it. Quality control and all.” He winked.

“Just make sure to save me some, eh?” I replied with a laugh.

“No promises.” Adath shook his head as his grin faded, and his expression grew somber. “In all seriousness, Ethan, I pray the Goddesses smile on your journey. Emroth is a wily beast, and I fear you will find him more than you reckoned with. Even with … help on your side.” He shot Irenya and Arieste the same suspicious glance that everyone else in Whitespire did.

“I’ll be fine,” I told him, and then our handshake turned into a farewell hug. “I’ve got two dragons to face one. I’ve got the upper hand. Besides, you’ve got bigger things to worry about than me. The king and Sir Galfred will need all the Grey Hunters to help train the army.”

“Aye,” Adath replied once we ended our embrace. “Already, riders have been dispatched to every corner of the kingdom to summon the able-bodied men to war.”

“Hey, you turned me into a pretty badass fighter.” I gave him a wry grin. “I’m sure if anyone can turn farmers into an army to fight dragons, it’s you and the other Grey Hunters. Just don’t let Grendis shoot any of them, eh?”

Adath drew me into a fierce hug, then broke away. “Goddesses be with you, Ethan.”

“And you, my friend.”

The bearded Grey Hunter gave Arieste and Irenya a respectful nod before limping away. I watched him go and realized that I would miss the man. We’d spent a lot of time together on the journey to hunt Frosdar, and it would have been good to have him at my back as we faced Emroth. I’d have to make do with Arieste and Irenya. Yet, with what little remained of their magical abilities, they were more powerful than any soldier.

I turned to the two women. Irenya eyed me with hunger in her eyes, and I knew she was aching for me to give her the magic I’d taken from her the previous day. Arieste was far less hungry, but I could sense her desire for the power. They had spent centuries in the form of a dragon, and they had to be feeling powerless and uncomfortable in these human bodies.

A stunning human body, I noted as Arieste stripped out of her dress. She removed everything until she stood in the simple, gauzy lace shift I’d found her in. Then she smiled at my appreciative look and gave me a wink that promised more later.

I pulled the pale white gemstone from my pocket and held it out to Arieste. She took it with a smile and placed it against her forehead. I rested my right hand against the gemstone, closed my eyes, and drew in a deep breath. I felt the magic roaring inside me, like an icy waterfall that wanted to be set free. I gasped as the ice-cold power coursed through my veins, toward my finger, and through the gemstone into Arieste’s body. I no longer fought it as it sucked the power from within me.

I’d witnessed the transformation before, but it still shocked me to see the way her narrow face grew wider and broader until it became a long, serpentine snout with horns. Her pale flesh hardened into icy scales as white as snow, and her hands and feet elongated into talons at the end of thick, heavily muscled legs. A tail burst from the base of her spine, and leathery white wings snapped outward from her ribs. A chill wind washed over my face as the massive dragon breathed out, and exhilaration sparkled in those white-blue eyes.

I turned to Irenya as Arieste lowered her head and right shoulder. “Get on.”

Disappointment replaced the hunger in the red-haired woman’s amber-colored eyes. She wanted to be transformed into her dragon form, too. But until I could trust her, I wouldn’t risk giving her the power. After all, when I used the magic to turn the women into dragons, it sucked up most of my power. The icy torrent that had raged in me now felt like a trickling creek. It would be enough to defend myself if necessary, but nowhere near as much power as I could wield at full strength.

Irenya clambered onto Arieste’s back and settled between the spines at the base of the dragon’s neck. I stuffed Arieste’s discarded clothing into her pack, strapped all three of our packs to one of her spines, then took a seat behind the red-haired woman. As soon as I took my seat, Irenya leaned back against me and wiggled her hips to snuggle closer.

“She knows a way to a man’s heart,” Nyvea purred.

“It’s going to take more than that to make me trust her,” I replied, though the stiffness in my crotch made it hard to ignore the warmth and softness of her skin. The smoky scent of her hair only made me more aware of her presence, and I felt my mouth water.

“Arieste, fly!” I called out before a more rebellious part of my anatomy drew Irenya’s attention.

I felt the dragon’s muscles bunch beneath me as she crouched, then she leapt high into the sky. Her widespread wings beat at the air as she fought to gain altitude, and I glanced down as the palace of Whitespire grew smaller beneath me. Sir Galfred raised his sword in salute, and I let out a whoop of joy in response.

Arieste picked up speed quickly until we were hurtling through the air at breathtaking speed. King Obragar’s palace passed out of sight in a blur, and the city of Whitespire soon fell far behind us. The farmlands seemed to stretch on forever into the distance, a mixture of yellow, orange, green, and dusty brown. Yet we flew so fast that I could hardly see Whitespire when I glanced back after just fifteen minutes of flying.

The sun peeked over the eastern horizon and filled the sky with a soft golden glow. A cold morning wind whistled past me and ruffled my hair and clothing. It felt like I was on top of the world as Arieste sped north toward Windwall. A ribbon of blue threaded through the landscape far below, and the sunlight glittered off the splashing water of the Crystal River. Forests met rolling hills and endless grassy fields, and still we flew.

Then the landscape of pristine green ended abruptly, replaced by a cracked and scorched black desert. I knew we had traveled far enough from Whitespire to reach the northern border of Riamod’s land. I’d passed over the red dragon’s terrain only once, but I’d been so focused on the exhilarating feeling of flying that I hadn’t noticed how utterly barren and empty of life it was. No trees or green plants grew. Everything was black and dead as if scorched by fire. The wind brought the smell of ash and smoke, and it was thick enough to make breathing difficult. Even though the dragon was gone, the effects of her magic remained.

We flew for hours before the flat, burned land gave way to craggy cliffs, then high mountain peaks that Arieste had to fly higher to get around. White snow glistened on the rocky tips, and the air grew cold around us. Thanks to the ice magic, the chill didn’t bother me, and Irenya used what little remained of her fire magic to keep her body warm.

The landscape reminded me of the one time I’d flown over the Rocky Mountains. I had to be very high up to appreciate the harsh and rugged beauty, but that was what riding on the back of a dragon gave me. The sensation was amazing, and I knew that flying on the back of a dragon would never get old.

Arieste let out a little growl as we came around a tall mountain peak, and I caught my first sight of the Windwall that gave the city its name.

It looked like someone had dropped a black stone wall the size of the Hoover Dam into the middle of the Grand Canyon. Arieste was flying too low to see the city behind it, just the looming mass of impenetrable and unbroken stone. Nyvea had explained that the founders of the city built the wall to protect the people from the hurricane winds that blew through the canyons. The moment Arieste dipped to fly lower, I could feel the piercing wind and hear its shrieking in my ears. It brought a lump to my throat as it reminded me of Chicago.

Arieste banked sharply to dodge a rocky outcropping, then snapped her wings tight against her side as she flew through a hole in the canyon wall. Adrenaline coursed through me as we “threaded the needle” like a fighter jet. I felt like a pilot from Top Gun, and I loved every minute of the exhilarating ride.

Something at the base of the wall drew my attention. It looked like a squirming mass of ants, and I saw tiny black figures that surged from cracks and holes in the mountains to swarm toward the black stone wall.

“What’s that?” I asked. I had to shout to make myself heard over the wind.

“Emroth’s minions,” Arieste rumbled.

My eyes went wide as we got closer and I realized they weren’t ants. We’d been flying so high they looked tiny, but they were actually man-sized creatures. They had skin a sickly gray color, and they were so emaciated they looked like the zombies I’d seen on TV back home. Long pointed tongues flicked between jagged fangs, and their fingers and toes ended in sharp claws. As we swooped down toward them, they turned glowing red eyes toward us. The gurgling, grunting cries of thousands of the creatures echoed off the canyon walls.

“What the fuck are they?” I asked.

“Ghoulins,” Irenya shouted back. “Creatures of death, twisted by Emroth’s magic of darkness.” There were anger and disgust in her voice.

“There’s so many of them!”

“Emroth makes more of them every day,” Irenya continued. “She will not fight until she is sure she can defeat her foes, so she has grown adept at producing creatures to battle for her.”

I counted at least five or six thousand though I couldn’t be sure. We were still a mile or so from the base of the Windwall, and the ground was thick with the bastards. No wonder the army of Windwall had suffered defeat. Emroth had an enormous army on her side.

“Time for us to do something about those assholes!” I shouted. “Arieste, let ‘em have it.”

My heart leapt into my throat as the white dragon swooped down toward the creatures. The gemstone on her forehead brightened, and a six-foot dome of ice surrounded a handful of ghoulins. The tattoo on my right shoulder grew suddenly hot as I tapped into my fire magic. The power wanted to be used, and it surged through my veins with blistering force. A pillar of fire twenty feet long shot from my hands as we passed over the ghoulins. Then the ice dome turned to steam, and the ghastly creatures were boiled alive in their own skins before they turned to ash.

“Wahoo!” I shouted. Exhilaration thrummed through my chest as Arieste dipped low and lashed out with her tail. The sweeping attack knocked twenty or thirty of the creatures from their feet with enough force to crush bones and shred skin.

I counted six thundering heartbeats, then accessed the fire magic again to produce another massive pillar of flames from my hands. The thrill of battle coursed through me as I watched the horrible monsters burn, and the stink of charred meat filled the canyon.

“Look out!” Irenya shouted.

I had to cling to Arieste’s spine as she banked sharply to the right to avoid an enormous wooden crossbow bolt that whistled two feet above my head. I glanced toward the Windwall and found a loaded ballista pointed right at us. My heart slowed as a thunderous twang split the air, the ballista arms snapped forward, and a second black missile of death hurtled right at Arieste’s head.
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Chapter Two

Arieste banked and spun in the air like a roller coaster, and it took all my strength to grip her spines and keep Irenya from falling off her back. My stomach churned from the violent dodging as she evaded the storm of bolts flying toward us, and I twisted my neck around to make sure that there wasn’t another massive crossbow bolt flying at us.

There were.

“What the fuck?” I shouted as the white dragon dove.

“It seems we are not welcome,” Arieste growled.

More and more of the huge ballista bolts flew from the siege engines on top of the Windwall and rained down around us. One glanced off Arieste’s wing, and the dragon let out a growl of fury and pain. I quickly summoned an ice shield to encase my body, and I threw a protective arm around Irenya.

“Get out of here,” I told Arieste. “Double back until we’re out of range.”

Arieste snapped her right wing out, which brought us hurtling around in a sharp arc. She kept dodging and twisting until the last of the missiles clattered onto the canyon floor behind us.

I glanced backward. The ballista bolts had plowed destruction through the ranks of ghoulins, killing at least thirty of them. But the swarm of monstrous creatures kept moving toward the base of the wall like an ocean wave of death and destruction.

“Get up high,” I shouted.

When Arieste had gained altitude and banked toward the city, I caught a glimpse of Windwall from above. The city was built on a broad, flat plateau that spanned the top of the cliffs. The massive wall faced the canyon to the south, and the buildings and streets radiated outward like an amphitheater on a city-wide scale. It looked as if the city had been carved from the mountainside itself.

Jagged terrain spread out from the city to the north and west, while off to the east were even taller cliffs that cast a shadow across the city of Windwall. The only way in and out of the city was a single highway that ran east from the city and snaked through the cliffs to disappear in the distance.

Atop the massive Windwall, I could see heavy fortifications. There were at least five catapults, twenty smaller ballistae, and a number of other siege engines I’d only seen in history books. An army of black-armored men ran to and fro, and they made wild gestures at us. Most of the weapons were pointed down toward the horde surging through the canyon, but a few of the ballista turned up toward us as we approached. The city of Windwall was clearly more prepared for a dragon attack than Whitespire.

“Arieste,” I shouted, “we’ve got to stay out of range and find somewhere to land. There, on the highway to the east. The ghoulins looked to be contained to just the canyon far below. We ought to be safe enough on the high road.”

With a growl, the dragon turned away from the city and soared to the east. She swept around behind a distant mountain peak, then dropped low to skim less than a hundred yards above the highway. Finally, she set us down on an empty stretch of road just out of sight of the city.

Her claws dug into the hard stone surface of the road, but she managed a graceful landing. I leapt from her back, helped Irenya down, and then strode around to Arieste’s head. After a single heartbeat, she lowered her neck to allow me to remove the gemstone. I gasped as the power coursed through the gemstone and back into my body. The tattoo on my left bicep shone brightly, and I gritted my teeth against the sensation of icy needles pricking my skin. Finally, the surge of magic faded, and I returned to normal.

Arieste was once again the tall, stunning, platinum-blonde she had been, and she rested her head on my shoulder with a sigh. Once she’d recovered, I helped her to sit on the ground as I went to get a dress from her pack. The tattered dress she wore, the remnants of her scales, concealed very little of her lithe, beautiful form, so she needed to cover up to avoid drawing the wrong kind of attention in Windwall.

I pocketed the white gemstone as I rummaged in Arieste’s pack, but I caught Irenya’s eyes fixed on the pocket where I’d hidden the stone.

“When will it be my turn for some of that love?” she asked in a breathy whisper.

“When I know I can trust you,” I replied in an equally quiet voice. “Arieste has proven herself to me. Do the same, and I will share my power with you.”

Her smile never wavered, but I caught a flash of anger in her eyes. She’d gone from terrifying dragon to human woman in the space of minutes, then for the sake of survival sworn to serve the man who defeated her. At the same time, she didn’t know if she could trust me, or if I would take advantage of her. If I was in her position, I’d probably put up a front to conceal the truth of how scared I was.

“As long as you keep up your end of the bargain to teach me magic and help me defeat the other dragons,” I told her, “I swear you have nothing to fear from me.”

“I gave my word,” Irenya said with that same fire in her eyes. “And I will prove it.”

“Good.” I nodded. I really did want to trust her. I needed her help if we were to defeat the two dragons that were coming to attack Whitespire. But I wouldn’t risk giving back her powers until I was absolutely certain of her loyalty. The two women had both been honest with me about their personalities when they were dragons, but I didn’t want to make a mistake and give Irenya her power back too soon.

“So, what now?” Irenya asked in a normal voice. “These humans don’t seem eager to have us join them.”

“What do you expect?” I said with a shrug. “They’ve been fighting dragons for a long time, so I’m not surprised they are suspicious. We’ll just have to go on foot and get into the city like regular humans. King Obragar’s letter will explain everything to the Council of Four. But until we can talk to them, we’re just going to act normal.”

“Which means we have to walk?” Irenya gave a disdainful sniff.

“Yep,” I said with a grin. “How human is that, right?”

She had been Riamod until the previous day, so she’d probably need a bit of time to get used to being in this limited, two-legged form. I might not understand what it felt like to go from being dragon to human, but I could empathize with the feeling of being thrust into a new role. We were both outsiders in a new world governed by rules we didn’t fully understand.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I turned to Arieste and held out a hand.

“Surprisingly tired,” she answered as I helped her up. “Even though it has only been weeks, it feels like years since last I stretched my wings so.”

“Are you up for a bit of walking?” I gave her a grin. “I could always carry you if you want. Return the favor and all.”

“Once the pain of the transformation has worn off, I will be fine,” she replied with a smile.

“Is it really bad? The pain?” I asked as I released her hand and shouldered my pack. I knew how exhausting it was to use the magical energy, but I’d never considered what effects changing to and from a dragon would have on a human body.

“It is…” Arieste hesitated, and her brows knit together in concentration. “There is the pain of my body stretching and changing between two shapes that have little in common. But once the change is complete, the discomfort fades quickly. I have grown accustomed to being in this form over the last weeks.”

“Does it feel strange?” I persisted and looked at Irenya for an answer. “Being stuck in a human body after a lifetime as a dragon? Going from having wings, talons, and razor sharp teeth to fingers and toes?”

“I find it limiting,” Irenya said, and her words had an edge. “My instincts are telling me to take to the skies, only to discover that my flesh is trapped on the ground.”

“It takes some getting used to, I will admit,” Arieste said. “But once you truly discover all the wonders the human body has to offer, you will find the trade-off is often more than fair.” She gave me a small smile.

“I’ll admit this soft flesh does have a certain appeal,” Irenya put in as she ran her hands over her curvaceous form. “All the same, I’ll be glad to return to my true form.”

“So, you see your dragon body as your real body?” I asked the obvious question. “Not this one?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Irenya’s brow furrowed. “I have been in this flesh form for less than a day, while I lived as Riamod for five hundred years.”

I glanced at Arieste. “Do you feel the same?”

“Once,” Arieste said, hesitating. “Yet now, I am not certain.”

Irenya shot her a withering stare, but the platinum-blonde ignored the glare.

“On our return trip to Whitespire, I felt the parts of my mind that were Frosdar retreating. Something within me changed. No, perhaps changed is not the right word. Almost as if the woman I am now is who I truly am, and Frosdar is simply a distant memory. Even when I return to dragon form, I am Arieste. Frosdar is no more.”

“Maybe you’ll feel like that too someday soon,” I told Irenya.

“Maybe,” she said, but her expression showed only disdain.

“You have a problem with being human?” I asked. “I’ve been human all my life, and it’s not all that bad.”

“Humans are weak.” Irenya held up her delicate hands. “Look at these things, too fragile to shred meat from bones or tear my enemies to pieces.” She opened her mouth to reveal white teeth. “How am I supposed to defend myself if I have no wings to take to the sky, and no weapons to fight my enemies?”

“You have magic,” I told her.

“No, you have my magic,” she snapped.

“Yes, but don’t you still have access to a fraction of your power?” I asked.

After a moment, Irenya nodded.

“That power is more than every other human on Iriador possesses,” I told her. “The magic required to produce even a tiny spark makes you more powerful than most of the humans you will meet. But part of having power is knowing how to use it right.”

I didn’t think anyone here on Agreon would mind me paraphrasing “with great power comes great responsibility,” but I still smiled a bit at my own words.

“Humans set up societies with rules and standards so we can exist in peace,” I said. “We can get along without worrying about enemies all around us because we have laws to follow. When I walk into the king’s palace in Whitespire, I don’t have to worry that someone’s going to steal my things or try to kill me because there are rules that protect me. The same laws now protect you in your human form.”

“Pfft, rules,” the redhead said with a dismissive tone.

“It’s part of our civilization,” I said. “You are now part of that.”

Irenya’s expression grew thoughtful after my words, but she didn’t reply.

“As dragons,” Arieste put in, “our primary concerns were survival, control of land, and the acquisition of treasure. We knew nothing else so that was what dominated our thoughts. But over the days I have spent as a human, I have learned there is a different way of doing things. A way of peace which is foreign to the life of battle and strife we once knew. I am still far from accustomed to it, but I can see its merit. Perhaps you might give it a try as well?”

The two women locked gazes, and an unspoken war of wills raged between them. Irenya admitted she still had a lot of Riamod’s instincts and thoughts raging through her, and maybe Arieste wasn’t as free of Frosdar’s personality as she’d thought. The enmity between the white and red dragon still burned between the two.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get going. We’ve got a bit of a walk to reach Windwall.”

I set off with Arieste and Irenya close behind me. The section of road where Arieste had chosen to land was surrounded by high cliff walls that hid her massive dragon form. The cliffs also hid the city of Windwall from view, so though I wasn’t exactly sure how far away we were, I knew we were close enough to reach the city before dark. After all, it was barely after noon now.

The road was as wide as a four-lane Chicago highway, though with a paved stone surface rather than asphalt. Forty-foot cliffs of red sandstone bordered the road, and they blocked out all sound as well as obstructed a clear view of our surroundings. I’d gotten a good enough view from overhead to know that we were on the section of road that snaked back and forth up a hill toward the eastern gate of Windwall.

We had the high road to ourselves for half an hour as we hiked up the gentle incline. Our first interaction with the citizens of Windwall came when an ox-drawn cart rumbled down the hill toward us. The farmer tipped his straw hat in a greeting but moved on without a word.

It seemed surprising that he could be so calm, given what was happening at the base of the huge Windwall. He seemed in no hurry, unconcerned by the danger literally four or five miles away. Was the situation in Windwall really so dire as the message to King Obragar had indicated? Maybe the Council of Four kept the truth of the situation hidden from their people, not wanting to incite a panic.

As we walked, I cast sidelong glances at both of my companions. Irenya tried her best to hide the venomous glares she shot at Arieste, but the blonde woman didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she didn’t care.

“Is it true what you said earlier?” I asked, both to break the tense silence and because I was genuinely curious. “Was that really what it is like to be a dragon? Thinking only of battle, land, and treasure?”

“What else is there?” Irenya asked, and a sparkle shone in her eye. “That is why we are here, isn’t it? To go to battle, capture land, and claim treasure?”

“We are going to battle,” I admitted, “but not for ourselves. We are here to help the people of Windwall, so we can get their help for the people of Whitespire.”

“Help.” Irenya spoke the word as if tasting an unfamiliar food. “I would never have imagined helping either Frosdar or Emroth.”

“So, what, dragons don’t make friends?” I asked.

“The very concept reeks of human weakness,” Irenya said, and I caught a hint of the fire that had burned in Riamod’s eyes. “Dragons live or die by their strength and magic.”

“But what about Curym and Zaddrith?” I raised a questioning eyebrow. “They’re working together--”

“An alliance of convenience,” Arieste said with a shake of her head. “Dragons can work together to achieve a common goal, such as the elimination of a rival.” She shot a pointed glance at Irenya. “But in the end, each dragon stands alone. They have one driving instinct: to protect their lands and guard their lairs. Building a hoard, summoning minions, raiding enemy lands, it is all secondary.”

That was an interesting revelation. Dragons existed to protect their lands and guard their lairs, the same lairs where their magical altar stood. Perhaps that instinct was an unconscious one to protect their connection to the magic which powered and created them.

I didn’t miss how she spoke of dragons as ‘they’ while Irenya talked as ‘we’. Her time as Arieste had made her a lot more human. I just hoped Irenya adapted the same way over time. The people of Windwall and Whitespire were counting on us.

“How long were you a dragon, Arieste?” I asked, even though I recalled that she had told me five hundred years already.

“Five hundred years,” she replied without hesitation.

“And you?” I asked Irenya.

“Five hundred years,” the red-haired woman said.

“You’re the same age.” I raised an eyebrow. “What are the odds of that?”

“Why would that be strange?” Irenya asked.

“It just is,” I told her. “People are born and die every day, so everyone is a different age. If you were both born five hundred years ago--”

“Born?” Irenya asked with her brow furrowed. “What do you mean by that?”

“Uhh, how do I put this?” I tried to find the right words. “When a human man and a human woman make more humans, the woman carries the child in her womb for nine months until it is born.” Never in my dreams had I pictured myself explaining conception and childbirth to two full-grown women.

“Sounds messy,” Irenya said, and her nose wrinkled.

“It is,” I said.

“And unnecessary,” she continued, and gave a toss of her fiery red curls. “Dragons do not require any of that fuss. We are not born. Dragons simply… are.”

Not much of an answer, but I suppose it made sense. Nyvea told me the dragons were creatures of magic. Perhaps they, like the fire goblins, Snow Killers, and ghoulins, were made by magic.

I had a hundred more questions I wanted to ask, but at that moment, we rounded a bend in the corner and came in sight of the gates of Windwall. The gates stood about five hundred yards away at the end of a level stretch of highway, and we paused a moment so that we could take in the fortress.

The eastern wall of Windwall was made of the same red sandstone as the surrounding cliffs, almost as if it had been carved from the side of the mountain like the rock city of Petra. Veins of strata ran in horizontal lines along the wall, like the lines of Mother Nature’s paintbrush. The stone walls themselves seemed to curve outward as if the craftsmen that built it hadn’t wanted to interfere with its natural beauty. Except for one large opening for the city gate, the wall stretched unbroken from north to south, connecting two cliff faces.

Despite the fact that it was early afternoon, there was no traffic going in and out of the city. One of the two huge gates was open, and four guards in black scale mail stood at attention beside it. They made no move to draw their long, curved swords as we approached, but one held out a hand to stop us.

“What business have you in Windwall?” he demanded. He was a tall man, with black hair that hung in a long ponytail halfway down his back, a thin goatee, and a waxed moustache. His angular face was a shade darker than the people of Whitespire, and his almond eyes were turned up at the outside. His features reminded me of Chen Gwan, a second-generation Chinese-American friend I’d had in middle school.

“My name is Sir Ethan, and I’m here by order of King Obragar of Whitespire.” I drew out the scroll the king’s messenger gave me and showed it to the guard. “He has sent me to speak with your king and Council of Four.”

The man took the scroll but didn’t break the wax seal holding it closed. Only the Council of Four had the authority to open the seal which bore the crest of King Obragar himself. After a moment of studying the scroll, he lifted his eyes to me.

“No offense, but you don’t look like a knight,” he said. “Nice enough clothing, but no plate mail or weapons besides that.” He narrowed his eyes at my fireman’s axe.

“Trust me,” I told him with a grin, “there are no knights on this world like me.”

The black-armored guard gave me a deadpan look, and then his eyes went to the two women behind me.

“And them?” he asked.

“My companions,” I said. “Also from Whitespire.” I didn’t think the guard would much like hearing the truth of who the two women were.

Once again, his eyes returned to the seal of the king’s letter, then flashed up to study me. If he thought the lack of horses and equipment odd, he didn’t remark on it. Instead, he nodded and stepped aside.

“Welcome to Windwall, Sir Ethan,” he said and gestured for me to enter the city.

“Thank you.” I took the letter he offered, tucked it back into my pack, and gave him a respectful nod.

As I walked through the gates, I couldn’t help thinking back to my first day in Whitespire. Then, I’d been hungry, unsure of how I’d carry out Barodan’s mission, and carrying only my fireman’s clothes, turnout gear, and axe. Now, I entered the city as a knight, on a mission for King Obragar, and with two gorgeous women serving me. I’d come a long way in a short time.

Beyond the wall, the city of Windwall spread out in neatly ordered streets that looked like they’d been cut from the mountainside. The houses were tall buildings that looked like adobe huts, but were made of the same red sandstone as the cliffs around them. All of the buildings rose more than three stories above street level, and the city reminded me of downtown Chicago, just with buildings of stone instead of a concrete jungle.

To the south, the solid black stone of the wall from which the city derived its name rose forty feet above the street level, but it wasn’t just a simple wall. It was a huge building that stretched easily five hundred yards wide and a hundred and fifty yards long. No other construction in Windwall came close to matching its size.

“I’m guessing the palace is off in that direction?” I asked Nyvea.

“That is the palace,” she told me. “And the barracks for Windwall’s army.”

It made sense. The greatest threat to the city would come over the southern wall, so of course, the army would want to be as close as possible.

“We’re headed there,” I told Arieste and Irenya as I pointed to the huge black stone building. They nodded and followed me up the streets toward the south of the city.

“Everything seems very orderly,” Arieste remarked as we walked. “They are a people that prioritize organization and cohesion.”

“Boo-ring!” groaned Irenya. “Everything’s the same here. And how can they live together, packed so tight together like this? Give me freedom and wide-open spaces any day. If I lived here, I know I’d get sick of my roommate way too quickly.” She shot Arieste a smug smile.

The platinum-blonde woman rolled her eyes. “Yes, it is clear that you prefer chaos to order. Perhaps a pig-sty would serve as your ideal home. You would fit right in with the messy hogs.”

Fire flashed in Irenya’s eyes. “Better than your ice castle, you frosty--”

“Hey, look at that!” I interjected before things turned into a full-on catfight. “That’s pretty cool, right?”

A fifty-foot statue stood in the middle of the square. From our vantage point, it looked like two lovers embracing. But with every step we took farther up the street, the appearance of the statue shifted. By the time we’d reached the next block, the change of angle had made the statue look like a tall, proud warrior wielding a sword of black stone. That was one hell of an optical illusion and artistry that we couldn’t come close to matching back on Earth.

“It’s like they don’t know colors exist!” Irenya sniffed.

“I’m surprised you care about colors,” I said as I looked at the bright green dress she wore. Irenya’s tone and topic of conversation felt surprisingly human to me.

“I like beautiful and exciting things,” she huffed as she gestured to the passing crowd. “Their clothes are none of these things. Yes, I know they are in a war, but perhaps they would feel better about their situation if they wore a happier choice of color.”

“Hmmm, maybe,” I said as I smiled at the beautiful redhead.

I didn’t know if she was right about them “feeling better about their situation,” but she was correct about the drab colors. The people of Windwall wore long, plainly cut shirts and cloth pants of dull browns, blacks, whites, and khaki, with long-sleeved robes to complete the ensemble. It reminded me of movies I’d watched of Ancient China, even down to the sandals and leg wraps. They wore no hats, but their long black hair hung in a single tight braid down their backs.

People moved all around us in a steady flow of traffic, yet there was an unhurried pace to their movement. Indeed, it appeared that we were the most interesting people around. My close-cropped blonde hair caught the attention of the long-haired citizens of Windwall. Arieste’s platinum-blonde hair and Irenya’s fiery red locks had to be equally intriguing to them.

I found their lack of fear strange. Didn’t they care that a horde of monsters assaulted the Windwall?

No, I realized, it wasn’t that they didn’t care. They were just used to it.

I remembered that Sir Galfred had told me the city of Windwall had fought Emroth’s minions for hundreds of years. Anyone would grow accustomed to a ceaseless war, especially one that persisted long after the soldiers fell in battle and the ordinary citizens died of old age. To the average citizen of Windwall, the danger in the canyon below was a constant part of their life. As long as their army held the wall, they had nothing to fear.

I shuddered at the thought of a life filled with endless battle, fighting an enemy that could never be truly defeated. I couldn’t imagine living a life like that.

I pushed the thought from my mind and returned my attention to the bustling traffic around me. Unlike the city of Whitespire, it seemed there were few horses here in Windwall. Most people got around on foot, or they were pulled around by on two-wheeled rickshaws. The carriages had steel-rimmed wooden wheels, with long handles that made it easy for the rickshaw runners to pull up and down the flat streets. The closer we drew to the palace, the more numerous the rickshaws became, but the traffic didn’t become more congested.

I couldn’t help marveling at the intricate dance of the human-pulled carriages. It reminded me of those YouTube videos I’d seen of the nonstop ebb and flow of traffic in Indian cities. There was no coordination, stoplights, or turn signals, but all of the rickshaw runners wove a steady pace around each other. It was as breathtaking as it was complex.

My gut clenched as I saw the inevitable collision coming a moment before it occurred. Two rickshaw runners tried to cut through the same gap in traffic at the same time, and the long carriage poles slammed into the drivers with bone-crushing force. A moment later, the wheels of the two rickshaws collided with each other. One of the wheels snapped free of its axle, and the carriage crashed to the ground. The young girl and older man within were thrown into the street.

Right into the path of another speeding rickshaw.

The driver managed to swerve out of the way at the last moment, but the iron spoke of the wheel caught the young girl right in the leg while the rim smacked into her head. She fell backward with a cry, and my heart leapt into my throat.

I leaped forward and sprinted the ten steps to where the girl lay on the ground. As I approached, I saw that her eyes were closed, and blood leaked from a wound on her forehead. She was breathing, but it was shallow and faint.

“Jian!” The old man who had been riding with her staggered toward me with a cry, and his eyes were wide with fear. He threw himself onto his knees beside the girl and clung to her hand.

“Be careful,” I told him. “Let me take a look at her.”

“My daughter is—”

“Sir, I know what I’m doing.” I gripped his shoulder and turned him to face me. “I’ve trained as a healer, so I need you to get out of my way and let me help her.”

The man’s face was white, but he nodded. “P-Please,” he sobbed. “Help her, please.”

I knelt over the girl and examined her forehead. Her skin there bled a lot, but that was normal for head wounds, so I opened her eyes to check her pupils. Even though I didn’t have a penlight to shine in her eyes, her pupils dilated in response to the bright sunlight. I sighed in relief and continued with my examination.

It seemed the head wound wasn’t too serious, but I felt a sick sense of dread as I saw the wound in her leg. The iron spoke of the wheel had cut a deep laceration in her thigh, and though the artery hadn’t been severed, the bleeding was bad enough that she would be in serious trouble if I didn’t find a way to stop it.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered as I tried to press the wound closed. I didn’t have anything I could use to stitch her up, so what the hell was I supposed to do?

A desperate idea sprouted in my mind, so I tapped into the fire magic racing through my veins and summoned it to my hands. But I only used a tiny fragment of the power, enough to send a stream of heat through my fingers into the girl’s leg. The sizzling of flesh and the girl’s cry of pain told me it was working.

But it was working too well. I wasn’t experienced enough with the magic to push out only a little, and I was going to need Irenya’s help to save the girl’s life.

I turned to the older man, who now sat cradling his daughter’s head. “I need you to hold her still,” I told him in a commanding voice. “I need to stop the bleeding, but I can’t do that if she’s moving around.”

“Stop the bleeding? How?” Confusion twisted the man’s face.

I ignored the question. “Arieste,” I said to the platinum-blonde woman, “help him hold her still so I can do this. Irenya, come help me.”

The red-haired woman gave me a curious look, but she knelt in front of me. “What do you want my help with?” she asked.

“How much of your fire magic do you still have access to?”

She stiffened as if surprised by the question. “You took my—”

“How much?” I demanded. “Enough that you can burn the wound closed?”

Her eyes narrowed in thought. “I believe so. But why won’t you just do it?”

“I don’t want to risk using too much fire and doing more damage,” I told her. “This is something that’s going to take precision, and you’ve got more experience using it than I do.”

Irenya hesitated a long moment before nodding. “It would be better if you gave me back some of my power. Just a little, just enough that I will be able to do this without straining myself.”

Now it was my turn to hesitate. I knew she hated the fact that I’d taken her magic, and she’d only sworn to serve me to stop me from killing her. And yet, I could see a new earnestness in her eyes. This, at least, wasn’t a ploy to steal back the power from me. She truly wanted to help this little girl.

“I’ll do it,” I told her. “Just tell me how.”

“Place your hand over mine,” she said as she rested a hand on the girl’s leg. “Think of passing some of the magical power through your skin and into mine, not as fire, but in the form of magic before it manifests in its physical form.”

I drew in a deep breath and closed my eyes as I tapped into the magic. Fire surged through my veins, like lava coursing through every fiber of my being. The burning heat brought a tingling sensation, like spikes of electricity but without the pain. I focused on pouring the fire magic through my fingers and into her hand, but the magic proved difficult to control. Like fire, it wanted to be unleashed, to devour everything in its path. I gritted my teeth with the effort of keeping it from manifesting as fire, instead trapping it as a force of magic.

Irenya gave a little gasp of pleasure as the heat passed from my hands into hers, and I could feel the magic linking us in a way more than any physical connection ever could. At that moment, it was like we were two beings fused into one, joined by the power of the fire roiling through us.

“Do it!” I told her. “Quickly. But don’t burn too much, or else you could damage the blood vessels. Concentrate on the layers of skin and muscle.”

I heard the sound of sizzling flesh, and the little girl screamed and squirmed as Irenya cauterized her wound. Arieste and her father fought to hold her down until I finally pulled Irenya’s hand away.

“That’s good.” I summoned a small ice shield to form over my hand, which I pressed to the girl’s wounded thigh. It took a moment of concentration to will the layer of ice to cling to her skin instead of mine. The girl’s cries quietened to muffled sobs as the pain faded.

I sat back on my heels and was surprised to find my heart hammering against my ribs. I felt the rush of the magic coursing through me like the finest scotch in the world, and I smiled at the sensation.

I glanced over at Irenya, who was staring at her hands with a strange look on her face, and her words from the road outside Windwall returned to me.

“Sometimes,” I told her in a quiet voice, “delicate human hands can prove a lot more powerful than even the sharpest talons. As Riamod, you destroyed. As Irenya, you can heal and build. Maybe it’s not so bad being human after all.”

She fixed me with an unreadable expression but said nothing.

“Get her to a healer,” I told the girl’s father. “There will be a scar, but she will recover from the wound.”

“Thank you!” the man said, clutching my hand. “Thank you, kind stranger.”

“It’s Ethan,” I told him with a grin.

“Ethan…” He looked at Irenya as he gathered his daughter into his arms.

“And Irenya,” I said as I gestured to the beautiful woman.

“Irenya,” he said as he bowed to her. “You have made yourself a friend this day. I shall never forget what you both have done for me. Thank you”

“Uhhh… You are welcome,” the woman who had once been a red dragon seemed startled by the man’s expression of gratitude.

“Don’t mention it,” I said. “All in a day’s work. Now please take her to a healer.”

“Yes,” he said quickly as he turned away. “Thank you both again!”

Only once he’d gone did I realize that people were staring at us. The flow of traffic had come to a dead standstill, and the hundreds of men, women, and children standing in the street watched us as if we were circus performers. I saw curiosity and disbelief in every set of eyes, and it was clear they struggled to comprehend what they just saw. As King Obragar said, magic had been lost to humans for centuries, so it made sense that they tried to come up with a more mundane explanation.

“Let’s go,” I said. I wanted to get out of there quickly. Something about the strange way King Obragar had looked at me last night told me it was better to keep the knowledge of my magic abilities as closely guarded a secret as possible.

We strode through the busy streets of Windwall until we reached a bustling marketplace filled with noise and activity. Merchants shouted their offers of fresh produce, meat, trinkets, fabric, clothing, and tools. Musicians played on one street corner, and their strange-looking stringed instruments and pipes filled the air with a pleasant melody.

The smell of cooking meat set my stomach rumbling. Chicken roasted on skewers over a charcoal fire filled the air with a fragrant scent that reminded me of my favorite dim sum restaurant in Chicago’s Chinatown. My mouth watered at the smells of a dozen unfamiliar dishes, and my stomach grumbled nonstop.

“Mmm, that smells amazing,” moaned Irenya as she turned to me. “Can we stop and taste some more of this human food?”

“No,” Arieste retorted before I could reply, “we’re here on an important mission for Whitespire. We can eat later. Isn’t that right, Ethan?” The look she gave me was full of meaning. I guessed she wanted me to agree, which would give her the “one-up” over Irenya.

The problem was, I was really hungry. I’d eaten enough at the feast the night before, but we’d left Whitespire without breakfast. Using the fire and ice magic had taken a lot of my energy, and I could use a meal. But I knew Arieste would not like it if I agreed with Irenya.

“Screw later,” Irenya snapped. She folded her arms over her ample chest and stomped her foot. “I’m hungry now. The food is right there, and it’s not like a few minutes’ delay is going to make the situation any worse.”

“It can wait,” Arieste said with equal intensity in her voice. “The mission--”

“The mission will still be there in five minutes after I’ve had some of that delicious-smelling soup!” Irenya stabbed a finger toward the pot.

“Have you no self-control?” Arieste snarled.

“Why should I?” Irenya rolled her eyes. “When I was Riamod, I took what I wanted when I wanted it. And that should change just because I’m human now? I know what I want, so why shouldn’t I get it?” She turned to me with an exaggerated wink that made her intentions abundantly clear to both me and Arieste.

“Because that’s not the way humans do it,” Arieste replied in a tight voice. “During my time among them, I have learned why they hate dragons, and it is because of that very attitude. As Ethan said, there are rules that govern their civilizations. You don’t just get what you want when you want it. You cannot take something that doesn’t belong to you.”

I knew she wasn’t talking about the soup anymore. It felt kind of awesome to have the two women fighting over me, but I couldn’t have them actually fighting when there were bigger enemies to face.

The growling of Arieste’s stomach settled the argument right there.

“Look, I get it, we’re all hungry,” I said as we stopped in front of a stall that served soup. “I need to eat, too. We’ll all feel better once we’ve had some food and can get back on track with the mission.”

Arieste’s face hardened, but triumph sparkled in Irenya’s eyes as if she’d won some sort of point over the platinum-blonde woman.

I motioned for the women to sit at a small wooden table outside the stall and then went to get three bowls of food. The woman stirring the pot eyed my Whitespire copper coins with suspicion and actually bit into one. Evidently satisfied that the copper was real, she quickly ladled soup into three bowls and dropped a handful of thick white noodles into each.

I brought the food over to the women and sat down to enjoy it. The people of Windwall ate with chopsticks but they had forks and spoons as well. My stomach growled as I took my first bite of the thick noodles. They were a lot like Japanese udon but with a chewier texture and a stronger flavor that reminded me of nuts and mushrooms. The soup was spicy and rich, with a hint of sesame and chili oil.

Irenya studied me as I ate, then reached for her own fork and spoon to imitate me. I had forgotten about Arieste’s struggles to eat like a human at our first banquet, but thankfully this meal proved a bit easier for both of the women. Arieste lifted spoonfuls of soup delicately to her mouth, then sipped the steaming liquid, but Irenya’s eyes went to the man at the next table who was busy slurping his noodles the way Chinese and Japanese did on Earth. She took a huge mouthful of noodles and sucked them into her mouth noisily. Arieste stiffened and turned a scowl on the red-haired woman, but that only made Irenya slurp even more loudly.

“I’m surprised to find the people of Windwall eating so well,” I said, more to stop them from arguing than anything else. “I’d expect a city under siege by a dragon would be a bit harder off.” Judging by the unhurried movement of the people around me, things seemed absolutely business as usual, like no one cared that a horde of ghoulins was attacking less than a mile away.

“It seems Emroth is confining her attacks to the canyon, for some reason I cannot fathom,” Arieste said.

“I always thought she was the smart one,” Irenya said around a mouthful of noodles. “She had a way of sending her minions to precisely the spots where I was most vulnerable. Doesn’t really make sense, her throwing them at the wall like this.”

“The dragons seem to all have different personalities and temperaments,” I commented.

“Of course!” Irenya frowned.

“I believe it is because of the magic, to a certain extent,” Arieste put in. “The magic shapes our minds and personalities. Yet there is more to it than that. Almost like… well, I’m not sure. Perhaps we are suited to our elements.” She seemed puzzled by the idea.

“That is probably it,” Irenya said. “Frosdar was always calculating and cold. While I was passionate and powerful.” She shot a too-sweet grin at Arieste. “Emroth is patient, the builder. She knows that a direct assault wouldn’t work, not with all those pointy stick-shooting things.”

“Ballista,” Arieste put in.

Something about Irenya’s words made me pause.

“You say ‘she.’” I pointed to the two of them. “That’s three dragons that are women. Are all dragons female?”

The two women stared at me as if confused by my question.

“Of course,” Arieste said, a note of surprise in her voice.

“Why?” I asked.

Again, they seemed to be unable to comprehend what I was asking.

“Why what?” Irenya asked.

“Why are all dragons women?”

“Why wouldn’t they be?” Arieste put in.

“So, you all came into existence five hundred years ago, you all are women, and you all desired to stay in your lairs next to your altars?”

The two women stared at me for a few moments, but then Irenya let out a short laugh and smirked.

“You are looking too much into this, Ethan. There are no male dragons because women can do the job much better.”

“What job though?” I asked.

“Guarding our lairs and building our empires, of course!” the redhead laughed again and then she winked at me.

Arieste shrugged at the other woman’s words, but our eyes met briefly, and it seemed as if she was pondering my questions. She didn’t say anything though. Instead, they returned to their food. I was just glad they didn’t break out into another argument as we finished the meal and resumed our journey to the palace. My stomach no longer growled, but I could have eaten another bowl or three of that delicious food. I’d definitely have to pay a visit to this marketplace again to enjoy more of Windwall’s unique cuisine.

After I finished dealing with Emroth, of course.

The massive black stone palace loomed high overhead as we approached, and it looked even larger than its four-story height up close. Perhaps it had something to do with the way the black stone seemed to ripple in the sunlight, or maybe it was just that the other buildings seemed to shrink in height as our steps took us nearer.

Unlike the palace in Whitespire, this building had no fancy ornaments, statues, or adornments on the outside. It looked like one solid block of black stone, with windows, balconies, and doors cut into the side. More like a fortress or a municipal government building than a palace.

More of the black-armored guards stood at the nearest entrance. They stared at us with suspicion as we approached and lowered their spears to block our passing.

“I’ve come to speak to your king and the Council of Four,” I told them as I drew out King Obragar’s letter. “I am Sir Ethan, knight of Whitespire, sent on an urgent mission for the king.”

The guard studied the scroll and its wax seal for a moment and then nodded and motioned in silence for me to follow. Two more guards fell in behind Arieste, Irenya, and me as we entered the palace behind the first guard, and the redhead gave one of them a glare when he stepped too close to her.

The interior of the palace was much less forbidding than the exterior. Colorful paintings of birds, trees, flowers, and pastoral scenes hung next to bright woven tapestries. Ornamental urns, vases, and other pottery in every conceivable shade adorned wooden tables and shelves along the walls. The carpets beneath our feet were a rich velvet that showed none of the signs of age or wear I’d seen in Whitespire. The people of Windwall might be eternally at war with Emroth, but their economy hadn’t suffered for it.

Instead of the grand halls and high-vaulted ceilings common in Whitespire, every room in this stone building was compact and low. It was almost like the architects that designed the building wanted to make use of every nook and cranny, with not an inch of wasted space.

The guard led us through long, perfectly straight hallways, up a flight of blue-tiled stairs, and into what looked like a waiting room. It was small and sparsely decorated, with about a dozen stiff-backed chairs lining the walls of the chamber.

“Wait here,” the first guard told me, then spun on his heel to stride from the room. The other two guards remained to watch us. Their stances looked relaxed and their hands hung by their sides, but I could see by the tension in their posture that they were fully alert.

After the long walk, I was glad to take a seat. Arieste sat on my right, and Irenya took the chair across from me. She gave me a little smile as she crossed her legs gracefully and folded her arms beneath her ample bosom, which only served to accentuate her amazing cleavage.

It took an effort to move my eyes away from the red-haired woman, but the sound of the door opening drew my attention. I stood as another black-armored man entered with the guard that had taken my letter from King Obragar. The newcomer had a single white stripe on the shoulder of his armor, which I took as a marking of his rank in the Blackguard.

“You claim to come from King Obragar of Whitespire?” the man said and waved the still-sealed letter under my nose.

“The letter has his seal,” I replied calmly. I understood he was just doing his job, but I would rather skip all the bureaucracy. “It was signed by his own hand and delivered by his personal messenger.”

“We will see about that,” the guard said. He broke the king’s seal, unrolled the scroll, and scanned its contents. His face revealed nothing as he read, but his eyes flashed up to my face for a moment before returning to the letter. When he finished, he rolled up the scroll and fixed me with a stern gaze. “If this truly is from King Obragar, the Council must hear about this at once.”

“Then let’s go,” I said with a grin. “The more we wait around, the bigger our problem gets.”

After a moment of hesitation, the guard nodded. “Come with me.”

Irenya and Arieste quickly fell into place behind me as I followed the captain from the waiting room. He led us down a long hallway toward a set of double doors, pushed them open, and motioned for us to enter.

“Wait here. I will relay your message to the Council.”

Our two guards followed us into the room and took up position beside the double doors. The ranking officer took our scroll and left the room, no doubt to do as he’d said.

I studied the room as we waited. It was thirty yards wide and fifteen long, the largest space we’d seen in the palace. The room was decorated simply yet tastefully, with carpeted floors, tapestries on the wall, and paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling. A long wooden table and four plush chairs occupied nearly one-third of the room. It seemed so at odds with King Obragar’s lavish throne room, but I realized it had to be the chamber where the Council of Four held court.

A door behind the table opened and three figures strode into the room. The first was a tall broad-shouldered man with a dark ponytail that hung below his waist. He had a clean-shaven face, but his five o’clock shadow, bushy eyebrows, and frowning mouth gave him a very stern demeanor. He took long steps with his back straight as an arrow and his hands clasped behind his back. He carried a sword on his hip with the familiar ease of a man that had spent his life wearing one and his clothing was a military uniform made out of a dark gray cloth.

The next man was as opposite to the first as night and day. His chest and gut hung in flabby folds that strained to break free of his gaudy belted tunic, and his robes were as ornate and colorful as the first man’s were practical. Stains that could only be from food or drink decorated his clothing, and he carried a small ceramic pitcher in one hand.

The third man was thin as a rail, with a narrow face and long fingers that clutched King Obragar’s scroll delicately. He squinted through the spectacles perched on his hooked nose, and his lips pressed into a tight line. He was a bureaucrat if ever I saw one.

I glanced toward the door as the three men took their seats, but I saw no sign of the fourth member of the Council or a man that looked like the king.

“Honored members of the Council,” I began, but the man with the spectacles held up a hand.

“We cannot begin until the People’s Voice arrives,” he said in a nasal, grating voice.

“This again,” snorted the first man, and he threw up his hands in frustration. “As the representatives of the Military, Commerce, and Law in Windwall, we are enough to listen to whatever King Obragar has to say without waiting for Danikel to grace us with his presence.”

“Might I remind you of the Laws of Windwall, Councilor Warrald?” the thin-lipped man replied in a precise tone. “The Council of Four was elected for all sectors of the city to have an equal voice, and—”

“Yes, yes,” Military Councilor Warrald gave a dismissive wave. “We’ve had this lecture enough from you, Enton. We will wait until the People’s Voice is represented. However long that will be,” he muttered.

A tense silence descended over the council chamber. Warrald glowered at Enton, but the Justice Councilor seemed unperturbed by the Military Councilor’s ire. The fat man, no doubt the Commerce Councilor, occupied himself by sipping noisily from the ceramic bottle in his hands. I gritted my teeth and tried to restrain myself from sending a fire blast at him every time he smacked his fat lips.

The door opened to reveal a fourth figure. He wore simple clothing, much like the commoners in the marketplace outside, and I caught a glimpse of grey hair as he turned to shut the door behind him.

“Ah, at last, People’s Councilor Danikel arrives,” Warrold said in a voice barely above a snarl. “About time.”

“Forgive me, councilors, but I was delayed by…”

He trailed off as he saw me, and my jaw dropped as I got a good look at him for the first time.

It was the man whose daughter I’d saved in the market.


[image: ]





Chapter Three

It took the People’s Councilor long seconds before he could speak.

“You?” he asked, and his eyebrows flew up toward his grey hair. “How… what…?”

I blinked to make sure it was him. But there was no mistaking it. The dull-colored robes, his greying hair and beard, and strong features were the same I’d seen as I knelt over his injured daughter in the marketplace.

“You know this man?” asked Warrald.

“Y-Yes,” said People’s Councilor Danikel as he blinked in surprise. “He…he just saved my daughter’s life.”

All three of the seated councilors turned to the older man, shocked.

“This man,” the older man pointed to me, “somehow managed to cauterize a wound that would have killed Jian after our rickshaw collided with another.” His eyes narrowed. “I cannot explain it, but there is no mistake. Jian would have died, if not for him.”

“It was nothing,” I said as I turned to Irenya. “We trained as healers.” That didn’t explain away the use of magic, but I was hoping they’d let it drop with just that.

People’s Councilor Danikel came around the long table toward me, and he clasped my right hand in both of his.

“As I said, I am deeply in your debt. How might the Council of Four help you today?”

The Military Councilor scowled behind Danikel but said nothing as I held out the scroll.

“I am here on a mission for King Obragar of Whitespire,” I told the four men before me. “Your king, King Astralon, wrote to us asking for help with your dragon problem.”

The expressions of all four men grew somber.

“Forgive our deception,” said the People’s Councilor, “but we were the ones that sent the missive in our king’s name. We had no other choice since His Majesty has not returned from his mission to defeat Emroth the Dusky.”

“Is the king dead?” I asked and raised a questioning eyebrow.

“We do not know,” said the prim-faced Justice Councilor. “We are praying to the Three Goddesses for his safe return, but in his absence, we of the Council are left with the duties of running the city.”

The Military Councilor’s face was hard, with no sign of sorrow in his solemn expression. Indeed, there was a strange glint in his eyes, and he didn’t seem too torn up by the fact that the king was missing.

“Very well,” I said. “Then I guess you’re the ones to talk to. The king’s letter should tell you everything you need to know.”

I wasn’t totally sure what the king had written, but I figured he’d give enough information to convince them that I was here to help.

People’s Councilor Danikel handed the scroll to the thin-faced Justice Councilor, who studied it through narrowed eyes. “The crest on the seal appears to be genuine,” Enton said in his nasal voice.

“It was given to me by the King’s personal messenger,” I said.

Enton opened the scroll and read the letter. His lips pinched together in surprise, and a single line wrinkled his smooth forehead. He glanced up at me once with suspicion in his eyes, but I just shrugged, and the man then returned to reading the letter. After he finished, he passed it to the Commerce Councilor.

The fat man let out a little gasp, and a strong-smelling liquor sloshed from his ceramic pitcher as his eyes went wide. Military Councilor Warrald snatched the letter from the pudgy man’s hands and read over it. His expression hardened and suspicion filled his eyes.

“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded as he waved the letter at me. “It is written in King Obragar’s handwriting, but the date is signed this very morning. How is it that you cover five hundred miles from Whitespire to Windwall in the space of a few hours? Over territory belonging to Riamod and Emroth, no less?”

I saw Irenya stiffen beside me, and a small smile played on Arieste’s lips. The tall blonde-haired woman clearly enjoyed seeing Irenya’s discomfort. Riamod had once been Frosdar’s bitter rival, and I guessed those feelings of hate would take longer than a few days to fade.

The older People’s Councilor took the letter from his hands, read it quickly, and glanced up at me.

“Do you know what this says?” he asked.

“Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “The king’s messenger gave me specific instructions to deliver it still sealed.”

People’s Councilor Danikel held the letter out to me, and I read the precise message written by King Obragar,

“With this letter, I, King Obragar of Whitespire, am sending what aid I can to help defend Windwall against the predations of the dragon Emroth. Sir Ethan has done more for Whitespire in the last two weeks than I could have imagined, defeating both Riamod and Frosdar. I trust that he and his secret weapons will provide your city with the same hope he has offered me. And, when Emroth is dealt with, I implore you to consider sending troops to aid in the defense of Whitespire from the combined armies of Curym and Zaddrith.”

“Pretty much says everything it needs to,” I said with a grin as I handed the letter back to the councilor.

Danikel looked me up and down, and his glance went to the two women behind me. For a long moment, no one in the council chamber spoke. Enton’s expression hadn’t changed, but I saw a calculating look in his eyes. Military Councilor Warrald studied me with naked suspicion while the pudgy Commerce Councilor emptied the contents of his ceramic bottle with a gulp.

“Is it true?” asked Danikel after a long moment. “Did you truly defeat Riamod and Frosdar?”

“It is.” I grinned and motioned to Irenya and Arieste. “They are my witnesses.”

“You naughty boy,” Nyvea purred, and I heard her sultry laugh echo in my mind.

“And these ‘secret weapons’ the king speaks of?” asked Warrald. “What sort of tricks can you offer to defeat a dragon?”

“To show you, I’m going to need something bigger than this room.” My grin turned into a huge smile as I gestured to the small council chamber. “Like a lot bigger. An outside courtyard, a grand hall, or something like that.”

The councilors exchanged glances. People’s Councilor Danikel re-read the contents of the letter in his hands, then turned to the others with a shrug.

“If King Obragar’s letter is any indication,” the older man said, “it’s worth letting him at least show us what he can do.”

The Military Councilor’s eyes narrowed, but the Justice Councilor spoke up before he could retort.

“Then come, let us go outside,” the thin-lipped man said as he tucked his book under a slim arm. “The Palace Training Yard should suffice.”

I grinned as I motioned for Danikel to lead the way, then fell into step behind him. I could have simply explained what King Obragar meant in his letter, but sometimes seeing the proof was the more effective option. Besides, I kind of wanted to see how much I could startle Military Councilor Warrald. I’d feel quite proud if I made him pee his pants in fright at seeing a dragon appear right in front of his eyes.

The Councilors led us through several long corridors. Each was pretty much identical to the rest, with only the artwork hanging on the walls changing. Every painting was some variation on flowers, trees, birds, or pastoral scenes, so it seemed that the people of Windwall didn’t put a lot of stock in interior decorating.

The corridor we were walking down ended in a set of double doors, and the two guards on duty there saluted as we passed. I hadn’t realized how dim the lamp-lit interior really was until we stepped outside and I had to squint at the brightness of the sunlight. My eyes quickly adjusted as I followed the Councilors down a set of black stone stairs toward a broad empty expanse that could only be the training yard.

The space was easily the size of two football fields, surrounded by more walls of the same black stone. I realized the wall on the far side of the yard was the rear of the Windwall that faced the canyon. Two stone buildings stood at the right and left side of the yard, and the men moving in and out hinted at some sort of barracks or quarters for the soldiers.

Half of the yard was occupied by a group of two or three hundred men going through martial arts drills. They moved in perfect unison and shouted “Kiai!” with each punch or kick. They wore the same black scale mail of the guards at the front gate and manning the walls, and each carried a pair of long curved short swords that looked like a cross between a Japanese katana and a Chinese dao.

“Well?” demanded Military Councilor Warrald after we reached the unoccupied half of the training yard. “Let’s see what makes you so valuable to King Obragar.”

I saw the eagerness in Irenya’s eyes, but I motioned for Arieste to come with me, and we walked twenty yards away from where the councilors stood waiting expectantly.

“Are you sure this is wise?” Arieste asked as her forehead furrowed in concern. “If you reveal our presence now, it could put us in danger.”

“With King Obragar’s letter, it’ll be clear that I’m here to help,” I said with a confident smile. “Once they see that we’ve got two dragons on our side, they’ll be more than happy to point me at Emroth. We can deal with her quickly and get back to Whitespire in time to help Sir Galfred train the army.”

After a moment, Arieste nodded. “I trust you, Ethan.”

I couldn’t help watching as she removed her cloak, belt, and cotton dress until she stood in front of me in the simple cloth shift I’d found her in. Nyvea filled my head with images of passion that proved surprisingly difficult to ignore, but I did force them out of my mind and took the blonde woman’s hand. I squeezed it as I placed the transparent gemstone in her palm, and the hesitance left her eyes. She lifted my hand in hers as she set the gemstone against her forehead.

“Do it,” she breathed.

“Yes, Ethan,” Nyvea purred. “Give it to her.”

I chuckled at Nyvea’s antics as I closed my eyes and reached for the ice magic within me. The power hit me with the force of an icy river, but I’d grown a bit more used to the sensation now. It was getting to be much easier to channel the magic through my fingertips and into the gemstone each time I did it. The stone pulled the power out of me in a rush that set my legs and arms trembling. It felt awesome, but totally weird at the same time.

I heard gasps of fright and shouts of alarm as I opened my eyes. The Council of Four had taken an involuntary step backward. The pudgy Council of Commerce and the rail-thin Enton had gone pale, but Warrald drew his swords.

“What foul treachery is this?” the Military Councilor cried as he prepared to charge.

“Wait!” People’s Councilor Danikel cried and put a hand on Warrald’s shoulder. The older man’s face was pinched not in suspicion or fear, but curiosity. “This… I have read of this.”

He took a hesitant step toward Arieste and held out a hand. Arieste glanced at me, and I nodded. With a grin that bared her razor-sharp fangs, the dragon dipped her head close enough for the People’s Councilor to touch. He let out a little gasp but didn’t flinch back. Instead, he ran a hand over Arieste’s snow-white scales.

“Incredible!” he breathed. His eyes flashed to where I stood. “You summoned the dragon?”

“In a sense,” I said as I walked over to him.

“You have the power of the old wizards!” Danikel cried out and bent forward in a deep bow.

I heard the clatter of armor and turned to find all two hundred and some men that had been training nearby charging toward us with their swords held high. Yet at the sight of the bowing People’s Councilor, they slowed and their expressions filled with confusion.

“I don’t know anything about old wizards,” I said, “but maybe you should call your men off before they make my friend do something you’ll regret.” I might be here on a mission of peace, but I wouldn’t let anyone hurt the platinum-blonde woman. As Nyvea had told me before, “Harm the dragon, harm the woman.”

Danikel straightened quickly and turned to Warrald. “Tell them to stand down, Councilor.”

“I don’t take orders from you,” the Military Councilor said with a scowl. His eyes flashed between Arieste and me, and I could see his suspicion had deepened to something closer to fear at this latest development.

“Listen,” I told him, “I get that your instinct is to be afraid of these dragons, but—”

“I fear nothing!” Warrald snapped.

“But, if you don’t call them off,” I continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “I can’t guarantee that she won’t defend herself. And trust me, you don’t want that.”

To emphasize my words, Arieste snapped out her wings to their full fifty-foot span and let out a roar at the charging men.

Warrald had nearly stumbled backward, and he scrambled to recover his dignity.

“Stand down!” he shouted to the black-armored men.

“General?” asked a man with two white stripes on his shoulder. I guessed he was a captain or ranking officer of some sort.

“Stand down,” Warrald repeated. “The dragon is--”

“The dragon is an ally,” I told them. To illustrate my point, I climbed up onto Arieste’s back and waved cheerily at the men. “We’re here to kick Emroth’s ass for you.”

The men exchanged wide-eyed glances and began whispering among themselves. After a minute of intense scrutiny, the captain that had spoken nodded and turned away from the dragon.

“You heard the General, men,” he snapped. “Back to training!”

Armor clattered as the two hundred men jogged back to the far end of the yard to resume their martial arts drills.

“By the Goddesses!” Danikel breathed as I hopped down from Arieste’s back. “After all this time, how is it possible? How can you wield the power to control dragons as the wizards of old once did?”

I didn’t quite know how to explain that one. They probably had enough to wrap their minds around without trying to understand that I’d been summoned from another world and given magical tattoos with special abilities that were activated by the gemstones that gave dragons their powers.

“It’s a long story,” I said with a shrug. “But one we don’t have time for right now. We’ve got more important things to deal with, like getting rid of Emroth and getting your army to Whitespire to help us fight off Curym and Zaddrith.”

“There is no army,” Danikel said with a shake of his head. “These, and the men holding the wall are all that remain to us.”

“You shouldn’t be speaking such things aloud,” Warrald said as his face deepened into a scowl. “Windwall is not defenseless.”

“The Blackguards hold the wall, true,” Danikel told the Military Councilor with a nod of his head, “but after our last defeat, we lack the manpower to send anyone anywhere.”

My heart sank. I’d come all this way not only to deal with Emroth but to bring much-needed help for Whitespire. But if Windwall had no men to spare, we were in serious trouble.

“What happened to the army?” I asked.

Warrald’s spine went rigid and his expression became blank as the stone walls.

“Emroth happened,” People’s Councilor Danikel said with a sad sigh. “The dragon is far craftier than the rest of its kind. It hides from our sight, sending its minions in endless droves to attack our walls. Some of us--” he shot a sidelong glance at the Military Councilor, “advised the king that it was better to hunt Emroth down in its lair, despite counsel to the contrary. And now, our armies lie dead in the rocky canyons which the black dragon calls home and our king is missing. We have enough men to hold the walls, but we are fighting a defensive battle.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you have me now.” I gave him my most charming grin. “Like I said, I’m here to kick Emroth’s ass for you. And I’ve brought along my secret weapons.”

“Weapons?” Danikel emphasized the plural as he glanced up at Arieste, then his eyes went wide. He whirled around to stare at Irenya. “You have two dragons?”

“Damn right I do,” I said.

My grin widened as I caught Warrald’s eyes going wide, and the Military Councilor took a step back from the red-haired woman. The thin-lipped Enton seemed too stunned to do more than gape, and the pudgy Commerce Councilor was too heavy to move.

“So,” I told them with a confident grin, “if you can just point me in the direction of Emroth, I can get on with my business.”

“That might prove more difficult than you think.” Danikel spoke in a quiet voice and his expression turned grave. “We have yet to lay eyes on the dragon.”

“Say what now?” The words burst from my mouth before I could stop them.

“Emroth is, well, invisible,” Warrald said with a sour expression.

“Not invisible,” Irenya put in. “Camouflaged.”

All eyes went to the red-haired woman. She seemed to welcome the attention, and she drew herself up to all five and a half feet of her full height as she continued.

“Emroth’s ability is unique even among dragons,” she said. “When she was first created centuries ago, she was smaller than the rest of us. Her scales are thinner and weaker, her wings too small for her to fly. But her magic enables her to blend in with her surroundings.”

I had a mental image of the active camouflage technology worn by the Predator from those old sci-fi action movies, but no one here would get the reference.

“Like a gecko?” I asked instead.

“I do not know what a gecko is,” Irenya said in an irritated tone, “but I know that Emroth can adapt the color of her scales according to her surroundings. Down in the canyons, she is as invisible in broad daylight as in the darkest night. She uses that ability to her advantage. She stalks her prey, hiding until she can pounce from behind and bring them down. It is the reason why I only went to war with her once.”

My eyes widened at her words. The people of Whitespire had been so terrified of Riamod, and even Arieste had shown fear of the fire dragon. Yet to hear that the black dragon Emroth made Riamod hesitate sent a hint of nervousness thrumming through me.

“You went to war with Emroth?” Danikel seemed to be struggling to absorb the information Irenya rattled off so casually.

Warrald’s hand hadn’t left his sword, and he stared at the red-haired woman beside me with a healthy dose of suspicion and fear, and even the pudgy Councilor of Commerce had abandoned his bottle to listen to Irenya speak.

“Yes,” Irenya said in the same casual tone. “She was encroaching on my territory, and her minions were wreaking havoc among the fire goblin tribes along her borders. Eventually, I’d had enough, so I went after her. I turned thousands of her ghoulins to ash, but I never saw her. She was too cowardly to face me.”

“I suppose that explains why our forefathers built Windwall’s defenses as they did,” Danikel said with a pensive expression. “They were meant to keep Emroth and her minions penned down in the canyons.”

“Precisely.” Irenya nodded, and her red curls waved. “Emroth would never climb up onto the cliffs where she would be visible against the skyline. Her scales only adapt to the land around her, but she cannot mimic the sky overhead. Thus, she stays below and out of sight.”

“Sending her minions to attack us in endless waves,” Danikel said with a sigh, and his expression grew sad. “For centuries, her ghoulins have plagued our walls and forced us to expend all our resources on defense. Too many of our young men and women have died defending the Windwall against Emroth’s creatures. If there were a chance to put an end to Emroth, I would welcome it, no matter what form it comes in.” He cast a pointed glance up at Arieste.

“We’re going to do whatever we can to get rid of Emroth,” I told him. “On this, you have my word as Sir Ethan Dragonrider.”

His eyebrows rose. “Dragonrider?”

“How else do you think I got to Windwall from Whitespire in just one morning?” I said with a grin.

“So, it was you that my men fired at?” Warrald asked as if finding his voice for the first time. “I thought they were delusional when they spoke of a white dragon. Frosdar…” He swallowed as he looked at the huge dragon behind me. “… has never ventured this far northeast.”

“I had no need,” Arieste growled in a booming dragon voice. “My land had all I required.”

“And,” Irenya added with a wicked grin, “she knew better than to piss off Riamod.”

An angry rumble echoed from Arieste’s throat, and her pale blue eyes glared daggers at the shorter red-haired woman. I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know Arieste was dangerously close to sinking her fangs into Irenya’s skin.

“Arieste, time to return to human form,” I told her quickly. The last thing I needed was my two dragons fighting each other when we had bigger problems to deal with.

Arieste hesitated and her eyes locked on Irenya. The red-haired woman’s smile hadn’t wavered, and there was strength in her posture as she stared down the huge dragon in front of her. The two were locked in a battle of wills, and I had no desire to find out who would win.

“Arieste!” I said in a commanding tone.

With a low growl at Irenya, Arieste turned her dragon head toward me and lowered it so I could touch the gemstone in her forehead. Icy needles stabbed into the tattoo on my left bicep as I pulled the magic out of Arieste’s dragon body and back into myself. When I opened my eyes, I found a fully human Arieste standing in front of me.

She stood straight and held her head high despite her lack of clothing. I handed Arieste her white dress, and then I turned to the Council of Four. Surprise and awe etched their faces, but Warrald’s expression was tinged with that same mistrust. The four councilors turned and began speaking in quiet voices amongst each other.

At that moment, the sound of a massive horn split the air of the training yard. A single blast echoed across the city, followed by two more in quick succession.

In an instant, Warrald broke free of the cluster of Councilors and rushed toward the Windwall at the far side of the training yard.

“Goddesses have mercy!” breathed Danikel. He touched the three middle fingers of his right hand to his forehead and his heart, similar to the way religious people back home crossed themselves.

“What’s going on?” asked Arieste, who had dressed and rejoined us.

“The ghoulins,” said the People’s Councilor. His face had gone ashen. “They’re about to scale the wall!”

I sprinted after Warrald and followed him toward a staircase set into the rear of the Windwall. The stairs rose for two stories, then let onto a broad flat platform that was twenty yards wide and fifty long. Five men with white stripes on the shoulders of their armor saluted as the Military Councilor arrived, but Warrald ignored them to race across the platform and peer out over the edge of the Windwall.

“Goddesses,” he growled and made the same sign Danikel had.

“They’re coming hard, sir,” said one of the captains behind him.

“Any estimation of their numbers?” Warrald asked without taking his eyes from the scene below.

“Ten, eleven thousand, I’d say,” replied the same captain.

I couldn’t help a momentary twinge of fear as I joined Warrald at the edge of the Windwall. There was a waist-high stone railing, but my head spun as I looked down. The vertical drop below was at least three hundred yards. If I fell, I’d fall for a long, long time.

But I wouldn’t hit the rocky ground, not right now. Instead, I’d crash atop the thousands of ghoulin forms surging up the wall.

The ghoulins weren’t climbing the wall but were literally piling up atop each other to make a horrifying pyramid of sagging flesh, exposed bone, and razor-sharp teeth and claws. The entire floor of the canyon was covered with the creatures. They surged toward the base of the Windwall as if driven by cracking whips. There had to be two or three times as many as there had been earlier when we’d flown over them. Oddly enough, none of them were trying to climb the cliffs. It was as if Emroth’s will hurled them directly at the Windwall like a tidal wave of death.

I scanned the canyon floor but could see no sign of the dragon. No wonder the army of Windwall hadn’t been able to find her. If she could somehow hide from my magical senses, how could their physical eyes be any more effective?

The horns sounded again, and I felt the fear of the men around me like a low hum through the ground. They could see the pyramid of ghoulins growing taller, and could hear the gurgling cries getting louder. No one had to tell them what would happen if the ghoulins got over the wall.

A new horn sounded, higher in pitch and echoing with a strong note of determination. I heard the rumbling of metal on stone and saw two huge holes appearing in the wall far below me. Black oil oozed from those holes and dripped down toward the climbing ghoulins, and the creatures’ grunts grew more frenzied as the thick liquid stuck to them. The high-pitched horn blew again, and two smaller holes opened just above the first two. Then black-armored guards dropped flaming balls of pitch atop the climbing ghoulins.

The fiery pitch splashed onto the creatures, then a pillar of orange burst outward as the flames caught the dark oil. The stink of charred flesh billowed up toward me on the columns of grey smoke rising from the burning bodies. The ghoulins screamed and cried out, and the pyramid of bodies collapsed.

I heard a little gasp beside me and turned to see Arieste looking down at the scene of destruction. Her face was paler than usual, her lip curled up in disdain. “We have to do something to help,” she told me.

“I want to, but I won’t risk you getting hit by one of those bolts.” I pointed at the ballista which was keeping up a steady rate of fire. I turned and addressed the Military Councilor. “But if your men will hold their fire, my dragon and I can--”

“We can handle ourselves, Dragonrider,” said Warrald, and there was a note of scorn in his voice. “The army of Windwall, my army, has withstood Emroth’s minions for centuries. Do not think your arrival suddenly means that our city is in need of your assistance.”

“In King Astralon’s message, he said--”

“I know what Danikel and Enton put in that message,” Warrald snapped. “They know nothing about holding the Windwall. With the nearly three thousand Blackguards remaining in the city, we are more than capable of holding strong. We are not in danger of being overrun, despite what those men may say.”

I gritted my teeth and fought hard to suppress the urge to punch his smug face.

“Come to think of it, it might be best if you went inside,” Warrald said. “I will not have you at risk.” His tone and the sneer on his face told me just how much he cared about my safety.

I was about to retort, but my heart stopped as I saw one of the piles of ghoulins untouched by fire. The flaming balls had to have missed the oil, and a huge mound of monsters was climbing right toward one of the openings in the wall.

They would reach it in seconds and the Windwall would be breached.
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Chapter Four

The men on the wall below had seconds before the ghoulins reached the opening and attacked them. The monsters’ gurgling growls grew louder as the first of the shambling, corpse-like figures clambered onto the opening.

Fuck that. No way I was going to let that happen.

I reached into the well of fire magic within me and tapped into the power. Magma surged into my veins with the force of a blazing river, and I pulled it from deep inside my body, through my arms, and toward my hand. In the space of a single heartbeat, I had enough magic to send a twenty-foot pillar of fire like I’d done from Arieste’s back.

But forty feet was nowhere near enough to reach the monsters two hundred feet below me. Instead of hurling a giant pillar of flame, I poured the magic from my fingers in a long stream straight downward. I kept pushing the thread of flame farther while using every shred of power I could summon to keep it from blowing out in the shrieking wind.

I had to get that tiny tongue of fire to the ghoulins, or a lot of people were going to die.

The creature at the top of the pile burst into flame, and the ghoulin shrieked and cried out as its claws still gripped the edge of the opening into the Windwall. Even as the stream of magic ran out, the fire caught on the thick oil the Blackguard dumped onto the ghoulins. The entire pyramid of horrific bodies was engulfed in searing flames and collapsed into a mass of writhing, screaming monsters.

“Yes!” I shouted and pumped my fist in the air. “That’s how you kick monster ass!”

The Blackguards around me seemed stunned, but one look at their grim expressions made it clear the assault had just begun.

“You’re welcome for saving your ass,” I said to Warrald.

Warrald snorted, and his spine went rigid as if someone had shoved a stick way too far up his rear. “We can manage the defenses of Windwall as we have for centuries without your help.”

I ignored his scowl, and I turned back to watch the battle with the ghoulins.

“Throw him over the wall!” Nyvea insisted. “No one treats you that way, hero.”

“That wouldn’t be very heroic of me,” I told Nyvea in my mind.

“Everyone will thank you for it. The man needs an attitude readjustment at the least.”

“You’re not wrong there,” I thought with a grin.

“Sound for the archers!” Warrald shouted. A moment later, a second horn blew, and an entire section of the Windwall rumbled open about a hundred feet beneath where I stood. I saw a forest of steel-tipped arrows poke from the opening as the archers took aim, and the shafts let out a piercing whistle as they sped down the wall at the ghoulins, and the creatures that had scuttled backward to evade the burning bodies were scythed down by the arrows.

Again and again the archers loosed, and more ghoulins fell with every volley. Yet a hundred archers could only make a small dent in the overwhelming number of creatures. Fewer than one in every fifteen fell to the flames and arrows.

And I imagined that the army of Windwall didn’t have unlimited arrows.

“They’re regrouping, sir,” one of the captains cried.

“I can see that,” Warrald snapped. “Get the boulders ready.”

A third horn sounded like a military bugle. This time, the openings in the Windwall were taller than wide, and with metal rims. I heard a great rumbling like thunder, then a dozen enormous boulders slid out of the holes like laundry thrown down a chute. Stones that had to weigh easily two or three tons plummeted toward the mass of ghoulins. A few cried out and managed to retreat, but most simply died beneath the crushing weight. I counted nearly fifty boulders before the last stone fell and the holes in the Windwall closed.

The ghoulins had taken heavy losses, at least two or three thousand. But the creatures seemed unafraid of the fire, the falling stones, or the hail of arrows. My gut clenched as I saw the horrifying monsters begin to form the pyramid of bodies once more.

“Ready ballista!” Warrald cried.

Heavy boots thumped on the stone all around me as men raced toward the two ballistae on the edges of the platform. A glance to my right and left revealed fully twenty of the enormous crossbow-looking ballista perched at intervals along the length of the Windwall. All but three of them were angled straight downward.

My jaw dropped as three soldiers ran past carrying what looked like a fifteen-foot spear. It was at least six inches thick, with a wicked looking barbed metal head. The soldiers fitted the bolt into the ballista and secured it with a special strap that kept it from sliding out as they tilted the weapon downward. They didn’t hesitate or bother to aim before yanking on the lever.

The arms of the ballista snapped out, and the bolt hurtled downward to punch through a pile of ghoulins. Immediately, two soldiers set to work on the winch that wound up the ballista while three more men hurried toward the weapon with another bolt.

The two winding the winch had the ballista ready to fire before the bolt was delivered, and a third man helped them raise it to fire, then lower it to reload. The bolts were waiting for them when they had finished preparing the ballista. Clearly, the army of Windwall knew their business.

I peered over the wall at the mass of bodies below. Arrows littered the rocky ground like grass, and the long ballista bolts stood out like spindly trees. It had taken as many as two or three arrows to bring down the ghoulins, but the ballista killed four or five at a time. One bolt plowed through a forty-foot pyramid of ghoulins and ripped terrible destruction through twenty or more bodies.

“Archers!” Warrald cried again, and the high-pitched horn sounded a moment later. The archers appeared in the hole in the Windwall to rain their arrows down at the mass of creatures. The ghoulins died by the hundreds, and though many more came on, the ferocity of their attack seemed to have died down.

“Come,” I said as I held out an arm to Arieste and Irenya, “It looks like the Councilor here won’t need us to bail his ass out again.”

Warrald’s jaw muscles worked, and he seemed to be struggling to control his temper. “Captain Daxos,” he said in a tight voice, “escort Sir Ethan and his companions to the palace.”

“Yes, General!” The captain, a tall man with a soldier’s broad frame, strong arms, and upright posture, saluted. He turned to us, and I saw a hint of apology in his eyes as he motioned toward the staircase. “If you will accompany me, I will be happy to show you the way.”

“Why thank you, captain,” I said, then gave the Military Councilor a mocking bow before following Captain Daxos down the stairs. If Warrald thought he could order me around, he’d have another thing coming.

“How often do the ghoulins attack?” I asked Captain Daxos once we reached the ground level and were walking across the training yard.

“They test our walls every day,” Captain Daxos replied with a shake of his head. “But rarely this many. Usually no more than two or three thousand.”

The way he said that sounded so casual as if facing an enemy that numbered in the thousands was just another day at the office for him.

“So why do you think they’re attacking in force?” I asked. “What changed?”

“I do not know,” Captain Daxos said after a moment of hesitation. “Perhaps Emroth believes our defenses weakened by the loss of our army. Perhaps something else.” He shot a pointed glance at me.

I understood his meaning. Riamod had attacked Whitespire because it sensed the presence of Frosdar’s magic. If Emroth sensed the magic of both Riamod and Frosdar in the same place, there was little doubt she would feel threatened by the possibility of the two dragons working together to invade her territory. She would have seen Arieste flying over the mountains so had probably chosen to attack in the hope of defeating both enemies at once. Even a dragon could be brought down by a horde of ghoulins.

“And are the defenses weakened?” I asked to change the subject. “They certainly looked like they could handle the ghoulin attack.”

“This attack, for certain.” Captain Daxos’s expression grew pensive. “But how many more, that remains to be seen. Our supplies are not without limit. We can harvest enough stone boulders from the city itself, but the oil and pitch must be brought with great effort from Zaddrith’s land to the west. The wood for the arrows and ballista bolts as well. Even if not a single Windwall soldier falls today, this attack will do serious damage. We are reaching the end of our resources.”

“Well, that’s why I’m here!” I said with a grin. “I’ve come to take care of your dragon problem.”

“By bringing one of your own?” the captain asked. “I saw how you transformed the woman in white in the training yard. That is old magic, the sort once used by the mighty wizards of Windwall.”

That was the third time I’d heard mention of wizards since coming here. Yet in the few weeks that I’d been on Iriador, I had seen no sign of human magic of any sort. According to Nyvea, humans were incapable of using magic.

“Is she a dragon, too?” Captain Daxos asked as he cast a hesitant glance at Irenya.

“Yes,” I said with a nod, “but like Arieste, she’s on my side. Isn’t that right, Irenya?”

“You know it,” the woman replied. She gave me a little teasing grin, but I saw a hard edge in her eyes.

“The Council of Four will be discussing how best you can aid in the defense of Windwall,” Captain Daxos started, “but—”

“We’re not here to play defense,” I told him. “We’re here to take down Emroth. From what I’ve seen, you guys can handle the wall well enough, at least long enough until we kick that black dragon’s ass.”

“Indeed?” Captain Daxos’ eyebrows rose in surprise. “Well, I trust the Council will see that you have everything you need.”

He stopped as we reached the entrance to the black stone palace. Instead of leading us inside, he stepped back and gave a little bow.

“I must leave you here, Sir Ethan and companions. My duty is on the Windwall.” He grabbed a passing servant and gave instructions for him to take us to the council chamber.

“Goddesses smile on the three of you.” With that, he turned on his heel and ran back toward the Windwall.

I watched him go for a long moment before following the servant inside. Captain Daxos reminded me a lot of Boscoe, one of my fellow truckmates back at Station 52. The memory brought a little twinge of homesickness. Not for the first time, I found myself missing life back home in Chicago. Here there was action and adventure aplenty, but man, I really missed things like hot running water and Chicago-style deep dish pizza.

I pushed the feelings down deep inside myself as the servant led us through the corridors and back to the council chamber. The older man, People’s Councilor Danikel, sat talking with the thin-lipped Enton. Their faces revealed their worry, no doubt at the threat of the ghoulins.

“How fares the battle?” the People’s Councilor asked.

“Seems like Warrald’s got it under control,” I said with a shrug.

“Thank the Goddesses.” Danikel made that little three-fingered gesture and stood. “So, tell me, Sir Ethan Dragonrider, how do you plan to deal with Emroth?”

I opened my mouth to answer but hesitated. The discovery that the black dragon was invisible had thrown a bit of a monkey wrench into my plans to fly Arieste and Irenya to her lair. Emroth could be pretty damned hard to track, so I’d have to find another way of doing it. The problem was that no solution had occurred to me in the last few minutes.

“To be honest, I hadn’t figured that part out.” I sighed as I sat. “When I first saw the ghoulins attacking the wall, I thought I could just fly my dragons down there and kill as many of them as we could. But that’s really only a temporary fix for the real problem.” I glanced at Irenya. “Emroth can keep making more, right?”

“Indeed,” Irenya nodded. “I do not know how, but her abilities to create more minions far exceeded mine.”

“How exactly do you create more minions?” I asked.

“In truth, there is very little that I did to create more.” Irenya’s face scrunched up in concentration. “When I needed more, I simply had to return a portion of my magic to the altar in my lair. The more magic I returned, the more minions I created, but the more it drained me.”

“It was the same for me,” Arieste added. “If I created too many at once, it left me too tired to do more than sleep. So, I was careful only to create them in small batches.”

“And how did you decide what kind of creatures to create?” I asked. “Like why fire goblins or ice wolves?”

“We didn’t decide,” Arieste said with a shrug. “Just as our magic shaped the land we dominated, so too the magic shaped the creatures it inhabited.”

My mind whirled at this new revelation. I had sensed the magic within the fire goblins, rock trolls, and Snow Killers I’d encountered, but it still surprised me that the magic had chosen their shape. Even more, the magic of the altars changed the terrain around it. Was it possible that Riamod’s fire-blasted land hadn’t been the result of her wreaking destruction? Had Frosdar’s land of ice once been covered in green plant life before the magic twisted it? The memory of the petrified trees on the border between Riamod’s land and the forest returned. Was magic destroying the land?

“Anyways,” I said to Danikel, “as I was saying, dealing with Emroth’s minions is just like putting a Band-Aid-- er, a bandage over a gaping chest wound. We’ve got to get rid of Emroth for good to make sure Windwall is safe.” Once the threat of Emroth and her ghoulins had been dealt with, the Council would be far more likely to accept King Obragar’s request to send aid. Now, if only I could figure out how to find an invisible dragon.

“Imagine how bad-ass you’d be once you have her power!” Nyvea whispered in my mind. “You’d be able to sneak into the princess’s chambers every night.”

I tried not to blush as Nyvea filled my head with images of Princess Selene and our bedroom antics from the previous night.

“That’s not what I’d use the power for,” I told her. “Well, not only for that. Just think of how easy it would be to sneak up on the dragons, destroy their altars, and steal their powers. I’d be able to finish Barodan’s mission way faster.”

“Then you’d better come up with a plan quickly,” Nyvea told me. “If you can’t sense Emroth, you can’t track her back to her lair and find the altar.”

“I know, which is why I’m talking to you. Don’t you have anything helpful to add?” I asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be my guide?”

“The sky is up, and the ground is down. You are handsome and should have more sex with the two beautiful women that accompany you. There, I’ve guided you.”

“Thanks,” I said with a chuckle as I shook my head.

“Something amusing, Sir Ethan?” Danikel asked.

I winced as I realized I must look a bit foolish laughing to myself.

“I was just thinking about how awesome it will look to have Emroth’s head mounted on the wall behind the council table.”

“Ooh, quick thinking!” Nyvea mocked.

“A pleasant thought indeed,” Danikel said with a nod.

“Sadly, they’re going to be disappointed when you bring her into your harem of gorgeous dragon women instead. Of course, I won’t be disappointed.”

I ignored Nyvea’s voice and wiped the smile from my face.

“If I may be so bold, Sir Ethan,” the grey-haired People’s Councilor said in a hesitant voice, “perhaps I may have a solution.”

“I’m all ears,” I told him. “If you’ve got something that’ll make kicking Emroth’s ass easier, I’m game.”

Danikel hesitated a moment and shot a glance at Enton, who gave him an encouraging nod that nearly knocked the spectacles off his hooked nose.

“Many do not know this, but the city of Windwall was actually built atop another city,” Danikel spoke in a solemn tone. “An ancient city known as Ironfast for the vast iron deposits it contained. Our ancestors built the city deep into the mountain as a refuge from the first dragons to appear on Iriador. A maze of narrow caves, tunnels, and underground dwellings hid us from their senses and kept their minions at bay. There we prospered, growing strong in numbers.”

He drew in a deep breath before continuing. “The first human wizards of Iriador were also born to the people of Ironfast. Though we do not know how, they found a way to tap into the magic flowing through the world and shape it to their will. They forged many mighty weapons, weapons powerful enough to destroy not only the dragon’s minions, but the great wyrms themselves.”

Both of the women stiffened behind me.

“But one day, a foul creature appeared in Ironfast. Where it came from or what it was, no one knew, but it quickly became clear to the ruling council that they could not defeat it. Even the wizards’ magic could only slow it down. They named it Vozaath, a demon, and warned our ancestors to flee the safety of Ironfast. The last surviving wizards remained behind to face Vozaath. In the case that they failed to defeat it, they prepared a final defense: a door which could only be opened by magic from the outside.”

Danikel’s expression darkened. “No written accounts remain of what happened after our people fled Ironfast, but stories have been passed down through the generations of the terrible tremors that shook the earth. One story even mentions hearing faint pounding on the stone of that magical door. The demon seeking in vain to break free.”

“That sounds pretty grim,” I said. “But what does it have to do with Emroth?”

“Within the city of Ironfast are all the relics of the wizards, including their magical weapons and other enchanted items they made.”

That got my attention. “Any idea what kind of items there are?”

“More than an idea,” put in Enton. He stood and placed a cloth-bound object gently on the table before him. He peeled back the cloth to reveal a book, its leather wrapping cracked and its pages yellowed by age. With gentle hands, he opened the volume to a page marked by an equally ancient ribbon. “We have a complete inventory.”

“This book alone survived the exodus from Ironfast.” Danikel thrust a finger at the book. “It was written by one of the under-wizards, a young man by the name of Qin Shun. He was the archivist responsible for cataloguing all the enchanted items, along with their uses and abilities.”

Excitement coursed through me. I so badly wanted to get my hands on that book and see what sort of awesome loot was locked away in the city below, but the way Enton hovered protectively over the book made it clear the Justice Councilor would kill before he let anything happen to it.

“In the book, there is mention of a Circlet of Darksight,” Enton said in his nasal voice. “The wizards crafted it to help them see any creatures living in the deep, dark places beneath the mountains. They were firm believers in preserving the natural habitats of the beasts they encountered.”

“According to the book of Qin Shun, the Circlet of Darksight uses a sort of fire magic that allows its wearer to see not the physical form of the creatures, but the heat their bodies generate.”

My eyes flew wide. The Circlet of Darksight sounded like a magical version of the Forward looking infrared, or FLIR, cameras I’d trained with at the Academy. If I could get my hands on that Circlet, it would be a cinch to find Emroth. Such a huge dragon would let off a great deal of body heat. I could just fly Arieste over the mountains, and its camouflage magic would be utterly useless.

“You’re seriously considering this, aren’t you?” Nyvea asked in my thoughts.

“It sounds like the perfect plan,” I thought back at her.

“Minus the whole magic-proof demon, of course.”

“How long ago did your people leave Ironfast?” I asked Danikel.

The older People’s Councilor exchanged a questioning glance with Enton. “Six, seven hundred years ago, I believe.”

The narrow-faced Justice Councilor nodded.

“You’re thinking the demon’s probably dead by now?” Nyvea asked.

“You know me so well,” I said. “If it doesn’t have anything to feed on down there, it had to have starved to death. Every living thing has to eat or die.”

“I love how crazy you are, handsome,” Nyvea purred. “It’s what makes you so much fun to be around. I never know what adventure you’re going to throw us into next.”

I could tell by the tone of her voice that she agreed with the plan. It might be crazy, but it was the best option. I was about to open my mouth to speak when I realized that there were two more people I should talk to first.

I turned to face Irenya and Arieste.

“What do you think of the plan?” I asked. They had both sworn to serve me, so it wasn’t like I needed their approval, but they were my friends, and if we were going to head deep underground to face a demon, I thought it would be better that they were in favor of the plan.

Arieste had gone a little pale, but she nodded. “I agree that it is a good option.”

“If it helps us find and deal with Emroth,” Irenya added, “I’m up for a jaunt into an ancient city to face an unstoppable demon.”

I couldn’t help chuckling. I liked the fire in Irenya that was so at odds with Arieste’s reserved demeanor.

“Hell yeah, team.” I turned to Danikel with a grin. “Show me the magic door I’ve got to break open.”
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Chapter Five

“You do understand the risk you are taking by entering Ironfast, correct?” People’s Councilor Danikel asked with a nervous expression. “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear—”

“Oh, you made it plenty clear.” I gave him a confident grin. “Door only opens by magic. Lost underground city. Unkillable demon and a treasure no one knows where to find. Sound about right?”

Danikel stared at me as if I was insane. Clearly, he was having a hard time believing I’d accept the idea so readily.

“Look, I know how crazy it sounds, but what other choice is there?” I asked. “If we don’t deal with Emroth, you’re not going to be able to send help to Whitespire, which means that Curym and Zaddrith are going to wipe them out. I’d take on a demon any day if it gives us a chance to win. And winning is what it’s all about, right? You can’t keep fighting a defensive battle, or else you’ll lose. After what happened to your army, this is the only way we can take the fight to the dragon.”

“And Vozaath?” asked Danikel. “How will you deal with the demon that not even the oldest wizards could defeat?”

“Why, with my secret weapons, of course!” I motioned to Arieste and Irenya with a grin. “I’m pretty sure dragon beats demon any day of the week.”

“Perhaps,” Danikel said with a nod, though he still had a hesitant expression.

“If you want to help, see if you can find anything I can use to kick the demon’s ass. And,” I added, almost as an afterthought, “where in this lost city we’ll be able to find the Circlet of Darksight. I’d rather not spend weeks wandering around.”

“I can provide that information,” Enton put in. A tight little smile stretched his thin lips. “The Circlet is mentioned with the rest of the magical inventory of the wizards in the Iron Keep. The Iron Keep was the tallest tower in Ironfast, and the magical items should be stored at the top.”

“An underground tower?” I asked. “Seems like kind of an odd combination.”

“You would think so,” Danikel said with a grin, “but Ironfast was built in an enormous subterranean cavern, said to be close to three hundred feet at the highest point.”

“Well, that ought to make things interesting.” Having Arieste and Irenya would make things a lot easier. I could just fly up to the top of the tower, swipe the Circlet and as many other magical items as I could carry, and be out of there in no time.

“As for Vozaath, I fear I can offer you no information of use,” Danikel said with a sigh. He glanced at Enton, who shook his head as well. “If the wizards locked the door behind them, it means they found no way to defeat the demon.”

“That dragon invisibility power would come in handy right now,” Nyvea told me.

“I know. With the ability to camouflage myself, I could sneak through Ironfast and snag the crown without the demon spotting me. It’s a damn shame we’ve got to do this the other way around. A real Catch-22.”

“A what?” Nyvea asked, sounding confused.

“I’ll explain it to you another time.” Of course she wouldn’t get the Earth reference to the paradoxical situation.

“How much do you know about Vozaath?” I asked Danikel.

“Not a great deal,” the Councilor said with a frown. “As I said, this is the only written record to survive the exodus from Ironfast.”

“Perhaps the priestesses can offer information?” Enton put in.

The mention of priestesses got my attention, and I had a mental image of beautiful women wearing flowing, silky white robes.

“Naughty, naughty hero,” Nyvea purred.

“Hey, what can I say? I’ve seen a lot of movies with hot priestesses.”

“You’ll find these aren’t quite like you’re imagining,” she told me.

“An interesting idea.” Danikel’s words snapped me out of the conversation in my head. “Perhaps if we consult with the Servants of the Three, they will have something of value to offer.”

“And no doubt they will want to beseech the Goddesses to aid you in your quest,” Enton added.

I had heard people speak of the Three Goddesses, or simply the Goddesses, but I knew nothing about the religion of the humans here on Iriador. Now seemed a good time to find out.

“Sounds great!” I wasn’t much of a believer, never had been even before I lost my parents in the fire, but I’d welcome any blessing or divine help if it made my quest easier to complete. Barodan’s help in the form of Nyvea and my tattoos had been the only reasons I defeated Frosdar and Riamod. Maybe the Goddesses could offer something equally useful.

“Then I will make the arrangements,” Danikel said with a relieved smile. “You would be welcome to join us for the evening service, then we could speak to the Servants in private once the ceremony is complete.”

“Sure.” The growling of my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten all day.

“How rude of me!” Danikel’s eyes went wide. “Of course, you must want to rest and refresh yourselves from your travels.”

“I don’t know about rest, but I could use a good meal,” I said, and Arieste nodded her agreement.

“A steaming bath for me,” Irenya said. Her eyes flashed to mine, and a hint of an inviting smile played on her lips.

“Of course, of course,” Danikel said. “I will see to it that your desires are met. And I will send someone to escort you to the Goddesses’ Temple for the evening ceremony.”

“Perfect.” I bowed to Danikel and Enton, and they returned the gesture before walking out of the chamber.

True to Danikel’s word, a servant appeared less than a minute later and instructed us to follow him. He led us up to a pair of rooms on the second floor. He motioned for Irenya and Arieste to enter the first, then opened the second door for me to enter.

The room within was small and simple, with a comfortable-looking bed, a small two-person couch, and a low wooden table. The servant closed the door behind me as I dropped my pack onto the bed and tested it. It was a bit stiffer than I liked, but the wool-stuffed pillows were soft enough to make up for it. I lay down with a sigh of delight. Between a lack of sleep the previous night, the hours-long ride on Arieste’s back, the hike to Windwall, the trek through the city, and the meeting with the Council of Four, I was running out of steam. Thankfully, I’d have about an hour to rest before we had to leave for the evening ceremony.

Before I could relax too much, a knock sounded at the door and another servant entered with a tray of food. He set the tray down, bowed, and retreated without a word.

My stomach rumbled as I reached for a piece of rosemary garlic flatbread. It tasted a lot like an aromatic naan and went perfectly with the spicy meat and vegetable sauce. I didn’t touch the brightly colored pickles beside the plate but instead went straight for the steamed green beans. The people of Whitespire ate a lot of meat, and I found I’d been missing green veggies. For dessert, I crunched my way through something that resembled a bright blue nashi pear. A small ceramic bottle of something I discovered was juniper wine washed it all down.

The food made me sleepy, but I caught a whiff of myself and knew there was no way I could attend any sort of fancy formal event smelling like this. I stripped out of my armor, laid it out on the bed, then shed the rest of my clothes. My room had a small bathing chamber, though with a bucket, scoop, and stool instead of a bathtub. Thankfully, the water in the bucket was hot, so I managed a warm, if slightly awkward, shower.

I strode naked from the bathroom and rummaged through my pack to find a clean outfit. I had brought just two changes of clothing, one of which was slightly nicer than the other. The cloth tunic was a deep navy blue, and it went with a pair of black trousers that tucked into the tops of my steel-toed boots.

Back in the Fire Academy, every one of our instructors had emphasized the importance of caring for our gear because our lives depended on it. I spent a few minutes checking the little plates of my scale armor for any sign of damage, then gave the straps and cinches a thorough once-over. Once I was done, I put the armor on the room’s couch since I shouldn’t need to get all suited up for a night at a temple. Then I moved on to the leather gambeson that served as both padding and an added layer of protection. Finally, I checked both the blade and pick sides of my axe

The axe had been factory-sharpened back home, and I’d hardly had any call to use it. The blade was free of nicks and dings, but my battle with the rock trolls had dulled the pick end. I spent a few minutes with the whetstone given me by Master Krastin, Whitespire’s armorer, to sharpen it. If I were going to face a demon, I’d need every possible edge, literally.

A knock sounded at my door, and I set the axe down beside my bed before walking over to open it.

Then I drew in a sharp breath as I caught sight of the figure standing there.

Arieste wore one of the fancy dresses Princess Selene had given her. Though it wasn’t as elegant as the ball gown she’d worn the night we returned to Whitespire, it was wonderfully snug and accentuated her long lean figure. The white dress covered her shoulders but exposed most of her chest and then dipped dangerously low between her rounded breasts. I followed the lines of the hem down, past her shapely hips to her long legs.

“Da-yum!” I breathed.

“Thank you, Ethan,” she said with a little smile, and I noticed a hint of color on her cheeks.

“No, thank you.” I chuckled. “And just when I thought my day couldn’t get any better. I’d say I’m the luckiest man in Windwall.”

As if to emphasize how fortunate I was, Irenya exited her room. She wore a deep green dress that brought out the vivid red of her hair, and it made her tanned skin look even more alluring. The cut of her dress bordered on scandalous, and it hugged her body to showcase her hourglass figure in tantalizing detail. It took all of my willpower not to stare, and her lips curved up into a pleased smile when she saw me appraise her.

A man hurried up the hallway toward us, but I was surprised to see it was Captain Daxos instead of a servant.

“Sir Ethan, I trust you and your companions are ready?” he asked, and I noticed he was having an equally hard time keeping his composure around the two bombshells beside me.

“We are, Captain.” I held an arm out to Arieste. “Shall we?”

She took my arm with a smile, but the smile wavered as I offered my other arm to Irenya.

Captain Daxos gave a little bow. “Then let us depart. The evening ceremony begins within the hour.”

We followed Captain Daxos through the corridors, down the stairs, and, to my surprise, out into the training yard. The soldiers no longer trained, but I saw a steady stream of well-dressed people flocking toward the building on the western side of the yard.

“Is it just me, or is it kind of weird to have a temple right next to a barracks and training facility?” I asked Nyvea.

“Windwall was not built like Whitespire,” she told me. “Instead of erecting buildings of stone and wood atop a flat land, the ancient people carved it from the very stone of the mountain. As they once lived in stone dwellings deep beneath the surface, so, too, they wanted to live in the safety of stone after they were forced to flee. Only stone could protect them from the wrath of the dragons.”

It made sense. I’d seen the damage Riamod’s fire had done to King Obragar’s palace in Whitespire. Against the buildings of solid stone, fire and ice would have little effect.

“Long ago, Riamod once laid claim to the mountains around Windwall,” Nyvea told me, and I couldn’t help shooting a glance at Irenya. “Until Emroth came, and her endless armies of ghoulins and other minions drove back Riamod’s fire goblins, ogres, and rock trolls.”

Once again, I was struck by how odd it was to hear of anything that could stand against the powerhouse that Riamod had been. The people of Whitespire spoke the name with such fear, and even Arieste had said Frosdar was afraid of the fire dragon.

“Emroth must be pretty bad-ass if she pushed Riamod back.”

“Emroth’s strength lies in her cunning,” Nyvea said. “As the red-haired woman said, she never reveals herself to her enemies, but sends her minions to fight in her stead.”

“We’ll have to do something about that,” I told her. “Once we get that Circlet, she’ll have no choice but to fight.”

“Then you can defeat her and take her power. And maybe,” she purred, “turn her into another one of your mistresses.”

“They’re not my mistresses,” I protested as I glanced at the women on my arm.

“Remind me what you and Arieste did the other night?” Nyvea asked, and her sultry laughter echoed in my mind. “She’s totally smitten with you. She said it herself, she’s drawn to you. To your power and to your magical penis.”

I couldn’t help blushing. “Fine, but that doesn’t make her my mistress.”

“She serves you, and you have sex. I fail to see how that doesn’t qualify.”

“It just doesn’t, okay?” I told her. “Back on Earth, we have a different way of doing things. Guys don’t just tell women ‘you’re my sex slave.’ It’s a whole thing with dating and marriage and all that.”

“How boring,” Nyvea said in a sharp tone. “It’s so much more fun here, especially when the women are as gorgeous as these two.”

I wouldn’t argue with her on that score. The platinum-blonde and red-haired women beside me truly were stunning.

“You’ve already charmed Arieste with your huge… personality,” Nyvea purred, “and I’ve seen the way Irenya looks at you. She wants you just as much as Arieste and I do.”

I glanced at Irenya. She seemed not to notice my eyes on her, but I saw an extra sway in her hips as she walked. Maybe Nyvea was right.

Our arrival at the black stone building saved me from having to continue the conversation.

“Here we are,” Captain Daxos said as he motioned for us to enter ahead of him.

Five low stone steps led up to a set of double doors, which were flung wide open to allow the stream of people to enter. We stepped into a large room that was a perfect circle roughly a hundred feet in diameter. Lamps in wall sconces around the chamber provided enough light to make out the fifty or sixty people sitting on simple stone benches. All of the benches faced a triangular pillar in the center of the chamber.

As we approached, I realized it wasn’t just a pillar, but a statue, and I squinted against the dim light to get a better look at its design. It was carved from the same black stone as the Windwall and the temple itself. As we walked closer, I began to see the features of a beautiful woman cut in stone. As Captain Daxos led us around the perimeter of the circular room, I saw that each of the three sides bore a different face.

“Ah, Sir Ethan and guests, welcome.” People’s Councilor Danikel waved at us from a bench on the far side of the chamber. “Come, join us.”

Beside him sat a woman roughly the same age as him, with greying hair and age lines on a face that must have been truly stunning in her younger years. A teenaged boy sat slumped on the bench, a disinterested look on his face. I recognized that look because I’d been the same way when my parents dragged me to services.

“Father,” Captain Daxos said, and he bowed to the Councilor.

“My son.” Danikel returned the bow, then drew his son into a quick embrace.

For the first time, I noticed the resemblance. I kicked myself for not seeing it sooner. Captain Daxos looked like a version of People’s Councilor Danikel twenty years younger.

“Sir Ethan, you will be pleased to hear that the healers tell me Jian will make a full recovery,” Danikel said as he returned to sit beside his wife.

“He is the one who saved our Jian?” the People’s Councilor’s wife asked.

“He is.” Danikel nodded.

The older woman took my hand and stared deep into my eyes. “Thank you, Sir Ethan. You will never know what your actions meant to my family and I. We are forever in your debt.”

“There’s no need for that,” I said as I squeezed her hand. “Before I was a knight, I trained as a healer. It was just instinct kicking in.”

“And yet, Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said, “you have our thanks, nonetheless.” He held out a hand to me.

“Maybe you’ll return the favor someday,” I said as I shook his hand. He had the firm grip of a man accustomed to war and weapons.

“I will endeavor to do just that as I accompany you on your quest to Ironfast.”

“You’re coming with us?” My eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Yes,” Captain Daxos replied. “Though my father would rather someone else watch your back, he understands the necessity of sending men with you.”

“Men? Plural?” I asked and turned to the Councilor. “You’d risk their lives facing a demon that not even the old wizards could kill?”

“You are risking yours,” Danikel said simply. “What manner of men would we be if we did not share the peril?”

“Listen,” I insisted, “I appreciate the sentiment, but as you said, you have no idea what I’ll be facing down there.”

“Which makes it all the more imperative that you have keen eyes to watch your backs and strong arms to fight beside you.” The People’s Councilor shook his head, and his jaw took on a stubborn set. “Besides, you have no idea what lies in the depths of Ironfast. There may await more dangers than just Vozaath. And, perhaps you will be glad you had companions to share the trail. Unless your magic eliminates the need for sleep.”

I had opened my mouth to argue, but Danikel’s logic held merit. My magical powers made me a bad-ass, but I still needed to eat and rest like a regular human. I’d have Arieste and Irenya to watch my back, but it might be handy to have a few extra people. More people meant more supplies and more eyes to watch for any signs of danger.

“Don’t say I didn’t try to talk you out of it,” I said with a sigh.

“It will be an honor to travel with you, Sir Ethan.” Captain Daxos bowed from the waist. “You have my word as a Blackguard of Windfall that I will do my utmost to help you carry out your mission successfully.”

“Then it’s good to have you, Captain Daxos.” I returned the bow.

“Come, take your seats,” Councilor Danikel said. “The ceremony is about to begin.”

I took a seat with Arieste and Irenya on either side of me, but before I had settled, the temple was suddenly dark, and all the torches extinguished at once. A hush descended on the crowd and everyone became absolutely silent. For long seconds, I heard nothing but the pounding of my own heart and the quiet breathing of the women beside me.

Then a drum began playing a slow beat. Quiet at first but growing louder with each thump. A flute added its high-pitched notes to form a simple melody, then a twanging stringed instrument joined in. Voices whispered a chant so quiet at first, I thought it was the wind, but then it slowly grew louder.

“In the beginning, there was nothing.” Voices, two or three of them at least, seemed to echo in the temple chamber, though where they were coming from I couldn’t tell. “Chaos ruled the universe, and life did not exist. Until the Three. They created the world Agreon from that emptiness, and mankind with it.”

Light flared to life at the base of one side of the triangular pillar. A faint blue glow lit the features carved into the black stone and the hooded figure before it.

“From the spark of her divinity,” the voice of a young woman echoed from within the hood, “Noble Merallia created the sun to light the day and the moon to shine at night.”

Something about the throbbing pulse of the music and the dramatic flair of the ceremony drew me in immediately.

Green light flared on the other side of the triangular pillar and revealed a second hooded figure.

“Wise Roassa knew both could not share the heavens at once,” said the woman within the hood, this one with a deeper resonance, “so she created time to mark the passage of the heavenly bodies. In her wisdom, she understood mankind would need more than just the strength of their arms and the keenness of their minds. Divine fortune was her gift to the men and women that worshipped her.”

This time, I was ready when the purple light brightened the third side of the pillar.

“Gentle Avennya saw that mankind could not bear the burden of existence forever, as she and her sisters did,” said the third hooded woman. Her voice sounded much older though it echoed with the same strength. “With the gift of life, she gave another, the gift of death.”

“In all things,” the three said in unison, “there must be balance.”

The people all around me echoed the words. “There must be balance.”

The first woman began to dance, a lively, sensuous swaying of her hips, chest, and shoulders that reminded me of Arabic belly dancing. It was incredibly sexy, and the pulsing rhythm of the music held me spellbound.

The second started to dance as well, but her movements lacked the sprightly sexuality of the first. Instead, she had the grace of maturity, a sense of belonging in the world around her.

The third and oldest joined in, and her steps were slow, graceful, seemingly ageless. She represented the wisdom of age, the understanding of the natural order, and an acceptance of the way things were.

“Sun and Moon, Time and Fortune, Life and Death,” the three chanted as they swayed to the music. “There must be balance.”

“There must be balance,” I found myself repeating with the rest of the people in the temple.

The chanting voices grew louder in time with the music, and the drumbeat rose to a pulsing, throbbing tempo that was only heightened by the trilling flute and the fast plucking of the stringed instrument in the darkness.

“Merallia, Goddess of Sun and Moon!” The young woman threw her slim arms upward, her face tilted toward the heavens. “Shine your light on us and guide us through the dark paths before us.”

The people chanted the words in time with the pounding music, and I did likewise.

“Roassa, Goddess of Time and Fortune!” The middle-aged woman did likewise. “Guard the passage of time and smile on our endeavors.”

The words poured from my mouth with a force beyond my control.

“Avennya, Goddess of Life and Death.” The elderly priestess added her voice to the chanting. “Hold our lives in the palm of your hand and prepare our way to join you once the end comes to claim us.”

Everything fell suddenly silent, and the lights around the pillars died. Slowly, the lamps ringing the chamber came back to life and filled the room with a soft glow. Though my mind told me only ten or fifteen minutes had passed, it felt like I’d been sitting in place for an hour. I felt drained, exhausted. Whatever had happened in that short amount of time had been truly powerful indeed.

The three priestesses drew back their hoods. One was a grey-haired woman that looked to be eighty or ninety years old. The second, the one nearest me, was a middle-aged woman who wore her hair close-cropped, with the entire right side of her head shaved to the scalp. I caught the barest glimpse at the final priestess, a woman who couldn’t be older than nineteen or twenty.

The priestesses moved among the guests, and I saw them making that three-fingered blessing gesture Danikel made earlier. The middle-aged woman greeted People’s Councilor Danikel with warm familiarity and smiled at the surly teenager and Captain Daxos.

“Roassa smiled on Jian today,” Danikel said with tears in his eyes. “By the Goddess’ grace, she will make a full recovery.”

“Goddess be praised,” the priestess said, and she repeated the blessing gesture along with Danikel, his wife, and Captain Daxos. Then she turned to the captain. “I will pray for Roassa’s fortune to smile on you in your mission, captain. May you bring honor to your family and all of Windwall.”

“Thank you, Priestess Quailu.” Captain Daxos swept a deep bow to the middle-aged woman.

I found myself at a loss for words as the priestess turned to me. What did one say to such a revered person?

Her gaze pierced mine, and I saw an ageless wisdom in her eyes.

“Come, Sir Ethan Dragonrider,” she said. “Follow me to the inner sanctum. We have much to tell you.”

With that, she turned and strode away.
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Chapter Six

The command in her voice caught me off-guard, but I recovered after a moment and hurried after her with Irenya and Arieste beside me. We followed the priestess toward what appeared to be a shadowed section of the circular chamber, and as we drew closer, I realized it wasn’t shadows but a darkened hallway. I had to duck my head to enter, and my shoulders barely fit in the tight space.

The corridor ran for five yards before it twisted to the right. Once I turned the corner, I found myself in a normal-sized hallway made of the same black stone as the rest of the temple. The priestess stopped at an open door and beckoned for me to follow her into what looked like a bedroom.

The room within was small but comfortably furnished, with a king-sized bed covered in velvet pillows, a soft couch, and a round dining table with four chairs. This wasn’t one of the religions that deprived their followers of small luxuries, and I kind of liked the spartan setting.

“Come, have a seat,” Priestess Quailu said as she gestured to the dining table.

I hesitated a moment before taking the seat. I didn’t know what to expect from a priestess, especially one that somehow knew my name, and I felt a strange power come from her.

“It is good of you to bring your dragons,” the priestess said as she studied Arieste and Irenya with an enigmatic smile. “I trust they will serve you well in your exploration of Ironfast.”

“Okay,” I said, throwing up my hands, “how are you doing that?”

“Doing what?” she asked, and I saw the corner of her mouth twitch.

“Did the council tell you what my intentions are?” I asked. “Or is one of your goddesses actually speaking with you?”

Priestess Quailu laughed, a high, melodious sound. “No, Sir Ethan, our Goddesses have not spoken to us in many centuries. Councilor Danikel came to speak with my sisters and me earlier. He told me all about you and the mission into Ironfast.”

“Ahh,” I said as I smiled along with her. “And I guess you saw my display with Arieste in the courtyard, too?”

“No,” said the priestess, and the enigmatic smile returned. “I felt the magic running through them and their tether to you.”

“Tether to me?”

“Yes,” Quailu said with a little nod. “You are the source of their magic now. As long as they remain near you, they will have their powers. If they leave your side…” She trailed off and shrugged.

I looked at the women beside me, and I saw the truth written in Arieste’s eyes. She’d been around me for weeks, so she had to have put the pieces together. But that information left me with a new doubt. Did she stay with me because she wanted to, or because of the magic?

The priestess’ eyes went to the door behind me. “Captain Daxos, step closer,” she said, with a little beckoning motion. “The information I have to share now will benefit you as well, given the role you will play in Sir Ethan’s quest.”

I turned and found Captain Daxos hesitating at the door to the priestess’ chamber. He must have followed us into the tunnel yet hadn’t entered out of fear or respect. At Quailu’s words, he strode toward the table and stood between Irenya and Arieste. His back was straight and his stance upright, but I could see the nervousness in his eyes.

“You seek the Circlet of Darksight to defeat the dragon Emroth,” the priestess said in the same strong voice that seemed to set the walls echoing. “A noble quest, but one fraught with many perils. First, you must pass the door sealed from within, which only magic may open.” She turned to me with a smile. “Your powers will serve as the key.”

I felt relief at hearing the words. I’d been confident that I could get into the door, but hearing it confirmed somehow lifted a burden from my shoulders.

“Once the door is unlocked, it cannot be closed again.” The priestess’ expression sobered, and a shadow passed over her eyes. “Many wizards bled and died to seal that portal, but the demon Vozaath proved stronger in the end. It will sense your presence and will know when the seal is broken. You must defeat the demon, or else all of Windwall and the world at large will suffer its wrath.”

“I’ve got just the team for the job,” I said with a grin, and I jerked a thumb at Arieste and Irenya.

“Your dragons may prove useful, but they alone will not prevail.” The priestess closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath as if seeing a vision from her goddess. “The Goddesses have shown me the truth. To defeat the demon, you require both courage and cunning, magic and might.”

I leaned forward, eager to hear her words. The more information she offered, the easier it would be to deal with Vozaath. The demon was just the first of two problems I had to deal with to save Windwall. Once that was done, I still had to figure out how to defeat Curym and Zaddrith if I wanted to save Whitespire and all the humans on Iriador.

“The wizards of old believed their magic more potent than the strength of their warriors, but that pride proved their undoing,” the priestess said in a ringing voice. “Wizards are not warriors, and warriors cannot wield magic. Yet, to defeat Vozaath, the two must be united.”

“How?” I asked.

“Vozaath’s flesh is unlike anything on this world,” she continued. “It is resistant to magic, and thus magic will do little more than a flea gnawing on an elephant. Indeed, hurling magic at it will only make it stronger. It feeds on the life force of the magic, fueling the cells of its demonic body to grow stronger.”

“Ughh,” I sighed. Her words didn’t sound encouraging, but that was fine. I was used to dealing with difficult problems.

“But mortal weapons,” the priestess continued, “weapons of iron and steel and wood, have no life within them. They are inert, lifeless, and thus have no force for Vozaath to absorb. These mortal weapons can damage the demon’s flesh as surely as they can damage yours or mine.”

Her eyes flashed open, and her hand darted out as quick as a striking serpent to stab at my chest with a long-nailed finger.

“The heart is the weakness!” she cried. “Cut open the flesh, reveal the heart, and use the power of your magic to destroy it.”

“But you just said magic won’t destroy the demon’s flesh,” I said as I rasied an eyebrow.

“The flesh of its shell, no.” The priestess shook her head. “But this demon is not like humans. Its heart does not beat like yours or mine. It is a gemstone filled with pure darkness, twisted by evil and long centuries of being locked away. Yet its gemstone is not made to contain such power. The magic within the stone already strains the limits of its structure. By pouring more magic into the stone, you will shatter it and set free the dark power trapped within.”

Her words were starting to make sense. I’d found that gemstones like the ones I’d taken from Arieste and Irenya were used as conduits to transmit the magical energies from one vessel to another. They were like the bridge that connected the dragons first to the altar, and now to me. The gemstones could not store the energy, simply channel it.

“So, basically, we keep filling up the gemstone until it overloads and shatters?” I ask.

“Yes!” cried the priestess. “And in doing so, disperse the power that keeps the demon trapped on this plane of existence. The demon will no longer be able to remain on Agreon and will be sent back to the hell that spawned it.”

I sat back in my chair and drew in a deep breath. I’d always thought of demons and hell to be as fantastical as the dragons and wizards I read about in novels. The fact that I was sitting beside two women who were once dragons, and had magical power running through my veins made it a bit easier to accept that demons really could exist.

“Cut the demon open, expose his heart, and cram it so full of magic that it overloads and destroys it,” I recapped. “Seems pretty straightforward.”

Captain Daxos snorted, and I caught Arieste smirking.

“But Vozaath is not the only threat you will face in the lost city of Ironfast,” the priestess said.

“Of course not,” I laughed. “An unkillable demon was just too easy, huh?”

“No, unfortunately. Before the coming of the first men to the deeps, a race of creatures dwelled in the quiet, empty darkness. Small, horned creatures with stubby wings and razor-sharp claws. They lived peaceful lives like wild beasts tend to. But when the wizards carved Ironfast from the black stone at the heart of the mountain, they discovered that these little creatures could store magical energy. They bonded with the creatures, forcing them to serve their will as familiars. The wizards called them ‘implings’ though their true name is lost to time.”

“Let me guess,” I said, “the implings are still running around in Ironfast, and they’re so pissed off at all humans that they’re going to attack us the moment they sense our presence.” That seemed pretty par for the course.

“Their numbers were greatly reduced as the wizards used them for their magical powers,” the priestess said with a nod, “but those that survived aligned themselves with Vozaath against the wizards.”

“When you say small, you mean like two or three feet tall, right?” I asked. I’d seen lots of pictures of imps back home, and none of them seemed particularly terrifying.

“Yes,” the priestess replied. “But their eyes are keen enough to see in the dark, and their ears detect even the slightest vibration in the stone. The moment you open the door, they will know you are there and prepare to attack.”

I turned to Arieste, Irenya, and Captain Daxos. None of them seemed particularly afraid of this new revelation. No doubt their main worry, like mine, was dealing with Vozaath.

“We’ll deal with any implings we run across,” I said in a confident voice. “Assuming they can be hurt with magic and regular weapons?”

“They will seek to absorb your magic and turn it against you,” said Quailu as she folded her hands on the table before her. “You must avoid all use of magic around them, or else you will put the weapons of your own destruction in their hands.”

“Kill them with regular weapons, got it.” My trusty fireman’s axe would get quite a lot of use on this quest it seemed. “Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything about getting into the Iron Keep? Any sort of magical defenses we’ll need to worry about?”

“All I can tell you is what my predecessors told me,” the priestess said with a shake of her head. “They mentioned no magical defenses. Perhaps the wizards were too occupied fighting Vozaath that they had no time or power to spare.”

“Fingers crossed,” I said with a grin.

“I have given you all the information I can offer, Sir Ethan Dragonrider.” Quailu reached across the table to take my hand. “Now, take the blessing of Roassa, Goddess of Time and Fortune, and may it carry you safely to success.”

She raised her three fingers to touch her forehead and her heart, then repeated the blessing for Irenya, Arieste, and Captain Daxos. When she had finished, she stood and shuffled from the room.

For a long moment, I remained seated, my eyes fixed on the wooden table before me. The priestess had given us a lot of useful information, but I knew that we’d still be facing a pretty tough challenge. The quest to eliminate Emroth had suddenly grown a lot more difficult.

“Let’s go,” I said as I pushed my chair back from the table, stood, and turned to Captain Daxos. “We’re going to get a few hours of sleep, then we’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

“As you say, Sir Ethan,” he said with a little bow.

“You know morning doesn’t mean anything in the deep, dark caverns under the city?” Nyvea asked as I walked back toward the narrow tunnel that led to the main temple room.

“Yep,” I told her, “but it means something to my brain and body. I could do with a couple of hours of rest.”

“Rest?” Nyvea asked in a silky tone. “Or did you have something a tad more… recreational in mind?”

I glanced back at Arieste and found her eyes on me.

“Or you could use that tongue of yours for other, better activities,” Nyvea purred.

“Do you ever think about anything other than sex?” I asked.

“What else is there?” Her laughter echoed in my head. “I’m trapped in an amulet, so it’s my job to make sure you have enough fun for the both of us. Unless you want to let me out and have it together?”

It had been a while since she’d asked to be freed, so long I’d nearly forgotten about it. When Barodan first gave me the amulet, he’d said that Nyvea would only serve me as long as she remained locked away. She had spent most of our first week together trying to get me to let her out. I’d almost thought she had come to terms with our partnership, but I guess I was wrong.

“Why don’t you tell me about the Goddesses?”

“You already know everything you need to,” she told me. “You know their names and what they do. Isn’t that enough?”

Her tone piqued my curiosity. There was something she wasn’t telling me, but I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what. I was going to ask her for more information about the Goddesses, but then I turned the corner and saw the Military Councilor looming over People’s Councilor Danikel. One look at Warrald’s red face, wide eyes, and the bulging vein on his forehead told me he was pissed.

“This is foolishness, I tell you!” Warrald was shouting. “You are pinning the future of Windwall on one man!”

“One man with two dragons,” Danikel responded with surprising calm. It was obvious that the two men hadn’t seen us walk up behind them, and I decided to eavesdrop.

“Two dragons that could help us to put an end to Emroth’s minions and defend the wall,” Warrald insisted. “We have one week’s worth of oil, and the next shipment isn’t due for three weeks. The stonemasons are unable to keep us supplied with enough stones to drop on the ghoulins. But with him on the Windwall, we can use his power to stop more people from dying. People like your son.” He stabbed a finger into Danikel’s chest with bruising force.

“Of anyone, General,” Danikel said patiently, though I could see his face clenched tight at Warrald’s abrasiveness, “you should know that a defensive battle is no way to win a war. Especially not one against Emroth.”

“Yet we cannot see this dragon—” the Military Councilor began.

“So, we are going to find the magical item that will allow us to do precisely that,” Danikel cut him off, and a hint of steel echoed in the older man’s voice. “We will take the fight to the dragon and rid our city of the ancient curse of Vozaath in one fell swoop.”

“You base the hope of our city on a myth? A legend from the storybooks we read as children?” Warrald snapped.

“From what the priestess tells me, it’s pretty fucking real,” I interjected.

Military Councilor Warrald whirled on me, and fury flashed in his eyes. When he realized who I was, his jaw clenched.

“Sir Ethan,” he said through gritted teeth, “surely you can see that my fellow councilor’s plan is folly!” His voice rose to a shout. “He is throwing you into certain death or, even worse, endless wandering of an empty labyrinth. Ironfast has been sealed to us for five hundred years—”

“So, I’m going to unseal it,” I said with a shrug.

“And loose the demon Vozaath on our city?” Warrald’s face hardened. “Do you know how many men, women, and children you are putting in harm’s way if the myths are correct and the creature truly does exist?”

“Which is why I’m going to kill the demon for you.” I folded my arms over my chest. “I’ve already done what no one else could do by defeating two dragons. Why should a demon be any different?” I made sure I sounded more confident than I felt. The information Quailu had given me would help me defeat the demon, but it would be a hell of a fight. But I wasn’t about to back down now, especially not because of Warrald.

“Bah!” The Military Councilor threw up his hands. “You’re as mad as he is.” His eyes narrowed, and he stabbed a finger at me, then at Danikel. “Whatever happens now is on your heads. Remember this moment when your choice here comes back to haunt you.” He spun on his heel and stalked away.

I watched him go, and then I turned to Danikel. “He always this cheerful?”

“The General has a great deal on his mind,” Danikel said stiffly.

“Yet his primary concern is for the safety of Windwall,” a new voice cut in from behind me.

I turned to see a beautiful woman slipping between Arieste and Irenya to stand directly in front of me. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, with jet-black hair pulled back into an intricate braid atop her head. Her almond eyes met mine, and she batted long thick eyelashes as a pleasant smile stretched her narrow face and rosy red lips.

“My husband seeks to do what is best for this city,” the woman said to Danikel, but her eyes never left mine.

“That was never in dispute, Zhena.” I noticed a tight edge to Danikel’s words.

“Come, Sir Ethan,” said Zhena as she slipped a slim, silk-clad arm into mine and steered me deftly away from Danikel. “You must understand that my husband believes you are our best hope of survival against overwhelming odds. Your powers give our sons and daughters a fighting chance. My husband is simply willing to do whatever it takes for the wellbeing of Windwall.”

“Of course,” I nodded. The smell of her rose and lilac perfume was intoxicating, and I couldn’t help noticing the way her silk robes clung to her petite form.

“But what you do not know,” Zhena spoke in a whisper, “is that I, too, will do whatever I must.” She turned to me and gave me a look filled with barely concealed innuendo. “If the future of Windwall rests on your shoulders, I must be willing to ensure those shoulders can bear the weight.”

Her slim fingers traced my arm to the elbow, then slipped down my side toward my waist as she pulled me down to whisper in my ear.

“If you have need of anything,” she spoke in a low, breathy voice, “simply make your desires known. I will fulfill any request, Sir Ethan.”

“Ha!” Nyvea laughed in my mind. “She thinks to seduce you. Little does she know you’d actually be giving her the ride of her life if you put that big, thick, co--”

“That’s good,” I interrupted Nyvea. “She’s obviously trying to seduce me. I don’t need a play-by-play.”

“Awww,” Nyvea sighed.

Still, even though I knew the beautiful woman had an agenda, her breath was hot on my ear, and I gave a little shiver as I got a full breath of the perfume she wore. I could smell a hint of her skin beneath the floral scents, but I also saw Irenya and Arieste shoot her glares.

I mumbled something noncommittal and quickly extricated myself from the woman’s grasp. When I turned, Arieste stared at me with an expression as blank as the stone wall of the temple. Yet one look in her eyes told me exactly how she felt about what she’d just witnessed: She’d claw the face off the woman if I gave the order.

Irenya, however, was now occupied in conversation with Captain Daxos. I actually felt a little pang of envy as she laughed and tossed back her hair to expose one side of her neck. She seemed to enjoy talking to the handsome Blackguard captain, but as I watched, the redhead looked at me sideways and winked.

I hurried to Arieste’s side and reached for her hand. “Let’s get out of here,” I said in a low voice.

“Are you certain you want to?” she asked and moved her hand away from mine. “There are still Councilors whose wives you haven’t seduced yet.”

My jaw dropped at her words and the clipped tone of her voice. Anger blazed in her pale blue eyes, and I saw a slight tremble in her hands.

“In case you weren’t watching,” I said, “she was the one trying to seduce me.”

“And what a valiant fight you put up,” she snapped.

“You know she doesn’t actually care about me or what happens,” I told her with a sigh. “She’s only trying to get leverage to make her husband more powerful.”

“By sleeping with you?” she demanded with a raised eyebrow.

“Hey, I don’t pretend to understand politics any more than I understand how to put a rocket ship on the moon.”

Her expression grew confused, which seemed to add to her anger.

“Listen to me,” I said as I stepped closer until our bodies were nearly pressed together and my mouth was less than an inch from her ear. “There is only one person in this room that matters to me.”

This time, when I reached for her hand, she didn’t pull away, and she drew in a sharp breath as I whispered into her ear.

“Let me take you somewhere and show you just how much.”

I led her outside the temple, but instead of returning to the palace, I turned left and pulled her around the corner and toward a shadowy nook between the stone cliff and the building. There, hidden from the world by the darkness, I pressed my lips to her and kissed her until she gasped for breath.

“Ethan!” She gave a little moan as she pushed away from me slightly.

I pulled her back into my embrace and crushed her to my chest. I flicked my tongue against her lips, and she opened her mouth to meet my tongue with hers. As we kissed, my hands ran down her sleek waist, over her hips, and down to her legs. I fought the urge to rip her dress off but instead lifted the bottom hem until I could feel the soft and smooth flesh beneath.

Her hands fumbled for my belt, and I felt myself going hard in anticipation. I let her tug my trousers down to mid-thigh before I pulled her dress all the way up to her hips. I lifted her off the ground, and she wrapped her left arm around my waist as I leaned her back against the stone wall.

We both gasped as she guided me inside her with her right hand. I could feel her eagerness as she pressed her hips down onto mine. Her pleasure built to a climax quickly, and she bit down on my shoulder to keep from crying out. I didn’t slow my pace when she peaked. Instead, I kept thrusting until she couldn’t restrain her moans of pleasure.

At this moment, I didn’t care that someone would overhear us. I just wanted to lose myself in the soft warmth of this beautiful woman.

Her eyes met mine as our bodies struggled to become one, and I saw craving had replaced her anger. She wanted me as much as I wanted her. For long minutes, we lost ourselves in the rhythm of desire, until wave after wave of pleasure washed over us together. Arieste let out one last gasp of joy when we both peaked together, and then she relaxed in my arms.

“Now do you believe me?” I whispered in her ear.

In response, she could only kiss me again, and then I put my clothes back in order, took her hand, and led her back to our room.
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Chapter Seven

Our quickie beside the temple had done little to diminish the desire burning inside both of us, so we nearly ripped the bed apart in our passion once we returned.

“Goddesses!” Arieste gasped as she slumped atop my chest, breathing hard after our epic lovemaking session. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. I could feel the hammering beat of her heart against my bare chest and the soft warmth of her skin against mine. At that moment, I truly did feel like the luckiest man in the world.

“How could anyone want to live as a dragon and miss out on such pleasure?”

“I don’t know,” I said with a chuckle. “It seems a real shame to hide such beauty in the form of a forty-foot beast.” I ran my hands down the smooth, alabaster skin of her sides. “It makes me glad I figured out how to take the ice magic. I like Arieste a great deal more than I liked Frosdar.”

“I’m glad for that, too.” Arieste let out a little laugh and settled her face onto my chest. Her fingers traced the tattoos along my collarbone, across my shoulder, and down my arm.

“Are you, though?” I finally asked the question which had been nagging at the back of my mind all night.

“What does that mean?” Arieste’s head lifted, and she met my eyes with a questioning gaze.

“I really like what we have,” I told her, “but are you happy with it?”

“What do you mean, exactly?”

“You aren’t a dragon any more. You are a human.”

“Yes,” she sighed. “I’m fine.”

“Uh oh,” I said with a slight laugh.

“Uh oh?” Arieste raised an eyebrow.

“When a woman says ‘I am fine,’ it means that she isn’t,” I said.

“What would you like me to say?” Arieste asked as her eyes narrowed.

“Look,” I said. “You were once a dragon, now you are a human. You heard what Priestess Quailu said. I am the source of your magic, so you have to stay near me. I didn’t necessarily want to bind you to me, but--”

“My choice was simple to make,” she interrupted me. “You would have killed me if I didn’t serve you.”

“No,” I said. “You offered, and you have to live with the daily reminder of what you once had.”

“Should have I just let you kill me?” she asked with a shrug. She didn’t seem angry, but her eyes held their usual coldness.

“Well, think about it from my perspective,” I said. “You were a dragon that was terrorizing the people I swore to protect. If our positions were reversed, you--”

“Yes,” she interrupted me and a slight smile came to her lips. “I can understand why you are concerned. Perhaps when I first swore to you, my goals were to steal my powers back, and yes, I still want them, but things have changed now.”

“How so?” I asked as I felt the conversation begin to relax.

“I feel human,” she said with a shrug. “My memories of being Frosdar feel disconnected. It might sound weird, but the more time I spend as a human, the more I feel as if this is my natural state.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I thought through her words.

“I feel… bad?” she said with a sigh. “I remember building my empire, I remember killing humans and taking their land, I remember… things that I wish I didn’t.”

“You feel remorse?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” Arieste replied. “I feel as if it was someone else, and not me. But I know that is not the case, so I do feel sad that the thing I once was killed so many. It is hard to explain.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I can only imagine how weird it is to change from a dragon to a human woman. I know that has to suck, and the priestess’ words got me thinking.” I fixed her with a piercing gaze. “I’ve seen it in Irenya’s eyes. She’s with me for the magic only, even if she pretends otherwise. With her, I can be okay with that. But with you…”

“No,” Arieste said and quickly pressed a finger to my lips. “Never doubt my reasons for being by your side. As I said, things have changed within me, and they continue to evolve the longer I stay human. Ethan, I don’t blame you for what has happened to me. You were only trying to protect your people, and you gave me a chance when you could have killed me. For that, I am thankful.”

She kissed me, long and hard, a kiss filled with the same burning passion that had fueled our lovemaking minutes earlier. When she finally broke off the kiss, she pushed herself up so she could look me full in the face.

“I will admit I might have felt that way at the beginning,” she said in a slow voice. “I did not want to be bound to anyone, especially not the man who had stolen my power. I sought a way that I could take the magic back from you.”

“So, what changed?” I asked.

“The first night we slept together,” she said, “I intended to get close enough to you that I could figure out your weakness and use it to my advantage. But then I saw how you threw yourself in the way of danger to save the people of Whitespire. Something within me, the new human part, found it such a noble act, the act of a true hero. I felt drawn to that sort of strength of character. You make others around you safe. Now that I am no longer a dragon that is a comforting feeling.”

“I swear I will always do what I can to make sure you are safe,” I told her earnestly.

“I know,” she said, and I was surprised to find moisture glimmering in her eyes. “And that was the strangest part of it. You knew what I was, what I had been for so long, yet you never held it against me. You could see past everything Frosdar had done. You trusted me for me, and it made me want to prove you right. For that, and for everything else you have done for me, I stay with you. You are the magic I want in my life.”

She kissed me again, and I felt the intensity of the emotions roiling through her. I couldn’t help feeling the same thing. I had grown close to Arieste over the time we spent together. It seemed so strange to think that we had just met a few short weeks ago because it felt like we were old friends.

“Life as a dragon was boring and lonely,” she said in a quiet voice. “All I felt was desire for power, treasure, and the hatred for Riamod and my enemies. You changing me into a woman was the greatest gift I could have been given. Now, I know what it truly means to be alive.”

We lay there for a long moment, content in the silence and the feeling of our bodies pressed together. Eventually, Arieste rolled off my chest and onto the bed beside me, but she didn’t rise to dress or leave. I doubted we’d have much private time together during our exploration of Ironfast, so I wanted to make the most of this night.

We must have fallen asleep, since I jerked awake when the latch to my door lifted. I tensed and instinctively reached for the fire magic flowing within me as the door creaked open. A dark figure appeared in the opening, and I prepared to say hello by giving the intruder a face full of fire.

“Ethan?” came Irenya’s quiet voice. “Ethan, are you awake?”

I let out a quiet breath as I released the fire magic. If Irenya planned to hurt me, she wouldn’t have spoken first.

“Yes,” I whispered. “What’s the matter?”

I heard the quiet shuffling of her feet on the carpeted floor as she slipped toward my bed.

“Th-the noise of the ghoulins attacking the wall,” she said, her voice hesitant, “I couldn’t sleep. So, I thought I’d come and—”

Her voice cut off sharply as I summoned a small wisp of fire to brighten the room, and her expression went blank at the sight of the blonde-haired woman curled up against my chest.

“Come and?” I asked.

“Uh, t-tell you we might want to start getting ready,” she stammered. Her eyes traced Arieste’s naked body from head to toe, and I saw a hint of envy flash in her amber eyes. “Dawn is just an hour off.”

“Of course,” I said in a flat tone. From the calculating look in Irenya’s eyes, I could guess why she had come into my room, since Arieste admitted to doing the same thing the first night we slept together. Finding Arieste in my bed had thrown a wrench into the red-haired woman’s plans. “We’ll be ready to leave by dawn.”

“G-Good.” Irenya gave me a little smile, but it was a weaker version of the sultry look she usually used to try to seduce me. “See you then.” Then she turned and strode from the room without a hint of her usual flirtatious banter.

Arieste gave a quiet snort and shook her head. “Brazen wench, would you not agree?”

“Hah,” I laughed lightly as I kissed her forehead. Truth be told, I didn’t mind a bit of brashness. If only I could trust Irenya as much as I trusted Arieste. “But she wasn’t wrong. We should be getting up and getting ready for our journey underground.”

Arieste pushed herself up onto an elbow and looked at me with a wide smile. “Because everyone knows that exploration of an underground city has to begin at dawn. Lots of sunlight needed for those deep, dark caverns.”

“Hey, what can I say? I like to make the most of the daytime.” I flashed my most charming smile and winked at her. “The night hours are best used for other things.”

“Ethan DePaolo, you are a truly impertinent man!” Arieste said in mock protest and gave my chest a half-hearted slap.

“You bring out the best in me.” With a grin, I pulled myself out of the rumpled bed sheets and stood. It took a few minutes to find my clothes from the pile on the floor. Arieste and I hadn’t paid much attention to whose garments went where. We’d been more focused on getting undressed quickly than about being neat.

“Do you believe she will be a problem?” Arieste asked.

I’d been expecting the question, but I still didn’t have an answer. I’d known Irenya for less than two days. I knew she was smart, clever, and knew what she wanted. Whether I could trust her remained to be seen.

“I don’t think so,” I told her. “After all, I am the source of her magic, so she’s not going to want to kill the golden goose, as it were.”

Arieste’s face grew confused.

“A fairy tale from my homeland,” I said. “Remind me to tell you about it sometime. Basically, it means Irenya knows I’m more use to her alive.”

“But you don’t trust her yet,” Arieste said.

“Not yet, but down in Ironfast, we’re going to have to learn to trust each other.” I sat on the bed and pulled on my pants, then set about lacing up my fireman’s boots. “We’re going to be in cramped tunnels, exploring a lost city, and facing Vozaath and God… er, the Goddesses know what else down there. We’re all going to have to work together if we want to get the Circlet of Darksight. Hopefully, we can convince Irenya to work with us to succeed.”

“And if she will not?” Arieste asked, and her face had gone hard. “If she proves that we cannot trust her?”

I hesitated. I hated to think of what would happen if that proved true.

“Here’s the truth, Arieste,” I said after a moment. “We need Irenya if we’re going to beat the other dragons. You may be enough to deal with Emroth, but after that, we’ve got to face both Curym and Zaddrith at the same time. Plus, all their armies. Just one dragon might not be enough for us to keep Whitespire safe.”

Arieste’s face fell, but I could see by the look in her eyes that she agreed. She might not like it, but Whitespire needed Irenya.

“We just have to convince her that it’s in her best interest to help us,” I told her. “Even if she isn’t all the way on board with everything, we need her cooperation. If we can’t appeal to her better side--”

“Assuming she has one,” Arieste said with a shake of her head.

“—then the least we can do is convince her that we’re her best choice,” I finished. “I have her magic, but I won’t give it to her until I’m sure I can trust her. Irenya knows that, so she’s probably going to try to do things that will convince me she is on my side. But I’m hoping she will actually come to see things the way you have.” I took Arieste’s hand and squeezed it. “We are the only thing that will keep the humans on Iriador alive. Irenya is human, much as she hates it. We have to use that to get her on our side.”

For a long moment, Arieste didn’t speak. Finally, she gave a little nod. “I trust you, Ethan.” She squeezed my hand back. “You convinced me with your actions. If Irenya really is as good as you think she is, she will see the same thing in you that I did. And if not--”

“If not, I’ll have you there to keep an eye on her,” I said with a grin. “You’re enough of a bad-ass to handle anything she can throw at us.”

“You and your silver tongue.” Arieste rolled her eyes, but her expression was only mock angry. “You already had what you wanted from me. Twice, if I remember correctly.”

“Hey,” I said and raised my hands in a defensive gesture, “with a woman like you, a man’s got to try every chance he’s got.”

“Then I had best make my retreat before you get any ideas.” Arieste came around the bed and pressed her still-naked body against mine. “Ideas that could get you in trouble.”

I felt myself harden as she slipped her hands inside my pants. The warmth of her skin, the intoxicating gardenia smell of her perfume, and the heat of her breath against my neck made me want to delay our departure for just a few hours longer.

I kissed her hard, and with a superhuman effort, stepped back. “Go,” I told her, “quickly, before I forget that Windwall’s in serious danger.”

With a coy smile, she gathered up her clothing and slipped naked from my room. I watched her ass and her shapely legs until they disappeared from sight.

“It seems you’re not the only one with magical body parts, handsome,” Nyvea said with a little laugh.

I blew out my breath. “No complaints from me.”

It took a lot of effort to push the image of Arieste’s naked body from my mind as I set about packing for our departure. I wanted to get on with the exploration of Ironfast as soon as possible. The sooner we got that Circlet, the sooner we could deal with Emroth and get back to Whitespire.

I took a quick inventory of the gear I’d brought from Whitespire. For weapons, I had my fireman’s axe, two hatchets, a pair of long daggers, and the scale mail armor I’d worn since my trip to Frosdar’s lair. I could never get used to the heavy weight of Sir Galfred’s plate mail, and I had chosen to leave my turnout gear back in Whitespire to keep my pack light. In addition to my clothing, I also had the basic gear required for traveling, including cookware and simple wooden eating utensils. People’s Councilor Danikel and the Council of Four would provide enough food and supplies for the trip into Ironfast.

Satisfied I had everything I needed, I strapped on my armor, hung my hatchets from my belt, and slipped my axe into its sheath on my back. I slung my pack over my shoulder and strode from the room.

Irenya was waiting for me in the hall. She wore the same bright red riding dress and leather corset from the previous day. It was as utilitarian as it was beautiful, with a split down the middle and trousers beneath. Yet on her curvaceous figure, it looked like it would belong at any cocktail party or formal event. Her red hair hung loose around her shoulders, and it emphasized the deep yellow color of her amber eyes.

Arieste appeared from her room a moment later. She had donned a plain white cotton dress with black lace trim and a collar that made her seem even taller and more elegant. Her pale blue eyes went hard as she looked at Irenya. The red-haired woman returned the scrutiny with equal intensity, and a tense silence filled the corridor.

“Let’s go,” I said as I strode between them. “We’ve got a demon to kill.”

The tension between them didn’t lessen as they walked behind me, but before we had gone ten steps down the hall, Captain Daxos stepped around a bend in the corridor ahead of us.

“You are ready?” he asked as if surprised to see us awake.

“You bet!” I gave him a broad grin as I strode toward him. “I always did love the smell of adventure in the morning.”

The movie reference was lost on him, but not its meaning. His face brightened, and he nodded.

“Excellent,” he said. “My father and the rest of the council await us below.”

We followed him through the corridors of the palace and down a flight of stairs to the main level. Instead of turning back toward the Council Chamber, Captain Daxos led us down another staircase. The stairs were carved into the black stone itself, and the torches that hung on the walls cast strange shadows as our passing set the flames flickering. We went down at least five or six floors before the stairs ended at a flat landing.

The air this far below ground was stale and calm, and footprints showed in the thick layer of dust that covered the black stone floor. Twenty yards from the bottom of the staircase, the passage ended at a blank stone wall. The Council of Four stood in front of the wall, with six men wearing the armor of the Blackguard beside them.

“Sir Ethan,” People’s Councilor Danikel said with a bow.

“Councilor,” I returned the bow, then repeated it to the other three members of the Council. The slim Enton looked like a spindly branch bent by a hurricane as he bowed from the waist. The fat Commerce Councilor, whose name I’d learned was Lavinus, gave a little nod of his head that set his four chins wobbling. Military Councilor Warrald barely tilted his face downward, his expression as stiff as his posture.

“Long have the people of Windwall dreamed of this day,” Danikel said in a solemn tone. “For centuries, we have lived so near to the city that was once our home, forever exiled for our own safety.”

“Safety that you are putting at risk,” Warrald snapped. The words were aimed at both People’s Councilor Danikel and me. “The demon Vozaath—”

“I’ll deal with your demon problem,” I said, cutting off the stuffy Military Councilor. “And I’ll get rid of Emroth once and for all. But before I do, I want something from you.”

People’s Councilor Danikel’s eyes narrowed, and Enton’s expression grew even more pinched and tight-lipped than usual.

“Of course you do,” Warrald said as his face creased into a snarl. He opened his mouth to continue hurling retorts, but I cut him off.

“I want you to promise that you will send aid to Whitespire once the black dragon is eliminated,” I said.

The expressions of Danikel and Enton changed from suspicion to pensive, but Warrald shook his head.

“Windwall has no army to spare, no men to throw away in defense of your kingdom when danger threatens at our walls.” Warrald shook a clenched fist in my face. “We have given enough of our sons and daughters to protect Windwall.”

I ignored the Military Councilor and turned to the other three.

“These are my terms,” I said and folded my arms over my chest. “Curym and Zaddrith are marshalling their forces and marching on Whitespire as we speak. But instead of going to fight them, I came here to help you deal with your dragon problem first. Whitespire and Windwall are the only human kingdoms on Iriador. If we do not stand together, we will fall. I will not see Windwall destroyed. Will you pledge to help Whitespire fight? If so, you have my word that I will get rid of Vozaath and Emroth.”

Danikel and Enton exchanged a look, and they both turned to Lavinus. The fat Commerce Councilor gave a nod that again set his chins wobbling, and they turned back to me.

“The Council will send aid to Whitespire,” Danikel said. He and the other two Councilors made the three-fingered sign of the Goddesses. “Upon the names of Merallia, Roassa, and Avennya, we swear it.”

Warrald’s sullen glare spoke volumes. Even once I had gotten rid of the demon and the dragon, I knew we’d have a hard time getting him to keep his word. But I could deal with that problem later.

“Then let’s do this,” I said with a grin. “Point me at the magic door that needs to be opened.”

“You are looking at it.” Danikel motioned to the blank wall beside him.

I’d expected something along the lines of a bank vault door, with glowing runes or magical letters written around it. Instead, this section of wall looked identical to the rest of the corridor. It was made of the same featureless black stone and carved to a smooth finish.

But, as the People’s Councilor had said, it could only be opened by magic. Perhaps the magic would show me the way.

I tapped into the ice magic first as I had more experience using it, and I drew in a sharp breath as the chilling stream of power flooded through my veins. It sent a tingling up and down my arms, from the roots of my hair to the tips of my toes. The magic pushed back any lingering tiredness from the previous night and made me feel more alive than ever. It was like a rush of adrenaline times a thousand, with the pleasure of the best sex ever thrown in for good measure.

I accessed the magic, but instead of using it to form an ice shield, I held it just beneath the surface of my skin as I reached out to touch the wall. The moment my fingers made contact with the black stone, glowing figures sprang to life all across its surface. I heard everyone behind me gasp as letters of white, black, gold, green, blue, silver, red, and bronzes appeared on the stone that had once been blank. They shone so brightly they drowned out the torchlight, yet they didn’t hurt my eyes. I could feel the power humming through those letters as the magic seeped from my fingers and into the stone.

I felt the magic pulling my hand toward a spot in the dead center of the wall. I poured more of the ice magic into the stone, and I gasped as lines of white power radiated like a glowing spider web from the center of the wall outward to the corners. The humming grew louder and louder with every beat of my heart until a low rumbling sound echoed in the passageway.

The magical runes grew even brighter, then suddenly the section of stone beneath my hand simply crumbled to dust. The crumbling spread outward in a perfectly round hole as it moved from one section of the spider-web lines to another. What started out as an opening two inches in diameter grew to six inches, a foot, eighteen inches, and two feet.

Then stopped.

The light of the magical runes died as quickly as they had come to life. The humming faded to a hum so low I could only feel it when I touched the stone. Something had stopped the magic from working, but what?

I counted six heartbeats, then reached for the ice magic again. It answered my bidding and surged to my fingertips, but when I pressed my hand against the stone, nothing happened. No runes flared to life. No matter how hard I listened, I could no longer hear the faint humming of power in the stones. To my ears and fingers, the wall before me was as inert and lifeless as the rest of the mountain.

“The magic…” Danikel said from behind me. “Has it faded with age?”

I turned to shoot a questioning glance at Irenya and Arieste. They knew more of this sort of thing than I did. They had been wielding magic for centuries.

“The magic would not fade,” Arieste said as her brow furrowed. “Magic is anchored to the very fabric of nature itself.”

“No,” Irenya put in, “but the runes that harness the magic would.”

Arieste’s eyes went wide, and I saw understanding in her eyes.

“Stone grows old and crumbles with the passage of time,” Irenya continued. “One speck of dust at a time, but over the course of centuries…”

“The runes would be changed, their shape altered,” Arieste said with a nod. “Perhaps even to the extent that they would no longer function as they should.”

I looked at the Councilors. Disappointment was evident on Danikel’s face, and even Enton’s tight features seemed to droop as heavily as Lavinus’s. A hint of triumph sparkled in Warrald’s eyes, and a smile spread his lips.

“As I said,” the Military Councilor spoke, “this was never the best way to defeat our enemy. We must—”

The smugness of Warrald’s tone sent a surge of anger through me. The last thing I wanted was to give the asshole Military Councilor the satisfaction of seeing me fail.

I whirled back toward the hole in the wall and tapped into the fire magic. I pulled a massive amount of power from the fiery torrent, pushed it through my body toward my fingertips, and sent a single blast of controlled fire spewing at the stone. I pictured the cutting torch I’d trained to use in the Chicago Fire Academy and imagined the fire magic turning the stone to slag. With two quick slashes of my hand, I carved vertical and horizontal lines into the wall. Gasps sounded behind me as four large chunks of stone crumbled to the ground.

“That ought to do the trick,” I said as I turned to Warrald with a triumphant grin. “The way to Ironfast is open.”
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Chapter Eight

Warrald’s face deepened into a scowl, and anger flashed in his eyes, but he evidently couldn’t find any words to respond.

“Goddesses!” breathed Danikel. The older counselor had taken a step back from the fire, and he stared at the fresh opening in the stone wall with wide eyes. Shock was evident on the faces of Lavinus and Enton as well.

Irenya fixed me with a content smile. She knew just how much power the fire magic had, and I could see she was glad that I’d demonstrated it to the world. This was the reason Whitespire feared Riamod more than any of the other dragons on Iriador.

“We won’t need these, I take it?” Captain Daxos said as he looked down at the torch in his hand.

“They’ll be handy,” I told him with a grin. “I’ll save my energy for dealing with the implings, Vozaath, and whatever else we find down there. But I can light it for you.” Using that much magic had taken a lot out of me, but I didn’t want to show it to anyone else.

“I’ll do it,” Irenya offered quickly. Before Captain Daxos could respond, the red-haired woman flicked a spark of fire toward the torch where it caught the oil-soaked cloth and blazed to life. “You’re welcome,” she said with a wink for the captain, but Arieste just rolled her eyes at the red-haired woman’s display.

I turned to the Council of Four and swept a respectful bow. “See you when we’re done,” I said. “We’ll be back with the Circlet of Darksight and Vozaath’s head as a trophy for your wall.”

“Goddesses smile on you,” Danikel said as he returned my bow. Enton bowed as well, while Lavinus merely nodded causing his multiple chins to wobble. Warrald’s jaw muscles worked as he spun on his heel and strode stiffly back up the tunnel without a word.

Captain Daxos drew in a deep breath and strode toward the hole in the wall. I noticed two more of the black-armored men with him moved to the opening as well.

“They’re coming, too?” I asked with a frown.

“Yes,” Captain Daxos said as he motioned to the two men. “Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai are my most trusted soldiers. We have fought in the Blackguard for nearly ten years together, and they have saved my life from the ghoulins on more than one occasion.”

“It will be an honor to journey beside you, Sir Ethan,” said Lieutenant Trosken with a bow. He was a tall man, taller than even me, though with a rangy build and long arms. He wore his black hair pulled back into a tight braid that made his long nose and pointed chin seem even sharper and narrower. Intelligence sparkled in his dark brown eyes, and it seemed he was filled with a sort of nervous energy, as if always on the lookout for danger. He carried a weapon that resembled a Japanese naginata, with a short-curved sword blade at the end of a long spear shaft. A short katana-looking sword hung from his belt beside a long dagger.

Sergeant Dai studied me head to toe, then grunted in what I hoped was satisfaction. He was almost as short as Irenya but looked to be made of solid muscle. Instead of a tight braid, he had shaved his head completely bald. A neatly trimmed beard grew on his square jaw, and the dark hair emphasized the thickness of his nose and eyebrows. He had a barrel chest, shoulders that seemed too broad even on his impressive frame, and massive forearms that ended in huge, thick-fingered hands. He carried two heavy-looking short swords that looked like extra-thick Roman gladiuses. A short-handled mace with wicked black spikes on the head also hung from his belt, and I guessed he had half a dozen other weapons concealed on his body.

“What about them?” I asked as I pointed to the other two Blackguards that stood beside the remaining Councilors.

“They will remain to guard the door,” said Captain Daxos. “Just in case any of the implings find their way up here.” The look on his face told me he was thinking “or if Vozaath does,” but he was too polite to say it.

“I understand.” The danger to Windwall was very real. The door had remained locked by magic for centuries as a ward against Vozaath. The fact that I was taking it down meant we were past the point of no return. If I didn’t get rid of the demon, the city would face a serious problem.

Thankfully, I had all the help I’d need to take down Vozaath. Once we found him, Arieste’s dragon form would be more than strong enough to rip open the demon’s flesh to expose its heart. I could use the fire magic to overload its gemstone, and the curse of Ironfast would be lifted.

“Now to find the thing,” I said in my mind.

“I’ve got your back,” Nyvea purred. “And what a pretty backside it is.”

Trust Nyvea to find a way to lighten my mood.

I climbed through the hole in the wall first and summoned a small tongue of fire to my palm for light. The stone walls on the other side were nearly identical to the tunnel behind me, but with one major difference. These walls had more of those strange-looking runes from the door carved into the stone. In fact, as I turned to study the rear of the door, I noticed that the runes covered every square inch of the stone. When I threw the little lick of fire against the door, it immediately fizzled out without leaving so much as a scorch mark. The wizards of Ironfast had to have used an incredible amount of magic to make the door impervious to attack from within.

Captain Daxos climbed through next, then stepped aside to allow the women to enter. I reached out a hand to help Arieste through. Irenya brushed my offered hand aside and instead took Captain Daxos’ with a dazzling smile.

“She’s trying to make you jealous,” Nyvea purred.

“You think? She seemed pretty happy with the captain last night.”

“But she swore to serve you,” the amulet replied. “I’ve seen the way she looks at you, Ethan. Trust me, there is no one she desires but you. She just wants you to feel as jealous of her and Captain Daxos as she feels of you and Arieste.”

“Irenya, jealous?” I asked. “She doesn’t really strike me as that type of person.”

“Perhaps the human side of Irenya isn’t, but what about the dragon side?”

That made more sense. In fantasy stories, dragons were notoriously territorial creatures, more so than anything which had lived on Earth. Frosdar had hated Riamod because the fire dragon kept stealing its land and killing its minions. At the same time, dragons were also greedy. They built the largest hoards they could because they valued things of worth. If Irenya saw that Arieste had staked a claim to me, the dragon instincts within the red-haired woman immediately made her want what Arieste had.

I felt a real connection with Arieste, but there was an undeniable sexiness about Irenya I had trouble ignoring. Everything from the way she looked at me to her spicy perfume to the sway of her hips as she walked tempted my imagination.

“You could have both of them, hero,” Nyvea told me in her silkiest voice. “They both serve you, after all.”

She filled my head with images of passionate nights spent between both the curvaceous redhead and the slim, elegant platinum blonde.

“Nyvea, let’s focus on the task at hand,” I said. “We have to get this crown and save the kingdoms before sexy stuff, and I could really use your help.”

“Use my help?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Why do you sound surprised? You are my friend, and I need your advice as I go through this crazy dungeon and into the long-forgotten city.”

“Oh, yes,” she said. “I suppose you do.”

“Yeah,” I said as I tried not to chuckle. “I appreciate your sexy innuendos, but I also need your sexy brain. Deal?”

“Of course, Ethan. I am here to help you. Thanks for the reminder. Maybe I got a bit carried away with--”

“It’s cool.” I pushed the very arousing images from my mind and, with an effort, returned my attention to the people around me. Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai had made the climb through the hole and were now lighting their own torches off Captain Daxos’ lit brand.

“I’ll take the lead,” I told the captain as I drew my fireman’s axe from its sheath. “One of you take point beside me, with the other two bringing up the rear with the ladies in the middle.”

“We’re not some delicate flowers that need protecting,” Irenya snapped with a scowl. Arieste’s expression revealed similar feelings on the matter.

“Oh, don’t I know it!” I said with a broad grin. “But if you take the middle, you can use your magic to help me in the front or support the rear guard in case we get attacked.”

This seemed to mollify Irenya, who promptly summoned a little lick of flame to dance across her slim fingers. Arieste’s expression remained hard for a moment longer before she relented with a nod.

“Trosken and Dai will bring up the rear, and I will take the front beside you,” Captain Daxos agreed. He drew one of his two swords, which were long and straight with a slashing edge, like a Chinese dao blade. The casual way he held the weapon made it clear he was more than comfortable wielding it.

We made a pretty bad-ass little company, I had to admit. The finest warriors of Windwall, two magic-wielding dragon women, and me with my fire and ice magic. As I led our small party down the incline and deeper into the tunnels to Ironfast, I felt a little surge of excitement at the prospect of another adventure. Time to kick ass and take names.

The torches provided enough light to see about twenty feet ahead of us, and it revealed nothing but more of the rune-inscribed stone walls, ceiling, and floors. The passage was about eight feet wide and tall, so we had more than enough space to travel comfortably walking side by side. I found myself wishing for a watch as we strode down the tunnel’s gentle slope. We had no way to mark the time or measure how far we’d come.

The darkness seemed thicker down here, almost a tangible thing that pressed against the circle of torchlight. The silence was tomb-like, and there was no sound down here except our breathing or the scuffing of our boots on the floor. The place smelled of old wood, dust, and forgotten memories.

“So, how much do you know about Ironfast?” I asked Captain Daxos.

“Very little, I’m afraid,” the captain said with a shake of his head. “As my father no doubt told you, there are virtually no written records remaining from the days before Vozaath drove our ancestors from the deeps.”

“So, no maps on where to go or how to find Ironfast?” I asked.

“No,” Captain Daxos said. “But the one thing all citizens of Windwall know is that Ironfast is far, far beneath the surface. Far below the level of the canyon floor, for that matter.”

“So, we’ve got a long way down to go.” The canyon floor was at least three hundred yards down from the tops of the cliffs. We’d gone down maybe fifteen or twenty yards to reach the magically sealed door, so we were still a long way from finding Ironfast.

The sound of labored breathing came from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder and was surprised to find Irenya sweating heavily. She looked like she was having a hard time breathing, and I saw a tremor run through her hands. Her eyes darted around nervously, and every step deeper into the tunnel only added to the look of terror on her face.

I immediately recognized the signs of a panic attack, probably brought on by feelings of claustrophobia.

Of course. How could I be so foolish? Until two days ago, Irenya had been the red dragon Riamod. She had ruled the blue skies, and now she found herself trapped beneath a mountain of stone. Of course, she was going to be panicking at the enclosed space.

Arieste seemed less affected by claustrophobia though her posture was tense and rigid. Captain Daxos and the other Blackguards didn’t seem to mind the dark passageways, and they weren’t really paying attention to the two women.

“Captain, take the others and go on ahead for a moment,” I told him.

Captain Daxos shot me a curious glance, but his expression grew worried as he caught sight of Irenya’s condition.

“It’s just nerves,” I said in an attempt to protect Irenya’s dignity. She was a second away from freaking out, the last thing she’d want was people to look at her like she was crazy. “I’ve seen this before, and I’m trained to deal with it. Scout the way ahead, and we’ll follow in a minute.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Captain Daxos set his torch down on the ground and motioned for his men to follow.

Arieste didn’t move, and the look in her eyes told me the last thing she wanted was to leave me alone with Irenya. After our earlier conversation, I knew she had little reason to trust the red-haired woman.

But right now, Irenya needed my help more than I needed Arieste to keep an eye on her. We couldn’t have Irenya suffering a full-blown panic attack at the beginning of our quest. If I could help her at least find a way to cope with her claustrophobia, it would make the whole journey a lot easier.

“Go, please,” I told her. “We’re right behind you.”

Her expression made her reluctance plain, but after a long moment, she hurried to catch up to the retreating backs of the Blackguards.

“Irenya, can you hear me?” I asked in a firm voice.

“Can’t… breathe!” she gasped. Cold sweat stood out on her forehead, and panic filled her eyes.

“Listen to my voice,” I said as I took her trembling hands and gripped them hard in mine. “What you’re experiencing is perfectly normal. You hate the fact that you’re trapped in a tight dark space, right?”

“Yes!” Her breath came in great wheezing gulps.

“Your brain is telling your body to freak out, but you have to remember that you are in control here.” I squeezed her hands tighter and looked her in the eyes. “I can help you, but you have to trust me. You have to listen to what I’m saying and do what I do, okay?”

She gave a wild, jerky nod of her head. At any moment, the anxiety would blossom into a full-on panic attack if I didn’t calm her down.

“What I need you to do is take long deep breaths, like this.” I exaggerated my movements as I opened my mouth wide to draw in a long breath, held it for two seconds, then let it out slowly. “Breathe with me, Irenya. Do as I’m doing.”

I repeated the breathing pattern, making sure to count aloud as I breathed in, held, then exhaled.

“Come on, Irenya, you can do this,” I said. “Breathe with me!”

She drew in a ragged gasp in time with me, held it, then blew it out in a single rush of air.

“Good! Again!”

I gripped her hands tight and held her gaze as we drew in a deep breath, then a second, then a third. Slowly, her ragged breathing normalized, the tremors in her hands faded, and the fear in her eyes dimmed. After a full minute of this exaggerated breathing pattern, she had calmed down enough that she was no longer on the verge of panic.

My EMT training had taught me to apply oxygen to a hyperventilating patient, but I didn’t have any breathing masks or oxygen tubes.

“You could always kiss her,” Nyvea purred. “Give her some of your breath that way.”

“She needs oxygen,” I told her in my mind. “Kissing her would make it harder for her to breathe.”

“It could distract her from her fear,” Nyvea responded. “That seems like the best way to forget about panic to me.”

I ignored her and continued to help Irenya breathe. It took nearly five minutes before she fully calmed down.

“Listen,” I told her, “what you’re experiencing is called claustrophobia, or fear of being in a tight space. It’s a perfectly normal reaction. Lots of people I know have it.”

Embarrassment and anger filled her eyes, and she pulled her hands free of mine as she refused to meet my gaze.

“If you feel yourself starting to panic like that again, I need you to tell me.” I tilted her chin up to lift her eyes to mine. “I can help you through it again.”

“It won’t happen again!” Irenya snapped and stepped back to pull her face free of my grasp.

“If it does,” I insisted, “tell me. I want you to be okay, and I know how scary things like this can be.”

“You don’t seem afraid,” she retorted, and anger flashed in her eyes.

“I’m not because I spent months training in conditions like this.” I’d spent many of my Academy days crawling through cramped spaces. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t have any fears.”

“You have fears?” Her eyebrows rose and curiosity wrinkled her forehead.

I hesitated for a moment. The last thing I wanted to do was admit that I was afraid of anything, but I knew it would help her. “I really, really don’t like snakes. They creep me out.”

“Snakes?” Her eyes went wide and she let out a little laugh, a melodious sound that held none of her earlier panic. “Sir Ethan Dragonrider, afraid of snakes. Hah! You aren’t afraid of dragons, and they’re much deadlier.”

“Yeah, kind of foolish, huh?” I shrugged as I smiled at her.

“Ahhh,” she sighed. “I suppose not as foolish as a dragon being afraid of a tight cave.” Her shoulders slumped a bit, and I reached out to pull her into a hug. The beautiful woman let out a small gasp of surprise when I held her, but then she pushed her face into my chest and took a few deep breaths.

“Feeling better?” I asked as soon as I felt her body relax and her breathing return to a normal rate.

“Yes,” she said as she pulled away from my hug. Her eyes flashed to my lips and then her lips matched my smile.

Admitting I had fears of my own had helped her come to grips with hers. It was a step toward helping her overcome it though I could see by the wicked twinkling in her eye that she would find a way to make me regret sharing this information with her.

“Look, if you feel the panic starting again, try to take long, deep breaths like I showed you,” I told her. “And, if it gets really bad, you tell me, okay?”

“Okay,” she said. Her gaze met mine, and something flashed in her eyes. For a single moment, the sultry facade she had put up faded, and I caught a glimpse of the real Irenya beneath. The woman felt the same fear anyone would in such an unfamiliar situation, surrounded by people that had been her enemies until literally two days earlier. Yet I saw the same look that passed in Arieste’s eyes when she realized that I wasn’t going to turn her over to the people of Whitespire to be killed. There was relief there, mingled with something else. Gratitude, perhaps?

Then the moment passed, and the mischievous look returned to Irenya’s face.

“Well come on, then,” she said with a saucy wink. “If we hang back too long, the others will think we’re getting into all sorts of mischief.” She pressed her soft, curvaceous body against mine. “Maybe we should give them a reason to suspect us. After all, we are alone in the dark.”

A little shiver ran down my spine as her hand slipped up my back to caress my neck, and my heart sped up with the feeling of her warmth so close to me. I inhaled the spicy citrus tang of her perfume, which only made my blood rush faster. It took all of my self-control to draw in a deep breath and take a step back. She was having a strangely intoxicating effect on me, and it was getting harder and harder to resist.

“Such a shame,” Irenya purred with a little tsk of her tongue. “Maybe another time, handsome.” With a flip of her hair and a saucy wink, she turned and strode down the tunnel after the others.

My mind raced as fast as my pulse as I watched her sashay away.

“Ooh, she’s going to be a fun one,” Nyvea purred. “A handful, in all the right ways and places.”

I couldn’t disagree, given my marvelous view of her most ample places. At that moment, I felt a bit torn. Arieste and I had a real connection, but everything about Irenya screamed sensuousness. I knew spending a night with Irenya would be one hell of a ride, but I really did need to focus on the mission.

I picked up Captain Daxos’ torch and hurried after the dragon-woman. I caught up with her in a few seconds, and she shot me a look that promised more than just a few minutes of fun. I felt my face flush and forced myself to stare at the tunnel straight ahead. Her little laugh only added to my embarrassment.

Irenya was unlike any other woman I’d met, both on Earth and Iriador. I could tell that she was using her body and sensuality to get what she wanted, which in this case was me and access to her magic. But she had something undeniably attractive in her approach to life. As I’d seen back at the market, she knew what she wanted and would go for it no matter what. She lived life to the fullest and sought to experience every pleasure possible. She appealed to the most primitive of my urges.

Thankfully, I was spared from further contemplation of Irenya’s sensuality by the sight of Captain Daxos, Arieste, and the two Blackguards in the distance. They had stopped at a section of the tunnel about forty yards away. As I approached, I saw that they were at an intersection where the passage split into three more to the right, left, and straight ahead.

“Any thoughts on which to take, Sir Ethan?” Captain Daxos asked. “Our lack of knowledge on Ironfast’s layout puts us at a severe disadvantage. I thought perhaps you might have an idea.”

I paused at the intersection and stared down the three corridors. They were each identical to the other, with the same gentle downward slope and rune-covered walls. None had a single distinguishing mark to indicate which way led to Ironfast. No doubt that had been done on purpose as a means to stop invaders from easily reaching the city below or to keep Vozaath from arriving at the surface.

My mind raced as I tried to think of a solution. If the legends were true, Vozaath was a creature of magic, just as the dragons, Snow Killers, rock trolls, and fire goblins had been. Maybe the Mark of the Guardian could sense the demon, and I could follow its trail down to Ironfast. Not the greatest plan, but no one else in our small party seemed to have any better idea.

I closed my eyes and reached out for the threads of magic in the world around me. I could feel the ice and fire magic like raging torrents inside me as well as the smaller trickles of power flowing through Irenya and Arieste. Tiny threads of fire magic flickered through the heat of the torches we carried and the warmth of our bodies. But I couldn’t sense the magical presence of a demon, or anything else living in the tunnels. If there were living or magical beings down here, they were too far out of range for me to sense.

I was about to give up when something in the walls caught my attention. I felt a tiny tug at the magic within me as if the black stone wanted to tap into the fire and ice powers. No, I realized, not the walls, but the runes etched into the stone.

I summoned a bit of ice magic to my fingertips, but instead of forming a shield I poured the power into the stone. I caught my breath as I felt the rock suck the magic from my hands with surprising force. Immediately, the rune beneath my hand flared to life. White light shone from the strange symbol, and it filled the intersection with a faint glow.

I heard gasps sound behind me and turned to see more runes flaring to life down the right-hand tunnel. The white light glowed like the landing strip of an airport, and it left no doubt in my mind.

“I’d say it’s this way,” I told the others with a broad grin, and then I gestured for them to follow me down the correct path.

Captain Daxos fell in beside me with an incredulous expression. His eyes traced the line of white lights running through the length of the tunnels, and once again he looked at the torch in his hand as if asking “Why did I even bring this?”

I chuckled as I strode down the tunnel. The glowing lights ran along both walls and the ceiling, and they provided more than enough illumination for us to see the way ahead. The path continued downward for another hundred yards before dropping off into a steeper angle, and then the roof of the tunnel blocked the rest of the way from sight.

“It feels surreal to be striding these corridors,” Captain Daxos told me in a hushed, awe-filled voice. “All my life, I have heard the tales of Ironfast, yet like the rest of Windwall thought it lost forever. We will be the first human feet to tread these halls in more than five hundred years.”

That got me thinking about what the priestess had said about the implings we would doubtless find living in these passages. Vozaath wasn’t the only danger we had to worry about. Every minute or so, I used the Mark of the Guardian to feel for any presence of magic around us. It made for slower going, but I wouldn’t be caught by surprise in the dark.

“Have you ever seen an impling?” I asked the captain. “Like in paintings or drawings?”

“I have,” Captain Daxos told me. “They are little beasts, as Priestess Quailu said, with vicious claws and teeth that can rip a man’s throat out. From the stories my father told me, more than one wizard died while trying to catch one as their familiar.”

I tightened my grip on my axe. At least the implings would die as easily as any other mortal creature. We’d have our hands full enough dealing with Vozaath.

“Do you mind if I ask how you came by your magical abilities, Sir Ethan?” Captain Daxos’ voice was hesitant and he shot a sidelong glance at me. “Magic has not been wielded by human hands since the time of Ironfast. Yet here you are, with two dragons in your service, bending fire and ice to your will.”

“It’s a long story,” I told him.

I didn’t sense any deceit or malice in the captain, but not even Irenya or Arieste knew the whole story of my magical abilities, my agreement with Barodan, or that I had come from Earth.

“To tell you the truth,” I said, “I don’t really know how I got these abilities. I just sort of… had them one day, you know?” It wasn’t technically a lie, but it didn’t give away anything important.

“So, your abilities simply manifested from one day to the next?” Captain Daxos asked.

“Sure, that sounds about right,” I said with a nod.

“Do you think--” The captain shot me a curious glance and drew in a deep breath. “Do you think other humans can manifest the abilities as well? Could this be the return of magic?”

From the look in his eyes, I understood what he wanted to know. He had seen me use magic to defeat the ghoulins and save his fellow Blackguards on the Windwall. It was a power that any soldier would want, especially one fighting for the survival of his people and family. He wanted to know if he could one day use magic as I did so he could protect his loved ones.

“I hope so,” I said, “because it would be awesome to have more people to help in the war against the dragons. Hell, we could use a few extra hands to kick Vozaath’s ass and get rid of Emroth. But honestly, I don’t know if magic is returning to the world.”

“Oh,” he said, and his face fell. “I understand.” Disappointment flashed in his eyes, and I felt a stab of pity for the captain. Everything I’d seen of him indicated that he was a good man trapped in a hopeless situation like the rest of his people. In a way, Captain Daxos reminded me of Adath and Sir Galfred. He had their same innate nobility that had drawn me to them, and I wanted to hope he could develop magical abilities as well.

“Power is best reserved for those who are suited to wield it,” Nyvea warned in my mind. “Not everyone can do what you do, hero.”

“I know,” I replied, “but maybe Captain Daxos is one of those who can.”

“Time will tell,” she whispered. “Yet time may not bring him the magic he desires. In the end, it is the Mark of the Guardian and your tattoos that give you the power you have.”

“Can Barodan give the mark to more people?” I asked.

“No,” she responded, and a note of finality rang in her voice. “It can only be wielded by one at any time.”

“How about the tattoos?” I persisted. “Can they be given to others at the same time?”

Nyvea remained silent for so long that I thought she was ignoring me. Finally, she said, “No,” then spoke no more.

I was about to press her for more, but something in the air caught my attention. A smell, faint but noticeable, hung in the tunnels. It had a hint of sweetness with a rank, pungent edge that seemed oddly familiar. Almost like old meat with a few drops of cheap perfume added.

My gut clenched as I realized what it was. Rotting bodies.

“Stop!” I hissed. Captain Daxos froze in place with his sword raised to strike, and I felt a surge of fire and ice magic behind me as Irenya and Arieste summoned their powers.

“You smell it, too?” Captain Daxos asked in a whisper. “The smell of death.”

“Yes.” I exchanged a glance with the captain. “We move slowly and watch for any sign of attack.”

Captain Daxos shot a silent signal to Sergeant Dai, who slipped between the two women to join us at the front of the line. At my nod, we moved forward at a slow steady pace. I felt no signs of magic in the passages except for Irenya and Arieste, but my heart hammered in my chest as I scanned the darkness. Though the tunnels looked empty, the smell grew stronger with every step.

Then I saw them. Fifty yards ahead and below us, there were small mounds strewn across the floor of the tunnel. The smell of rotting corpses grew nauseating as we approached, and it took a lot of effort to stop from gagging at the thick reek filling the tunnel. Eventually, I had to cover my mouth with my cloak to filter out the stink.

Thirty yards separated us from the bodies, then twenty, then ten. My eyes went wide as I realized they weren’t human. They were far too small, barely three feet tall, and no humans I’d ever seen had stubby wings, horns, and needle-sharp teeth.

“Implings!” hissed Captain Daxos.

My eyes scanned the darkness while the Mark of the Guardian searched the passages for any hint of magic. Nothing but emptiness and silence greeted me. I could find no trace of anything alive, only the dead bodies at my feet.

So, what the fuck had killed them?
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Chapter Nine

I closed the distance to the corpses and crouched to get a better look. The implings were as hideous as I’d imagined, with squat fat bodies covered in thick fur and stubby wings barely two or three inches long sprouting from their spiny backs. Two long, curving goat horns protruded from the tops of their heads, and they had hundreds of needle-sharp teeth and enormous black eyes that probably helped them to see better in the dark. Up close, the smell of their decaying flesh was strong enough to make me gag.

“The bodies can’t be older than a few days,” Lieutenant Trosken said as he knelt beside another dead impling. “The stale air of the passages slows decay, but their flesh will still decompose until nothing but the bones beneath remain.”

“Hmmm.” I studied the wounds that killed the implings. Long claws had carved them to shreds, and I could see the marks left by sharp teeth. But as I got a closer look at the slash marks, I noticed how thin they were. I imagined the demon Vozaath had to be huge to terrify the wizards of Ironfast, but these marks had been left by something with claws barely larger than a coyote’s. During my EMT rotation, I’d actually treated someone who had been attacked by a ravenous coyote in a city park on Chicago’s West Side. Those wounds didn’t require more than a few stitches and a rabies shot, but whatever left these marks had carved the implings to ribbons.

“This cannot be the demon’s work,” Lieutenant Trosken said. His face was stiff, and I saw suspicion in his eyes as he shot a glance at Captain Daxos.

“So, what could have done it?” the captain asked.

“If I didn’t know better,” Trosken replied, “I’d say…” he trailed off, then shook his head. “No, that cannot be. Perhaps another group of implings attacked this one.”

I looked at the claws sprouting from the dead implings’ fingers. They were easily three inches long and ended in razor-sharp points. It would take a lot of strength for such a tiny creature to inflict this amount of damage, but it wasn’t out of the question.

“We must be wary,” Lieutenant Trosken said as he stood and glanced around. After a moment, he nodded in satisfaction and pointed to something a short distance down the tunnel. “That is where they came from. There may be more roaming the tunnels, but I did not expect we would find them this high above Ironfast.”

I moved closer to the section of the tunnel he’d pointed to and saw a part of ceiling that looked blacker than the rest of the surrounding stone. I lifted my torch to shine the light on it and realized it was a hole in the stone. The hole was eight or nine inches wide, just big enough for an impling to drop out of.

“This is how they travel around the mountain?” I asked.

“It is the most likely answer,” Lieutenant Trosken replied with a shrug. “From the stories told to me as a child, the wizards had to smoke them out of their burrows in the depths of the mountains. Perhaps there is even a network of such tunnels throughout the stone all around us, like rabbits in their warrens.”

It seemed an odd choice for an underground creature to tunnel into the roof, but I figured it was similar to the way snakes dropped onto unsuspecting prey. With those sharp claws and needle-like teeth, the implings could do some serious damage.

“Then we’ll have to keep an eye out for any more of these holes in the passages as we go down,” I told the others. “The last thing we need is to be caught off-guard by an impling attack.”

“Agreed, Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said. He exchanged a glance with his two men, and something passed unspoken between them. They were trying to hide something from me, I could tell. The reason why they’d want to hold back important information escaped me, but the fact that they were not telling me put me on high alert.

The truth was that I didn’t know a lot about the men who chose to travel with me. What little I’d seen of Captain Daxos had told me he was a decent man, but he could easily be hiding his true character beneath a facade. And Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai were two more unknown quantities. They’d come on the Captain’s recommendation, but this little exchange made me question just why the three of them had chosen or been assigned to this mission.

“Captain, you and your men take the lead,” I told him, “and I’ll bring up the rear with the women.”

“Of course, if you deem it prudent, Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said. Behind him, I noticed Lieutenant Trosken’s eyebrows rise in curiosity.

“If we do get attacked by these implings,” I said, “I think your heavier armor will be better-suited to keeping them off us, and your weapons will do far more damage than our magic will.”

“Ah, certainly,” the captain said with a nod. He had been in Priestess Quailu’s chambers when she mentioned the implings being immune to the effects of magic.

With a nod to Sergeant Dai and Lieutenant Trosken, he led the way past the bodies and down the tunnel. Arieste and Irenya fell into step behind the two of them, and I took up the rear. As the Blackguards moved, I tugged on the women’s elbows to slow their pace and put some distance between the three men and us.

“You saw that, right?” I said in a voice pitched low so only the women could hear. “That look they gave each other?”

Arieste nodded, but Irenya shook her head.

“They’re hiding something,” I told them, still whispering. “Something to do with whatever killed the implings. Maybe more.”

“What do you want us to do?” Arieste whispered over her shoulder.

“Nothing now, but keep an eye on them,” I said. “Whatever they’re hiding, it’s going to come out sooner or later. We need to be ready when it does.”

“Understood,” Irenya whispered, and Arieste nodded as well.

“Good. Now let’s catch up before they get suspicious.” We hurried to close the gap between us and the Blackguards, who seemed not to notice that we’d lagged behind. All three men were visibly tense, and they gripped their weapons in white-knuckled hands. Whatever they thought might have caused the implings’ death had them spooked.

“Well aren’t you the clever man?” Nyvea asked in my mind. “And here I thought you just wanted to get an eyeful of the two babes.”

“Let’s call that a bonus treat,” I replied with a grin. From my position a few steps behind Irenya, I had a wonderful view of the way her hips and ample butt swayed as she moved. Was it my imagination, or did she add a little extra sizzle to each step knowing that I was watching? “I don’t want to think the worst of Captain Daxos or his men, but I’m not going to be caught off guard. If nothing happens, we’re no worse for the wear. But if it does…”

“You’ll be ready to kick Blackguard ass!”

I truly didn’t want to believe Captain Daxos was here for any reason but to help ensure the success of our mission. The Circlet of Darksight would give Windwall an edge in the battle against Emroth, and it could actually free the city from the dragon’s threat once I eliminated her. But I’d seen enough duplicity and deception in my twenty-plus years of life to be aware that people could conceal their ulterior motives beneath a pleasant front.

A nervous silence gripped our small party as we continued our downward trek. The minutes seemed to drag on as we stepped deeper into the darkened tunnels. After about half an hour of walking, I noticed the white lights of the runes growing dim. When I reached out with the Mark of the Guardian, I could feel the magic I’d poured into the stone walls getting weaker. I summoned a bit of fire magic this time and used it to feed the hunger I felt pulsing within the runes. The five people ahead of me gasped as new runes flared to life and a bright red light filled the tunnel.

The crimson glow made everything seem somehow creepier. It reminded me of those horror movies where everything was tinted red, and it lent an air of danger to the surrounding tunnels. I found myself studying the roof to find more signs of the implings’ holes. When I spotted them, I made sure to give them a wide berth so one wouldn’t catch us off guard.

We passed just two intersections, each with three tunnels branching off to the right, left, and straight ahead. Each time, we followed the glowing light of the runes. The wizards of Ironfast had marked the path for those who knew how to use magic. Without my ice or fire powers, I had little doubt we’d have spent an eternity wandering the empty passages. Every single tunnel was identical to the others. It must have been designed as a labyrinth to keep out enemies or keep the demon Vozaath trapped inside.

Every few minutes, I reached out with the Mark of the Guardian to search for any magical presence around me. The tunnels were as empty as they were silent, and I felt nothing. Not even a hint of magic to indicate that Vozaath was somewhere beneath us. Was it too much to hope that the demon really had died long ago? Dragons could live that long, but they possessed the magic of the altars to sustain them. With no magic to feed on down here, the demon could have faded away or starved to death decades ago.

That thought just led me back to the question of what had killed the implings. I couldn’t sense any other creatures through the surrounding stone, so was it possible that another band of implings killed their own? What were Captain Daxos and his men hiding?

After another hour of walking in tense silence, the red light began to fade. The tension seemed to lift as I used my ice magic to turn on the white light of the runes.

“What say we take a break for lunch?” Captain Daxos offered. He was all friendly smiles again as if nothing had happened.

“Sounds good to me,” I said. I hadn’t eaten anything that morning, and the consistent use of magic was taking its toll on my energy levels. Arieste and Irenya actually seemed glad for the chance to take a rest, and I guessed that their human bodies weren’t accustomed to this level of activity quite yet.

Captain Daxos produced a cloth-wrapped bundle from his pack and opened it to reveal smaller packages within. Each was as large around as a softball, wrapped in a long, green leaf, and tied with black twine. Within the leaf was a small ball of sticky rice covered in seeds, dried red chili peppers, and what looked kind of like a lighter-colored version of dried seaweed. The rice balls let off a marvelous smell of ginger, garlic, lime zest, and a fishy sauce, with a hint of coriander to add a light punch.

“Damn, this is good!” I said around a mouthful of rice. I took another enthusiastic bite and got a taste of the pickled vegetables that gave the flavorful rice a wonderful acidic edge.

“My mother’s secret recipe,” Captain Daxos said with a grin. “She never lets me leave home without them.”

“My compliments to your mother, then.” I finished the rice ball in four big bites. I’d been a lot hungrier than I realized. Captain Daxos handed me a waterskin, and I took a long swig before passing it on to Arieste. The platinum-blonde woman had only nibbled at her rice ball, though Irenya devoured it with the same gusto as I had.

“Got any more?” the red-haired woman asked with an eager smile. “I could eat a dozen of those.”

Captain Daxos drew out another rice ball and handed it to her, and she went through it in five big bites. She ate noisily and chewed with her mouth open, but somehow it just added to the charm of her personality. She would enjoy life to the fullest and make no apologies for doing so.

Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai sat at the front and back of our little group, and they kept a wary eye on the tunnels. Yes, something about finding the dead implings was definitely spooking them. I thought about asking the captain, but couldn’t be sure he’d give me a straight answer. I’d give him a bit more time before I really started to get suspicious.

We resumed our descent into the tunnels after fifteen minutes, just long enough for Irenya to finish a third rice ball and the rest of Arieste’s first. I saw the tension in the platinum-blonde woman’s face, the tightness of her posture, and the calculating look in her eyes as she studied Captain Daxos and his men. Irenya seemed far less worried, but I saw the sparks dancing between her fingers and felt the little surges of magic from within her. She wasn’t going to be caught off-guard.

We’d traveled maybe half an hour before I felt a little tickling in the back of my mind. I’d been scanning the surrounding tunnels with the Mark of the Guardian in search of any sign of magic, but I couldn’t tell what it was or how far away it was, but there was no mistaking that faint hum of magical power.

“Captain, hold up,” I said as I slipped between Arieste and Irenya.

“What is it, Sir Ethan?” Captain Daxos asked, and his grip on his sword hilt tightened.

“I felt something from ahead of us,” I told him. “Something magical.”

“Something… magical?” The captain’s forehead furrowed. “What sort of something?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said with a shrug, “but I want to be ready for anything when we find out. Let me take the lead so I can guide us toward it. You and your men watch my back.”

Uncertainty flashed in Captain Daxos’ eyes, and I could see Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai bristle a little at my giving orders. But Danikel had told me they were coming to help us find the Circlet and defeat the demon, and I was the one with the magical abilities, so I was in command of our little expedition.

“Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said in a hesitant voice, “while I do not doubt your courage or magical abilities, I am not willing to risk your life should we find ourselves in danger.”

“Trust me,” I said and hefted my axe, “I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

“Of course,” the captain said hurriedly. “But--”

“Captain,” I said in a voice that brooked no argument. “I’ve got this. Watch my back and get ready for whatever’s out there.”

After a long moment, Captain Daxos relented. “As you say, Sir Ethan.” He nodded to his two men, and they took up position behind me as I’d commanded.

I’d worried something like this would happen. The three men served in the Blackguard which had a strict chain of command. I wasn’t part of that chain of command, so there was always the risk they’d hesitate to take orders from me. But it seemed Danikel had prepared his son well. Even if they didn’t trust me yet, they would obey the People’s Councilor. That would be enough until I proved that I wouldn’t do anything stupid like sending them off to die like a foolish commander. It took time to earn the trust and respect of soldiers, just like with firemen and cops, and leading the way into danger would be a good way to start.

I tightened my grip on my fireman’s axe and summoned a bit of ice magic to re-light the runes in the wall. Then I kept pouring magic into the stone until it glowed bright enough to illuminate the tunnel ahead of us for a hundred yards or so. The walls of the tunnel ran unbroken for nearly eighty yards, but there was a patch of darkness on the right that could only indicate the presence of a side passage. My senses told me the magic was coming from there.

We advanced at a slow pace, and I could feel the surge of magic in the women behind me. If anything came out of that tunnel to attack us, they’d find themselves in for a fight. Demon, impling, or anything else.

I hesitated as we reached the side passage. The glowing runes continued straight down the tunnel ahead of us, and the way to the right was totally dark.

“Got a torch?” I asked as I held out a hand to Captain Daxos. When the captain handed over his barely used firebrand, I lit it with a little flash of fire magic, took a deep breath, raised the torch high, and strode down the side passage.

The darkened corridor ran for twenty yards before it opened into a larger space that turned out to be a circular room about thirty feet in diameter. The walls of the room were covered in runes, and a bit of ice magic poured into the stone filled the space with a soft white glow.

I heard a sharp intake of breath behind me and whirled, my axe at the ready. Captain Daxos had his sword raised and his eyes fixed on a pile of bones that lay off to one side of the room.

“Yang,” he said in a sharp voice.

Lieutenant Trosken slipped past the captain and crouched beside the bones. After a few seconds of study, he turned to the captain.

“Human,” he said. “Ancient, by the looks of them.”

The tension in the small chamber faded and Captain Daxos lowered his sword. Arieste and Irenya both released their hold on the magic they’d summoned at the Captain’s reaction.

I strode over to Yang and studied the bones as well. The pile was large enough to hold at least ten or twelve skeletons, but it could have been more. Judging by the shattered skulls, snapped arm and leg bones, and the scattered hands and feet, these men had died a violent death. It didn’t take a forensic examiner to see that they had been ripped apart by an immensely strong creature.

“Vozaath,” I said. “These are some of the wizards of Ironfast, and this was the demon’s handiwork.”

“So, it seems,” Captain Daxos said, and I was surprised to find his face filled with relief. He sheathed his sword and let out a long breath. “What a gruesome way to die.”

The sight before me brought the reality of what I faced to light. If Vozaath could crush, shatter, and rip these people apart with such ease, we faced a serious challenge ahead. This wasn’t some minor impling, fire goblin, or even a rock troll. A creature strong enough to do this much damage could even be a threat to the dragons, and I could see that both Irenya and Arieste were just now realizing that.

But if these bodies were long dead where had I sensed the magic coming from? I used the Mark of the Guardian to feel for any hint of magical power and caught a faint pulse coming from beneath the pile of skeletons. The room echoed with the eerie clatter of bone on stone as I used the head of my fireman’s axe to shove the pile out of the way.

Beneath the mound of skeletons lay a shield and sword. The sword was crafted in the same katana-style as Captain Daxos’ weapons, and though the leather wrapping on the hilt had crumbled to dust, the steel remained strong. As I picked it up, I felt a little pulse of magic coming from the bright red gemstone set into its hilt.

I pressed the gemstone, and it sank into its socket with a little click. Immediately, a tongue of flame licked up the single steel edge. The sword glowed with the heat of the fire and the steel grew red-hot, just as Sir Galfred’s fire axe had.

“Hah!” I let out a triumphant laugh as I swung the sword around. It felt and looked like a beautifully crafted weapon, with a balance that felt amazing in my hands. If I wasn’t so fond of my fireman’s axe, I could totally see myself using this sword. But there was someone better-suited to wielding it than me.

“I think you could do some serious damage with this, Captain,” I said as I pressed the gemstone to shut off the fire magic and held out the now-cool blade to Ling.

The captain’s jaw dropped in surprise. “You want me to wield this?” he asked after he recovered from his shock.

“Seems more your speed than mine,” I told him with a grin and a shrug. “It’s an awesome blade, but I’m an axe guy. Besides, I’ve got magic of my own.”

Captain Daxos took the blade reverently from my hand and held it up. He pressed the gemstone and gaped as the fire once again flared to life along the blade.

I stooped to pick up the shield. It was five feet long and shaped like an inverted teardrop, made of layers of plywood sheets, iron, and animal hides. It felt sturdy in my hand but weighed a lot less than I expected from something so solid. I felt a little rush of excitement as I saw the white gemstone embedded into the back side. When I pressed the stone, I felt the rush of magic surging through the wood and metal. A shield of ice crackled to life on the front face.

“Now this is the sort of thing I’d find useful in battle,” I said with a grin.

I made a few experimental one-handed swings of my fire axe. It might take a bit of getting used to, but I could see it working. It would be good to have something a bit more defensive than just my ice magic, especially when facing something like Vozaath that’s able to rip people limb from limb. And, thanks to my own ice powers, I could actually augment the protective layers of ice on the shield.

I saw Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai glancing at the pile of bones as if hoping to find more magical items within. Sadly, the red and white gemstones set into the sword and shield were the only sources of magic I could feel around me.

There was something else. My blood ran cold as I felt another faint hint of magic coming from the main passageway. It wasn’t the significant presence of magic I expected from a creature like Vozaath, it came from lots of smaller creatures. I strained my senses to try to feel what sort of magic pulsed within them, but the magic seemed to evade me, and it felt like I was trying to see a shadow in a dark night.

Then my eyes flew wide as I realized what it was.

Emroth’s magical abilities allowed her to hide in plain sight, which was exactly what it seemed this magic was doing. There was only one explanation.

“Shit!” I cursed as I rushed up the hall toward the main passage.

Sure enough, in the light of the glowing runes, I saw a handful of corpse-like creatures shuffling up the tunnel toward us. Their gurgling cries echoed off the stone walls and ceiling, and a black light gleamed in their eyes as they caught sight of me.

“Goddesses!” breathed Captain Daxos, who had run up beside me. “Ghoulins!”
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Chapter Ten

How the fuck had Emroth’s minions gotten into the tunnels beneath Windwall? If there was this small band here, how many more were in the tunnels around and below us? Even worse, had some of them found their way back up the path we’d come and into the city itself? Was an army of ghoulins even now ravaging Windwall, all because of the magical door I’d opened? All these thoughts whirled through my mind as I studied the hideous figures shambling up the tunnel toward me.

“It can’t be!” Captain Daxos whispered, and I saw his face had gone pale.

The ghoulins had seen us and were lurching faster to cover the remaining fifty yards to reach us. I could sense twelve or fifteen individual magical signatures, so there was no way Captain Daxos and I could take them all down alone.

“Come on,” I said and grabbed the captain’s arm. “Let’s get back to the others and make a battle plan.”

Captain Daxos stared at me with wide-eyed surprise, as if his mind was still trying to comprehend the ramifications of our discovery of Emroth’s minions in the passages. It took him a moment to gather himself, then he nodded and hurried after me back down the short tunnel to the circular room.

“It’s ghoulins,” I told the four people in the chamber.

A hint of fear flashed through Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai’s eyes. They had spent their lives fighting the creatures from behind the safety of the Windwall. Had they ever confronted the ghoulins directly, or had it always been with arrows, ballista bolts, stones, and burning pitch?

“We can’t let them get in here,” I said as I heard the ghoulins’ gurgling cries growing louder. “We hold them in the tunnel and use the room to give us more mobility. Sergeant Dai, you’ll hold the front line with the captain and me. Lieutenant, use your longer reach to keep them from breaking through.” My eyes went to Arieste and Irenya. “Be careful with your magic.”

“I’ll make sure you walk away from this without scorched eyebrows or burnt hair,” Irenya said with a mocking grin that prompted Daxos and Trosken to reach for their long, black braids.

“Time to see what that magical sword of yours can do, eh?” I told Captain Daxos. I pressed the white gemstone set into my shield, and a thin sheet of ice covered the wooden teardrop-shaped surface. I tapped into my ice magic to thicken the coating of ice. I could use a bit more protection against the claws and fangs of the ghoulins.

Flames crackled from Captain Daxos’s sword as he took his place on my right, and Sergeant Dai grunted as he stepped to my left.

“Let’s do this,” I growled just as the first of the ghoulins surged toward me.

The creatures had been horrifying enough from atop a dragon’s back, but now it was a much more direct threat. There was no Windwall to hide behind, nothing but the strength of my armor and weapons and my skill to keep me alive. I felt a little lurch in my stomach as the wall of glittering black eyes, yellowed fangs, rag-covered emaciated bodies, and razor-sharp claws tottered toward me.

I swallowed the momentary taste of fear and swung a powerful one-handed blow that brought my axe up over my head and straight down onto the skull of the first ghoulin to reach us. The creature sagged to the tunnel floor without a sound, and black blood sprayed as I ripped my axe free.

“One down!” I called out.

“Two,” shouted Captain Daxos a second later. His flaming sword flashed out in a tight horizontal arc that opened the throat of a ghoulin on his side, then he brought it swinging around again to remove the creature’s head. The falling body tripped up the ghoulin behind him long enough for Captain Daxos to drive his sword straight through the monster’s black eyes. The ghoulin’s gurgling, grunting cry changed to a high-pitched shriek of pain.

On my left, Sergeant Dai chopped through one ghoulin’s outstretched arm with the heavy short sword in his right hand, and then he brought the mace in his left down hard to crush the creature’s skull. The ghoulin sagged at the sergeant’s feet, but Dai kicked the body before it hit the ground. His kick hurled the limp corpse into two more ghoulins, and the three collapsed in a heap.

But ghoulins didn’t attack like normal enemies. They moved slowly but came on without fear of injury or death, and they hurled themselves at us as if trying to crush us beneath the press of bodies. I had a memory of all the zombie movies and TV shows I’d seen. These creatures wouldn’t retreat in fear. We’d have to kill every last one of them if we wanted to get out of this.

I brought down two more with a one-handed sweeping blow of my axe, bashed another in the face with my shield, and twisted aside so Lieutenant Trosken could drive his bladed polearm into a ghoulin’s chest. The creature fumbled at the curved blade embedded between its ribs as if trying to rip it from the Lieutenant’s hands.

I had no time to help the lieutenant since I found myself facing two more ghoulins about to overwhelm Sergeant Dai. I raised my shield to block the slashing blow a heartbeat before one ghoulin tore the Sergeant’s neck open, and I grunted beneath the impact of the claws clanging off the ice-covered shield. They might be human-sized creatures, but the ghoulins were at least two or three times as strong.

Pain flashed down my right side as the second ghoulin attacked. The creature’s claw didn’t cut through the armor, but I knew I’d have a bruise on my ribs. With a growl, I brought my left arm across with my shield angled to drive the steel rim into the monster’s face. The blow staggered the ghoulin backward, and it stumbled over a fallen corpse. Before it could rise, I flipped my axe and drove the pick side into its face. Brain matter splattered the ground and black blood spread out in a grisly pool.

I felt a sudden chill in the air beside my head, and my heart stopped as I saw the tips of a ghoulin claw poking through a wall of ice two inches from my ears. Arieste’s ice dome was too thin to hold the monster for more than a second, but she’d saved my life.

“Irenya, do your thing!” I shouted as I darted backward.

“My thing?” the red-haired woman asked from behind me.

“Burn the fuckers!” I yelled.

Power flared behind me as Irenya summoned her fire magic. I grabbed Sergeant Dai, hauled him out of the way, and saw Captain Daxos doing the same with the lieutenant. A moment later, a bright thread of fire shot like a spear down the hallway to punch through two ghoulins. I whirled back toward the hallway, tapped into my own fire powers, and summoned the largest pillar of fire I could manage. My flames engulfed the entire hallway, and the ghoulins’ gurgling cries turned into shrieks of agony.

The stink of charred flesh filled the air in the chamber as the stream of magical flames died out. I didn’t try to tap into the fire magic again because I saw that none of the ghoulins had survived. Nothing but smoldering corpses remained in the hallway, and the cries of the monsters had fallen silent.

The three Blackguards stared at me in shocked surprise, and I gave them a shrug. Captain Daxos had seen me on the Windwall, but I could see by the look in his eyes that this first-hand exposure to my magical abilities left him stunned. Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai regarded me with an expression of mingled fear and awe.

“Well, that worked out nicely,” Irenya said with a cheerful grin. “Though maybe next time, just start with the magical attack in the first place, eh?”

“I’d rather not risk drawing Vozaath’s attention just yet,” I told her. “Not until we’re ready.”

It wasn’t totally a lie as I had guessed the demon would sense the magical powers similar to the way dragons could. But the truth was that using so much magic left me feeling drained and tired. I wanted to sit down and rest, but the threat of the ghoulins gave a whole new urgency to our mission here.

“Now, Vozaath isn’t the only threat we’re facing down here,” I said to Captain Daxos and his two Blackguards. “If the ghoulins find the way we came in--”

“They’re going to find the path to Windwall,” the captain said, and horror filled his expression.

“There’s no way to block up the hole in the magical door, and there’s no way just two Blackguards can hold off a group even this small.” My gut twisted as I realized the danger facing the city above. “We need to warn them of the ghoulins.”

“But how?” asked Captain Daxos. “Only those with magical abilities can navigate these passages without risking getting lost. And what if there are more ghoulins above? There is no guarantee any one or even two of us could make it back safely.” His eyes went to Arieste and Irenya. “Unless…”

I hesitated a moment. If I sent one of the women back up, they could use their magic to lead one of the Blackguards to the exit to Windwall and warn the Councilors of the ghoulins’ threat. But if I did that, I would only have one dragon to face Vozaath. From all the stories I’d heard of the demon, I was pretty sure I’d need the help of both dragons to bring it down.

So, what was the better choice? If we got the Circlet of Darksight and killed Vozaath, we could hurry back to Windwall, hopefully before the ghoulins wandering the tunnels stumbled onto the right way out. We’d need the Circlet to get rid of Emroth, and her minions with her.

“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “We cannot risk being separated. As you said, there’s no guarantee any one or two of us would get out in time to make a difference, but I will guarantee that getting the Circlet of Darksight and killing Vozaath will change the tide of this war forever. The only way out is down.”

Captain Daxos’ expression grew pensive. I could see his mind working through the same train of thought as I’d had. He shot a glance at Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai, and both men nodded agreement.

“So be it, Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said with a nod. “The tunnels are endless and the way is dark. We can pray to the Goddesses that the ghoulins do not find the way.”

“And on top of those prayers,” I said and shot him a grin, “we can haul ass and find this Lost City.”

“On that,” Captain Daxos said, and his grin mirrored mine, “you have my complete agreement.”

I shouldered my pack and slung the straps of my new shield over one arm, but then I paused when I felt Arieste’s eyes on me. She was staring at my right side where the ghoulin had struck me. I glanced down and found four deep furrows carved into my armor. One of the claws had actually ripped a few of the armor scales free, punched through the cloth backing, and scored the padded gambeson beneath.

“Thank you,” I told her as I took her hand and squeezed it. “You saved my life back there.”

“It’s why I’m here,” she said with a little grin that didn’t hide the worry in her eyes. “You wanted us to watch your back.”

“You’re doing an awesome job.” I shot her a wink. “And looking great doing it.”

She gave a demure blush, and her eyes dropped from mine. When I turned to leave, I noticed Irenya staring at us. There was anger written in her eyes though her expression hadn’t changed from the light-hearted grin.

I led the way out of the small tunnel and back to the main passage with Captain Daxos beside me, the women behind me, and the Sergeant and Lieutenant in the rear. The white runes still glowed brightly enough for us to see down the tunnel which was empty. When I reached out with the Mark of the Guardian, I could sense no sign of magic around us.

“The way’s clear,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. But as I strode down the tunnel at a fast walk, I couldn’t help but wonder how true that was. I hadn’t felt the ghoulins’ presence in the passages until they were within a few hundred yards of our position. Perhaps it was the runes carved into the stone walls that made other magic difficult to sense, or maybe the stone itself interfered with my magic in the way solid concrete messed with wireless signals. Either way, I didn’t know how far the range of my magical senses extended. I’d have to pay closer attention so we wouldn’t be surprised again.

“I’m sorry,” said Captain Daxos in a quiet voice. “When I saw the claw marks on the implings, I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want it to be real.”

The meaningful look he’d shared with his men suddenly made sense. The captain had recognized the wounds left by ghoulin claws, but he hadn’t wanted to admit it, either to himself or to me. He’d kept the information from me in a desperate hope he was wrong.

“I understand,” I told him. “I recognize the threat this poses to Windwall. You have my word that I will do everything in my power to make sure your city is safe.”

For a long moment, the captain remained silent. “Thank you,” he finally said in a quiet voice. “You are a good man, Sir Ethan.”

“As are you, Captain Daxos.” I shot him a grin. “And a good sword to have at my side.”

“To death or success, my sword is yours to command,” the captain said as he looked at the magical weapon I had given him.

“Let’s hope like hell it’s the second one, eh?”

Captain Daxos’s tense expression broke, and a small smile played on his lips as he nodded.

A sense of urgency mounted within me as we moved, and I found myself walking faster and faster until I was nearly running. The others seemed to sense my urgency because they kept pace without complaint. No one wanted to think about what would happen if the ghoulins found their way out.

I kept checking the hallways around us for any signs of magic, but for the next hour I felt nothing but the spark of power in the shield on my arm, the magic of Captain Daxos’ sword, and the two women behind me. The faster pace soon set my ribs throbbing where the ghoulin had hit me.

The pain gave me an idea. The ghoulins’ claws did little more than scratch the coating of ice protecting my shield but hadn’t damaged the wood beneath. So, what if I could do something like that to my armor? If I could use my own magical abilities to create a shield of ice around my scale mail, the ice could help protect my body from damage.

I resolved to give it a try the next time we stopped. I couldn’t just use a solid ice shield, as there was no way I’d be able to swing my axe or run in a single, unbroken coating of ice. I’d have to fiddle a bit with it until I found a way to make it work. For now, I just concentrated on maintaining the fast pace, keeping the glowing runes lit, and checking for any sign of danger.

My legs soon burned from the steady descent, and I could feel my spine aching from the weight of my shield, pack, and armor. I could hear the ragged breathing of the women behind me. Even Captain Daxos and his men seemed exhausted by the interminable descent. We’d been walking for hours, and the fight had only drained us all further. I pushed as hard as I dared, then called a short halt just beyond the next intersection to take a break.

Arieste’s face was covered in sweat as she gingerly took a seat against one stone wall. Irenya sagged against the other with a tired sigh, then reached into her pack and pulled out a little ceramic bottle like the one Commerce Councilor Lavinus always carried. The smell of strong rice wine filled the cavern as she pulled out the cork and took a long drink.

“That is simply going to increase your risk of dehydration,” Arieste said stiffly.

“Maybe,” Irenya shrugged. “But it tastes better than boring old water.”

“Boring?” Arieste raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, boring,” Irenya insisted. She took another swig of the rice wine for emphasis. “These last few days have made me realize how much there is for me to experience. Good food, tasty drinks, and so much more.” Her eyes darted to mine, and I saw the hunger written there. “I’m going to make the most of it, and nothing you can say will change my mind. Live life to the fullest, that’s my new motto.”

“Then prepare to die young,” Arieste muttered.

In response, Irenya wrinkled her nose at Arieste and then rolled her eyes. I found the expression odd, and my mind begin to fire off questions I didn’t have the answers to. Where the hell had she learned that? She’d been a human for just two days and seemed naturally suited to it. Then I realized that Arieste had been the same way. Yeah, there was some confusion about how to eat with silverware, but the woman who was once a frost dragon didn’t need to learn how to behave beyond that.

These dragons took to being human very rapidly, and it didn’t make a lot of sense to me.

I was about to ask Nyvea about my observations, but then I noticed a slight tremble in the red-haired woman’s hands as she took another sip. Her face had gone a little pale, and it wasn’t just from the exertion. From the way her eyes darted to the walls and roof of the tunnel, I could tell her claustrophobia was threatening to return.

Nothing like exertion to take her mind off it. I forced myself to ignore my stiff back and aching legs as I stood.

“We need to get moving,” I said. “We’ve got to get as far down as we can before we rest for the night.” I had no idea how far we’d descended or how long we’d been trekking, but I figured we could get another three or four hours before we ran out of steam.

None of the others made any protest. They just stood, shouldered their packs, and began the descent along with me. They knew the stakes we faced, so there was no question that we needed to cover as much ground as we could.

We walked in tense silence for what had to be two or three hours, and I could see the tension in Captain Daxos’ face as he scanned the tunnels ahead for any sign of enemies. I could sense nothing but the magic in the people beside me, but that didn’t mean there were no ghoulins ahead or around us.

Suddenly, I felt a subtle change in the air, and I commanded everyone to halt. For long minutes, I couldn’t tell quite what it was, yet something was different. The air wasn’t quite as thick and heavy, and a hint of a new smell joined the dusty scent of the tunnels. I couldn’t be sure it was real, but I desperately wanted it to be.

Then came a sound, a faraway humming whisper almost too faint to hear. But a glance at Captain Daxos told me he’d heard it too. Without a word, we all moved faster, eager to find the source of that sound. The air grew noticeably lighter with every step deeper into the tunnels, and the humming grew louder. I could almost feel the vibrations through the stone walls around me.

The trail of white lights ran down a long, straight tunnel then simply ended in blackness. A thread of fresher air whispered across my face and carried a familiar scent.

Water.

As we approached the darkened end of the tunnel, I recognized the sound of a river. It came from somewhere far below us, but there was no mistaking it.

I broke into a dead run, and I heard the pounding of boots behind me as my companions did likewise. As I reached the end of the passage, I summoned a little thread of fire to my palm and held up my hand for an improvised torch. The stone walls and ceiling ended, but the floor ran for another five yards after exiting the tunnel. I skidded to a halt and stared at the new world around me.

I had stepped into a cavern so enormous I couldn’t begin to guess its dimensions. The black stone wall behind me rose at a gentle inward curve high above my head, and it disappeared into the darkness all around me. What looked like twinkling blue stars shone on the ceiling of the cavern. One of the blue stars sprouted from the wall just above the mouth of the tunnel. It wasn’t a star, but a plant with spiky leaves, a furry stem, and a bulb that let off a soft sapphire bioluminescence.

The light of the blue plants filled the cavern with a gentle glow. I couldn’t make out much, but tall dark shapes were visible all around me. My eyes slowly adjusted to the dim light, and I realized the straight lines of the stones were too precise to be random. They were buildings, like skyscrapers carved from the rock itself.

There was only one thing this cavern could be. We had found the lost city of Ironfast.
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Chapter Eleven

“It’s even more beautiful than I imagined!” Wonder echoed in Captain Daxos’s voice. The Blackguard captain stood beside me, and I saw excitement shining in his eyes. “My father told me every story he knew of our people, our lives here before Vozaath. I never imagined I’d see it.”

“Well, believe it,” I said with a grin and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “We’ve already done more than anyone thought possible. Time to go and do the rest.”

Now I just needed to figure out how exactly we were supposed to do that. The dim blue light of the glowing mushrooms provided about as much illumination as stars on a dark night. We had torches to light our way, but no way we’d be able to search an entire city to find the Iron Keep from the ground. Our only hope was to fly around the enormous cavern to find the tallest tower. 
The look in Arieste’s eyes told me she’d been thinking the same thing, but she gave a little shake of her head.

“I would not be able to sustain the change for very long,” she told me. “The day’s exertions have tired me too much. The magic could overwhelm my flesh, and I would be unable to consciously make the change back to this human form. I could be trapped as a dragon, and you might have to kill me to--”

“Don’t even say it,” I cut her off with a slashing gesture. “If you say you’re too tired, then we’ll just have to find a place to rest until you’re feeling up to it.”

“So be it,” Arieste said, and I saw the tension in her shoulders fade. “A few hours of sleep should suffice to restore my strength.”

“Then we’ll find somewhere to rest,” I said, and then I turned to Captain Daxos. “We can’t make camp here, not when there’s a chance there are ghoulins in the tunnels behind us.”

“What do you suggest?” the captain asked.

“We go down,” I said and pointed to the towering stone shapes that spread out in the darkness of the cavern. “People lived in Ironfast before, so we should have no trouble finding an abandoned home where we can rest for the night.”

“A good course of action,” Captain Daxos said, and his two Blackguards nodded agreement. “I believe I would sleep more soundly within a roof and four walls.” The way his eyes sparkled made it clear he was thrilled at the idea of exploring Ironfast.

“Let’s get those torches lit and see if we can’t find a way down,” I told them. I had thought of using the dragons to fly us down but quickly discarded the idea. “If Vozaath really is lurking somewhere out there, I’d rather not do anything to draw its attention before we’re ready to deal with it.”

Once again, I used the Mark of the Guardian to sense the cavern around me, and I could feel no magic emanating anywhere in the darkness ahead of us. Either the demon died long ago, or it had a way to cloak its magical presence, the same way Emroth camouflaged her physical presence. Until the two women were at their full strength, I would rely on the more mundane methods of transportation unless absolutely necessary.

I figured a bit of magic couldn’t hurt, so Irenya and I helped the Blackguards light their torches instead of waiting for their flint and steels to strike sparks. Within minutes, we had three flickering brands to guide our way.

The rocky shelf we stood on was about ten yards long and forty yards wide, with the mouth of the tunnel on what Captain Daxos guessed was the north side of the shelf. On the south side, a trail descended from the shelf, along the cliff, and hopefully led all the way to the city of Ironfast below. When I held a torch over the edge, I could see the trail went down for what looked like two hundred feet.

I led the way down the path, and the rest followed in single file. We all clung to the wall of the cavern and made sure to stay away from the edge where crumbled sections of stone made it clear the years hadn’t been kind to the walkway.

The trail ran down a gentle incline for eighty yards, then took a sharp hairpin turn to zig-zag back the way we’d come. Though the switch-backs made the descent far longer, it also made the angle of the downward slope a lot easier to walk. We would have had a pretty exhausting climb if the trail dropped straight for those two hundred yards, and it would be far worse trying to get back up.

An almost reverent silence gripped the three Blackguards behind me. I could understand their awe at being in Ironfast; to me, it would be like wandering the Lost City of Atlantis or King Solomon’s Mines. They had heard stories about this city their entire lives, and now they were walking in something out of legends. It had to be overwhelming, exhilarating, and nerve-wracking all at once, especially given the knowledge that a demon was lurking out there in the darkness.

The torches did little to drive back the shadows of the cavern. We could see for about thirty yards in every direction, but the radius of torchlight revealed little more than the descending trail and the stone wall beside it. The sound of rushing water grew louder as we went farther down, but we had yet to see anything besides the shadows of Ironfast and the thick darkness.

We followed the path in silence for another twenty minutes before it finally leveled out. The earthen trail turned into a paved stone road easily ten yards wide, which ran just fifty feet from where we stood before rising into a curving bridge. The bridge spanned a gulf at least a hundred feet across, yet I could see no suspension beams or support pillars. It seemed carved from the stone of Ironfast itself and felt as solid as I stepped onto it.

“The wizards of Ironfast were not the only masters of their craft,” Captain Daxos said when I mentioned it. “The artisans, stonemasons, and craftsmen that lived here were skilled in their trades and fashioned many breathtaking marvels. Some of the oldest legends say that they hollowed out this cavern from a smaller cave, and they built the massive towers of Ironfast with the stone they cleared away.”

We paused at the center of the bridge and stared into the chasm. I could hear the sound of a rushing river, but it was so far down the torchlight failed to reach it.

“Some say the ancients used magical water wheels to power their tools,” Captain Daxos continued in a voice of hushed reverence. “The force of the Iron River was such that it could turn a hundred wheels, providing enough magic energy for all the mighty wizards of Ironfast.”

It sounded absolutely fascinating, like a sort of hydroelectric energy that produced magic instead of electricity.

“Imagine what you could do with all that power, hero,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “With all that magic at your command, you could conquer the world.”

“Yeah, but I’m not really the world-conquering sort of guy,” I told her with a grin. “I’m happy kicking dragon ass and saving people’s lives. I’d rather leave ruling for people like King Obragar. It seems like a lot of work.”

Nyvea seemed surprised by this. “Even if you were the most powerful man on Iriador, you would let others rule? You’re the savior of Whitespire, and you’re about to save Windwall as well. You could just claim the kingdoms as your own, and neither of them could do anything to stop you.”

“I’m not a king or a councilor, Nyvea,” I replied. “I’m just a firefighter from the Chicago ‘burbs. I trained to save people from fires, not figure out all the details that go into ruling a kingdom. The problem of the dragons is more my speed than the problem of how to raise taxes, make laws, or keep people from starving. I’m happy to stay in my lane.” This wasn’t the first time the seductive voice brought up the topic of me ruling the kingdoms, but I didn’t want to think about it now. I had a demon problem to take care of, and then I had a bunch of dragons who needed slaying.

“Strange,” Nyvea mused. “Once again, it seems I have misjudged your character, Ethan DePaolo of Earth.”

“People tend to do that with us Chicagoans. We may not have the biggest or richest city, but we’ve got the most heart.”

“Heart is one thing you do, indeed, possess in abundance,” Nyvea said.

We reached the other side of the bridge and strode down the curving slope and then continued along the broad paved highway. Small stone constructions rose on either side of the avenue, but they looked more like the stalls of a marketplace or business district than a residential area. If we camped out in there, we’d be too exposed should we find ourselves facing any ghoulins.

The sound of the rushing Iron River faded as we pushed deeper into the city. The open-air stone stalls of the market were soon replaced by solid buildings that rose five or six stories tall. By the flickering light of our torches, I could see that they resembled apartment complexes, with stone balconies protruding from every level. Age had caused many of the balconies to crumble, and the rubble of shattered stone littered the surrounding area.

I glanced backward at the two women and found them both drooping with fatigue. Irenya straightened and tried to hide her exhaustion, but Arieste just gave me a tired smile. Neither of them were conditioned for the sort of long day of trekking we’d just endured. Add on the strain of using their magical powers in the fight, and they were about to collapse. We needed to find somewhere to rest soon.

We passed another empty street and found ourselves in front of a taller and stouter looking stone apartment building. The ravages of age hadn’t yet crumbled the walls or the balconies to rubble, and the double doors to enter the building were actually closed. It was as if the occupants of this building had simply gone inside and closed their doors hundreds of years earlier, then never exited.

“This is the one,” I told the Captain as I strode toward the building. “We’ll make camp here and rest a few hours until we’ve recovered.”

“Agreed,” Captain Daxos said with a nod. He and his men showed no sign of tiredness, but soldiers, cops, and firemen all tended to be stoic about their aches, pains, and fatigue. They’d lugged their heavy armor and weapons around all day long, and they had to be getting tired, too. If I didn’t have the fire and ice magic to sustain me, I knew I’d be feeling it as well.

It took Captain Daxos, Sergeant Dai, and me a surprising amount of effort to get the double doors open. Rubble clattered inside the building as we shoved the heavy wooden doors inward, and we found the interior littered with shards of splintered furniture, overturned wicker baskets, and more debris. I could almost envision the scene of panic as people raced into the building and slammed the doors shut in an attempt to keep out whatever threat roamed the streets.

The interior of the building was a lot like the modern apartment complexes on Earth. We’d entered a large space with what looked like a front desk, with two halls leading to the left and right. The left-hand hall looked less strewn with rubble, so we followed it until we found the door to the first room. Layers of dust hung thick over everything we passed, it seemed everything in the building had been thrown out of place or knocked over in a hurry to flee.

The people of Ironfast had to have been truly terrified of the demon to do this to their homes.

The dwelling inside the fourth door down the hall proved fairly neat, with far less litter on the ground and furniture still in place. There were two rooms and a sitting area, along with a small side chamber with a hole into the ground like some primitive plumbing system. There were no rear windows or doors, meaning there was only one way in and out. If we were going to face any enemies, either Emroth’s minions or Vozaath, this would be the place to do it.

“The ladies may have the first room,” Captain Daxos told me, “and you can have the other, Sir Ethan. My men and I--”

“Captain, we all need a good night of rest,” I told him firmly. “There are two beds in each room, and there are four of us that can stand watch while the women sleep and recover.” I turned to Arieste and Irenya. “As soon as you feel rested enough, let us know so we can move out.”

“But first, a meal, right?” Irenya asked. I saw her eyes flash toward Captain Daxos’ pack, and I knew she was thinking about those marvelous rice balls from earlier.

Captain Daxos dug a leaf-wrapped package from his bag and handed it to the women. Irenya dug into hers with her usual gusto, but Arieste nibbled at hers more delicately. The day’s exertions had left us all drained and out of conversation. It was a silent meal, then the women turned to their room without a word.

When I finished my food, I followed suit and went to the chamber I’d share with Sergeant Dai while the Captain and Lieutenant stood watch. The room was small and sparse, with two beds sized more for children than full-grown adults. I removed the dust-covered blanket until only the straw-tick mattress remained beneath. With a cloak folded beneath my head for a pillow, it was actually a pretty comfortable bed. It didn’t matter that my feet hung off the end because I could lie down on something that wasn’t hard stone. After weeks spent traveling with Sir Galfred and sleeping on the ground, this bed felt like my own back in the king’s palace, though maybe a bit dustier.

Sergeant Dai gave me his usual eloquent grunt and nod as he took the other bed. He had the soldier’s knack for falling asleep quickly, and his snores filled the room within a matter of minutes.

But even though I closed my eyes, sleep wouldn’t come. I was the only one who could detect our enemies, so I kept scanning our surroundings with the Mark of the Guardian to detect any ghoulins, implings, or Vozaath. I wasn’t sure if ghoulins could hear, smell, or sense us this deep in the building, or if we had to be within their line of sight. And what of Vozaath? The demon once hunted down and killed all the wizards of Ironfast, so did it somehow have magic-sensing abilities like me? Or was it just like an animal that killed any enemies it could find?

So many unknown quantities and it was my responsibility to keep everyone in our little party alive. Captain Daxos and his Blackguards would be handy in a fight with a small group of ghoulins, but would they be useful against Vozaath? And what happened if that horde of Emroth’s minions at the Windwall somehow found their way in here? Against endless waves of ghoulins, they’d be in serious trouble.

We all would. Our armor couldn’t hold off thousands of ghoulin claws.
The thought of armor brought back the idea I’d had earlier. With a sigh, I gave up trying to sleep and sat up in bed. I didn’t need light to see as I reached for the ice magic flowing inside me. As always, the rush of icy power set my body tingling like I’d just jumped into Lake Michigan in winter. Pain and pleasure mixed in a glorious surge of energy as the magic coursed through my veins. It strained against the confines of my flesh as if aching to burst free and take shape in the ice shield as it was created to.

It took a conscious effort to stop it from forming the dome of ice, but I had had enough practice in the last few days to work with the power. Instead of a solid, unbroken wall of ice, I focused on using the magic to form segmented plates on the surface of my scale mail. Instead of links, rings, and rivets, magic held the plates together. I built it one section at a time, piece by piece until I could hear the plates of ice clacking as I twisted my upper body. First the chest plate, then down over my waist and stomach, then the bits guarding my sides, and finally the plates to protect my shoulders and arms. These required more concentration because there were lots of tiny pieces, and despite the ice covering my body, I was soon sweating heavily from the effort of controlling the magic.

As soon as I thought I had finished, I inspected the work to see if I could move in it. I’d done something wrong with the shoulders so I couldn’t raise my arms above chest level. The section around my midsection was also too stiff to turn easily, and the side plates jabbed into my armpits when I lowered my arms.

With a quiet growl of frustration, I re-absorbed the magic as Arieste had taught me that day in Frosdar’s cave, then started from scratch. I started with the breastplate again and made sure I could lift my arms, twist at the waist, and bend without restriction. Once I was sure I’d gotten it right, I forced the magic to cling onto my scale mail armor. When I tapped it, I felt the solidity of ice strengthening the links of scale mail.

Exhilaration coursed through me at the realization of what I’d done. It would take a lot of work, but I could do it. I could fashion an entire suit of armor using the ice magic. The breastplate clinging to my scale mail required a tiny trickle of magic to sustain.

I waited breathlessly as I counted the heartbeats until I could summon the ice magic again. Two, three, four, five. But I hadn’t reached seven when the sound of muffled voices distracted me.

There was no mistaking the voices of Arieste and Irenya coming from the room next to mine. My brow furrowed in confusion as I stared at the wall beside the bed. How could I be hearing their voices through solid stone?

The sound seemed to be coming from above me, so I climbed to my feet on top of my bed. I found myself face to face with what looked like a vent set high in the wall. I could feel a gentle flow of fresh air wafting through the vent, and I marveled at the ingenuity of the Ironfast architects that had somehow found a way to bring air into the enclosed room without modern air conditioning systems. Yet all other thoughts faded as I heard Irenya’s next words.

“We just take it from him!” Her voice held an edge of steely resolve. “I will not be shackled to a mere human any longer.”

“You know as well as I that he is no mere human,” Arieste replied in a voice as strong as Irenya’s. “I have seen the way you look at him. You feel the same thing for him as I do.”

“My human body may lust after him,” Irenya said, “but my instincts tell me to fly free. I am a dragon, created to--”

“You were a dragon,” Arieste insisted. “Whatever we were created to do, that is behind us. We are humans now, and the only way that we will have access to our powers is if we stay near him.”

“Which makes us his slaves!” I could easily picture the flash of fire in Irenya’s eyes. “We are bound to him against our will.”

“And how is that any different from our bond with the altars?” Arieste asked. “You may believe you roamed free, but you know as well as I what happened when we strayed too far from the altars.”

“Our magic weakened and faded,” Irenya sighed.

“We were as bound to those caves as we are to Ethan,” Arieste continued. “We cannot stray from him or else lose our powers.”

“Thus, it is still enslavement, just to a different master,” Irenya said, and the heat had returned to her words. “Once a lump of stone in a cave, now a human of flesh and bone. So long as he holds the key to our magic, we are his prisoners as surely as if we wore chains.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong,” Arieste insisted. “Ethan is someone worth being bound to. When I swore to serve him, I did it knowing that I would seek a way to reclaim what was once mine. But over the days we spent together, I realized that I did not want to be separated from him. Even after he gave me back the power to be my true dragon self, I chose to remain because of what he is.”

“And what’s that?” Irenya said in a mocking tone.

“A good man.” Arieste’s reply was quiet yet held a great deal of force. “A man who cares for others more than himself. A man who is willing to lay down his life to protect those who cannot protect themselves. A man who sees the best in people, even when everyone else tells him that they cannot be trusted.”

I was surprised to hear silence from Irenya.

“When I wanted to kill you for what you had done as Riamod,” Arieste continued, “he insisted you be given a chance to prove that you were better than the dragon. Even knowing you intended to find a way to reclaim your power and potentially betray him in the process, he decided that it was worth giving you a chance to make the decision for yourself. That is the sort of man I have chosen to follow, magic or no. How many men like that have you met in your short time as a human?”

Again, Irenya had nothing to say.

“Captain Daxos seems like one such man,” Arieste said, and I heard a cold edge in her voice. “If you choose to stay with him, I know Ethan would--”

“Captain Daxos?” Irenya snapped. “Why would I want anything to do with him?”

“The way you were carrying on the other night,” Arieste said, “you seemed quite enthralled with him.”

“Oh, please!” Irenya said with a little snort. “I was just trying to get Ethan’s attention, and what better way to do that than by paying attention to another man? Human men always want what they can’t have.”

“And how are you any better?” I heard Arieste’s voice rising in anger. “Ethan is mine, and you will not take him from me.”

“Want to bet?” Irenya said, and her voice had grown suddenly sly. “You’re not the only one trapped in one of these gorgeous-looking human bodies. Trust me, I’ve seen the way Ethan looks at me, too. He’s thinking all kinds of delicious thoughts.”

I found myself blushing hard. Once again, it felt so surreal to have the two beautiful women fighting over me. The truth was that I didn’t know what to do in this situation. I had a real connection with Arieste, but I couldn’t deny my attraction to Irenya. I wanted both women, and it seemed that both of them wanted me.

“I’m telling you,” Nyvea purred, “all of this could be solved with a three-way.” She filled my head with the image of Irenya, Arieste, and I rolling around on the double bed in their room.

“The mission, Nyvea,” I reminded her, even though I was having a hard time pushing the scene out of my mind.

“Uhhh, sorry. I am just intrigued by the thought of the three of you. I can’t help wanting to vicariously live through them.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I like both of them, and of course, I wouldn’t mind it, but I have power over them because of our magic. I don’t want to force any woman to do something with me she doesn’t want to do.”

“They both want to do you,” she purred. “You should just ask them to do it toget--”

“Come on,” I said, “I gotta save the kingdoms first. If the romance between the three of us blossoms naturally, I’ll be fine with it, but I don’t want to force anything.”

“Of course,” she sighed, and I leaned back into the vent.

I listened at the vent to try to hear the rest of Irenya and Arieste’s conversation, but either they had stopped talking or spoke in voices too low for me to hear, so I sat back onto my bed. let out a long breath and closed my eyes.

Instinctively, I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan my surroundings as I let my mind work at the problem of the women. They weren’t dragons fighting for territory or trying to build a hoard of precious objects anymore, just human women attracted to a human man who was also attracted to both of them.

My eyes popped open and a spike of worry drove all the thoughts of gorgeous women from my mind as my magical senses screamed at me. I could feel that faint hint of magic coming from the city around me, maybe two or three hundred yards away. The magic tried to evade me, but I recognized it now as the pulse of Emroth’s power.

But it wasn’t one pulse. It wasn’t even five or ten. The number was too high for me to count, but I knew there had to be scores of ghoulins in Ironfast.

They were all heading toward us.
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Chapter Twelve

I leapt to my feet, fully awake in an instant.

“Sergeant Dai, get up!” I shouted and raced toward the door. “Ghoulins are coming!”

I heard the sergeant’s boots thump on the floor behind me as I ripped the door open, then banged on the door to the women’s room.

“Arieste, Irenya--”

The door flew open before the words were fully out of my mouth.

“What’s wrong?” Arieste asked. Lines of exhaustion showed on her face from the lack of sleep.

“Ghoulins!” I said almost in the same instant. “A fucking lot of them. We need to get out of here now.”

Without hesitation, the woman whirled and darted back into the room, and I could hear her shouting for Irenya.

“Captain!” I called down the corridor. Captain Daxos turned from his position at the door to our apartment rooms and shot me a curious expression. “Ghoulins on their way here now.”

I reached out again with the Mark of the Guardian and searched for their presences around us. Emroth’s power made it difficult to pinpoint their exact location or determine their precise number, but I could feel the faint pulses of their magic drawing closer. In minutes, they’d reach the building where we were staying. If they swarmed inside looking for us, we’d be fucked.

“We’ve got to get out of here and get deeper into the city,” I told him. “At least put enough distance between them and us that they can’t find us.”

“Understood,” Captain Daxos said with a nod. He seemed to understand the danger of being caught in the enclosed space of the building, and he hurried to pack his gear along with the rest of us. Sergeant Dai thrust my pack at me, and I nodded my thanks as I slung it over my shoulder. A minute later, Irenya and Arieste both emerged from their room. They looked as exhausted as they had earlier, but grim determination sparkled in their eyes.

“Let’s go,” I said as I stepped out into the hall. “I’ll take the lead. Follow me as quietly as you can.”

“Quietly” proved a lot more difficult than I’d anticipated. It was nearly impossible to step quietly across the rubble- and garbage-littered hallway, and I winced as my boots struck an overturned chair and sent it crashing into the wall. The sound of crunching wood, clattering stone, and clanking metal echoed in the hall all around me, and I prayed that the monsters outside couldn’t hear us.

I scanned our surroundings once more and found the pulsing mass of magic had drawn closer. The ghoulins had passed the open-air marketplace at the entrance to Ironfast, and I guessed they were at the beginning of the apartment-like buildings.

I paused at the double doors of the building and peered into the darkness of the city outside. I could actually hear the faint gurgling, groaning cries of the ghoulins and the rattling of crumbled masonry they kicked up as they shambled toward us. I didn’t dare light a torch for fear it would draw them, since I didn’t know if they hunted by smell, sight, sound, or a combination of the three.

“What are your plans?” Irenya’s warm body pressed up against my back.

“Everyone, follow me. We can’t use light, so be really cautious where you step.” With a deep breath, I slipped out of the double doors and into the darkened streets of Ironfast. The gurgling of the ghoulins sounded like it was coming from fifty or sixty yards behind us, back toward the bridge into Ironfast. I had no idea where they came from or how they’d gotten into Ironfast in the first place, but it was enough to know that the way ahead of us was clear of ghoulins. As long as we kept them behind us, we had a chance of outrunning them.

The light of the glowing mushrooms on the cavern ceiling provided almost no illumination for the way ahead. I could make out the tall looming shapes of the stone buildings but nothing else, and I heard a muffled curse behind me as one of the Blackguards tripped over an invisible obstacle. It took all of my willpower to place one foot blindly in front of the other when I wanted to use my fire magic to create light.

A loud gurgling cry echoed from behind, and I knew the ghoulins had detected us. Either they’d caught our scent, heard the sound of our footsteps, or, and I hoped this wasn’t the case, could see us in the dark. The magic pulsing inside them drew closer at a much faster pace.

“Shit!”

I tapped into the fire magic and shot a small pillar of flame into the sky above my head. The momentary illumination revealed a mass of the shuffling, skeletal, grey-skinned creatures less than two blocks behind us. Their black eyes sparkled in the darkness, and they let out cadaverous growls as they shambled toward us as fast as they could.

“Run!” I shouted as I turned to sprint away from the horde of ghoulins. I counted six heartbeats then summoned the fire magic again. This time, instead of shooting it out in a massive pillar, I kept a steady stream of flames burning from the end of my hand as I ran. We had to see where we were going if we wanted to have any chance of outrunning the ghoulins.

But it was more than just ghoulins behind us. I could feel a larger presence of magic among the creatures lurching toward us. It was the same evasive power I’d felt from the ghoulins, but it seemed to be hovering above the packed mass of shuffling bodies. I shuddered and poured on more speed as I ran. I did not want to find out what those things were.

My heart sank as I heard the sound of rushing water growing louder around us. The broad avenue through Ironfast ran for another ten blocks through tall stone buildings before it rose into another curving bridge over the fast-flowing river. I glanced to the left and right as I raced toward the bridge, and saw the river stretched far in both directions, cutting off this section of Ironfast from whatever lay on the far side.

Ice froze in my veins when I took my first step onto the bridge. The other stone bridge had been as solid as the ground beneath our feet, but this one seemed to tremble under my pounding boots, and within five yards of the incline, the stone of the bridge had crumbled away into nothing.

“Shit!” I whirled toward the others racing up behind me. “It’s a dead end. We’ve got to find another way.”

Even as the words left my mouth, I saw the first glimmering black eyes of the ghoulins shuffling up the street behind us. I could see no other bridges to cross the river, and there were too many for us to try to get around them.

We were trapped.

What now? Face them with magic and steel? Such a large horde would be fucking tough to kill, and I could see the lines of exhaustion on the faces of everyone around me. Captain Daxos and his Blackguards would fight, but what chance would they stand against so many enemies? Even with the little magic Irenya and Arieste could summon, they’d have little chance of survival.

I thought about turning the women into dragons so they could fight, but the horde I sensed was massive and moving toward us quickly. I doubted there would be enough time to change the women into their dragon form, and even if I could, we’d probably get surrounded. Maybe they could fly us across the river, but then I thought of a better idea when I recalled the river I’d crossed with Sir Galfred on our journey into Frosdar’s lair.

“Follow me!” I shouted as I dashed down the bridge, back onto flat ground, and toward the river bank.

The water of the Iron River flowed fast and strong just five feet below the level of the ground where I stood. My plan would work, but it would require a great deal of effort. I could feel my tired body protesting as I reached for the ice magic flowing within me. I let out a gasp as the chilling power coursed through my veins, but I forced myself to ignore the biting pain as I willed the magic to take shape. A twenty-foot-long dome of ice popped into existence in the river below me, but the force of the river slammed into the ice and swept it from my control. It hurtled downstream at a fast pace, crossed beneath the crumbled bridge, and disappeared from my sight within seconds.

“Shit!” I gritted my teeth and tried to think of how to make the magic work. If I couldn’t hold the domes steady, we’d never get across the river. I could hear the gurgling cries of the ghoulins growing dangerously loud behind me, and I knew they’d reach us in less than half a minute.

“Not a dome!” a voice cried from beside me, and I turned to see Arieste kneeling on the edge of the riverbank. “You need to form a coating of ice to cover the river without interfering with the flow of water.”

Of course. In nature, ice crusts formed on the surface of rivers and lakes, but the water beneath still flowed. I couldn’t try to freeze rushing water into a solid mass because there was too much power in the flowing liquid.

“Show me how to do it,” I told Arieste as I reached for the magic again.

“No time!” she shouted. “Give me the magic and I will do it. Quickly!”

I knelt beside her, placed my hand on hers, and willed the ice magic to pour down my arms, through my fingers, and into her hands. When I’d done this with Irenya, the fire magic had proven difficult to control because fire wanted to roam free and burn. The ice magic now proved stiff, as inflexible as its nature and unwilling to deviate from its normal use. It wanted to form a solid shield of ice around Arieste’s hand, and I gritted my teeth as I willed it to pass through her skin and into her body.

She let out a little gasp of delight as she felt the rush of magic, and I felt her drawing out as much power as she could. The connection of our bodies served like the grounding of an electrical current, and she pulled at the ice magic from within me until it felt like I was being hollowed out from the inside.

But whatever she was doing was working. A loud crackling sound echoed around us as the uppermost layer of river water turned to ice, and the freeze radiated outward from just below her outstretched hand across the seventy feet of rushing water. It was a beautiful sight to behold, and I felt in awe of the power of the ice magic as the entire Iron River was covered with a thin layer of ice.

“We need to move!” I shouted and waved for the others to jump off the edge of the river onto the icy surface below.

“Do not let go of my hand,” Arieste said through clenched teeth. Despite the chill of the ice, beads of sweat stood out on her forehead. “I need the magic to keep thickening the ice and prevent it from being washed away.”

I held her hand tightly as I helped her stand, and then lowered her over the edge of the cliff. The ice crackled loudly under my boots when I jumped down, and my heart leapt to my throat. Thankfully, the ice held.

“Can I help?” I asked. “Tell me what to do.”

“Keep the ice from melting,” Arieste said, her voice tight with strain. “Focus on the ice beneath our feet, and I will keep it strong beneath the others.”

Captain Daxos, Irenya, and the two Blackguards had gone ahead of us and were now walking gingerly across the icy surface. It proved difficult to maintain our balance on the slick ice, so we had to go slowly to avoid falling. Arieste’s ice bridge was ten feet wide, but none of us wanted to risk sliding off and into the current of the fast-flowing Iron River.

We weren’t even halfway across the river before I felt the ice shudder beneath my feet. I glanced over my shoulder, and horror roiled through me as I saw a trio of ghoulins staggering along the ice toward us. They were moving slowly, but more and more of the hideous creatures dropped, fell, or clambered from the riverbank to cross behind us.

“We’ve got to move faster,” I shouted.

Irenya and the Blackguards turned, caught sight of the pursuing ghoulins, and immediately set off at a quick jog toward the far bank of the river. It took all of my concentration to keep the ice beneath our feet firm using the magic, maintain my balance, and still cling to Arieste’s hand as we walked. Sweat soon trickled down my face and back from the effort.

The ice behind us gave a loud crack, and I heard a gurgling cry turn to a shriek of panic, then fade into silence as the ghoulin was swept away by the river. The ice shuddered beneath my feet, and I could feel it threatening to give way. An angry roar burst from my lips as I reached for the ice magic and poured it into the section of ice I stood on. The use left me drained and barely able to keep staggering forward, but the bridge no longer threatened to give way beneath the pursuing ghoulins.

“They’re off!” Arieste gasped, and I was relieved to see Captain Daxos help Irenya up onto the river bank and then clamber up behind her.

“Then let’s double-time it,” I said.

My blood turned to ice as Arieste sagged in my arms, exhausted by the strain of using her magic. She was still breathing, but she had fallen unconscious, so I lifted her bodily and carried her the last ten feet to the riverbank.

“Hand her up to us,” Captain Daxos shouted as I raced toward them. He and Sergeant Dai bent over with their arms outstretched to take the slim body of the unconscious woman.

My shoulders protested as I swung Arieste up toward their waiting hands. It felt like military pressing five hundred pounds, since my body was exhausted from the travel, lack of sleep, and the use of magic. But the sounds of the ghoulins behind me and the shuddering of the ice beneath my feet lent strength to my arms. The moment the Blackguards took the unconscious women from me, I climbed the five feet onto the riverbank.

I half expected to hear the panicked cries of the ghoulins behind me as the ice melted and the river swept them away, but their gurgling and growling grew steadily closer. With horror, I realized I’d made the ice of the bridge too thick. The river would take too long to melt it, and the ghoulins would get across to keep pursuing us.

“Irenya!” I called. “Melt the bridge and bring them down.”

The red-haired woman stepped toward the river and concentration screwed up her face as she reached for the little fire magic remaining inside her. A small pillar of fire streamed from her hands toward the ice bridge. The glistening surface sizzled, but the flames died out too quickly to do more than melt the top layer of ice.

“Damn it!” she cursed. “It’s not enough. I don’t have enough power.” The look on her face told me exactly how that made her feel. She was the sort of woman who needed to have the power and be in control.

But right now, neither of us had any choice. We needed each other to get out of this alive.

“Take my power,” I said as I reached for her right hand. Her fingers were strangely warm and soft beneath my palms, and I felt a little thrill run through my skin at the contact. Her eyes widened slightly, so it seemed that she felt it, too.

I tapped into the river of fire flowing through me and poured it into her hand, as I had when healing Jian, People’s Councilor Danikel’s daughter and Captain Daxos’ sister, back in Ironfast. An almost sensuous delight echoed in her gasp as she felt the magic flowing through me and into her. At that moment, joined together by such wild, unrestrained power, we were like two individuals moving as one. It almost felt better than sex, the way the fire set my nerves jangling and waves of heat pulsing back and forth between us. Her eyes met mine, and I could feel that same desire sparkling there.

The gurgling cries of the ghoulins shattered the moment. Irenya whirled toward the river, stretched out her left hand, and pulled on the magic flowing between us. I felt a huge surge of power as a pillar of flame ten feet wide and forty feet long blossomed from her fingertips.

The flames engulfed the ghoulins on the ice bridge and charred their flesh to the bone in the space of a heartbeat. An ear-splitting hiss sounded, and a moment later a billowing cloud of steam filled the air as the heat turned ice to water and water to gas in an instant. The few ghoulins to survive the fire were silenced by the relentless fury of the fast-flowing Iron River, and a bit of relief poured into my stomach.

But our enemies were not yet defeated. I felt a little throbbing pulse of magic coming from above me, and I looked up in time to see a hideous creature illuminated by the light of Irenya’s fire. The thing’s parchment-thin skin stretched over an angular skull, bat-wings easily five feet long, and six-inch talons in place of hands. It flapped its wings to escape the column of flame and soared through the air to land on our side of the river.

“Giant monster bat!” I shouted as I pointed to the creature.

Confusion twisted Captain Daxos’ face at the name, but his face went pale as he spotted the creature.

“Aswang,” he gasped.

The creature let out a piercing shriek and darted toward us. The thing seemed to move on its bat legs with inhuman speed, and its long claws dug a furrow in the stone as it charged Captain Daxos.

Time slowed to a crawl around me. Captain Daxos was drawing his sword, but I could see it wouldn’t clear its sheath before the giant bat-looking monster hit him with those long claws. His scale mail could fend off a ghoulin attack, but I had no doubt this beast would shred the armor like a winnower through a cornstalk. If I didn’t act, he would be dead.

I had no time to reach for my shield or throw myself in his way, so I used the only thing remaining to me: magic. I tapped into the chilly power coursing within me and summoned the ice magic. Every fiber of my exhausted being screamed, and it felt like my nerves were being rubbed raw, but I ignored the pain. I had trained to save lives even when it put me in harm’s way, and this was no different than throwing myself into a burning building or climbing beneath a car to rescue a trapped victim.

I saved people. That’s what heroes did.

I summoned the ice to form a shield around the Captain just as the aswang’s claw darted toward his head. A crystalline dome sprang into existence inches in front of the charging monster, and it rebounded from the icy surface with a loud thump. It monster fell back with a startled cry, stumbled, and then picked itself up and gathered its long, bat-like legs for another charge.

“Fuck you,” I shouted, as I reached for my fire magic. The creature bounded toward me, and I met it with a pillar of flames that consumed its entire body. It let out a terrible shriek of agony as the fire engulfed it, and within moments, its leathery wings were turned to ash, its parchment-like flesh shriveled to nothing, and it collapsed at my feet. It convulsed once as I buried the pick side of my axe in its skull, then lay still.

Captain Daxos’ face had gone pale, and he turned to me with a look of a man who had seen death coming for him.

“Th-Thank you,” he stammered out as soon as he recovered. He let out a long, slow breath and sheathed his sword. “Once again, I owe you my life, Sir Ethan.”

“No thanks needed,” I said with a shrug. “Working together is the only way we’re getting out of this in one piece.”

A wave of dizziness washed over me, and my vision swam. I’d used too much magic all at once, and as Arieste once told me back in Whitespire, excessive use of magic could have severe consequences on the human body.

“Come,” I said when the nausea had passed. “Let’s get out of sight and find somewhere to rest for the night.”

Captain Daxos instructed the stocky Sergeant Dai to gather up Arieste’s still-unconscious form, then he and Lieutenant Trosken led the way through the darkened streets deeper into Ironfast.

I shot a glance over my shoulder. The gentle glow of the mushrooms revealed nothing but the looming shapes of the stone buildings, but I could feel the faint pulsing of the ghoulins’ magic behind me. The river and Irenya’s fire had claimed more than half their number, but that still left more than thirty who could find their way back up the tunnels into Windwall. Dread sat like a stone in my gut as I thought of the danger facing the people in the city above.

With a heavy heart, I turned to follow the others up the street. I couldn’t do anything more right now, not in my current state. Once the women and I rested, we could get on with the business of killing Vozaath, then deal with Emroth and her minions. I just had to hope our luck held a little longer. If it didn’t, Windwall was in serious trouble.

Lieutenant Trosken chose the first solid-looking stone building we encountered and led us through the rubble-strewn hallways until we found rooms that seemed to have escaped most of the panic-induced damage. Instead of the simple two-bedroom apartment, it had three separate chambers connected by long hallways to a dining area in the center.

Sergeant Dai settled Arieste gently onto one of the dust-covered beds, then left with a nod for me. I studied the platinum-blonde woman by the light of the threads of fire magic I summoned to my fingers. She looked so pale and the lines around her face were deepened by exhaustion. She was pushing herself too hard, first on the journey from Whitespire, then in the battle in the tunnels, and now with the ice bridge. If she kept pushing, she could burn herself out, as she’d warned me.

That meant I needed to rely on Irenya more. Truth be told, the red dragon would probably be more useful in a fight against Vozaath. She was bigger, more powerful, and her fire could do a lot more damage than Arieste’s ice shields. If only I could trust her not to flee once the demon was defeated. I needed both dragons to keep Whitespire and Windwall from total destruction by the three dragons plaguing Iriador. But until I could rely fully on Irenya, Arieste would continue to bear the burden.

I kissed her pale forehead, stood, and strode from the room. Captain Daxos had taken up watch position at the entrance to the apartments, and his face was a mask of grim determination despite his fatigue. He had insisted that the women and I sleep while he and his two Blackguards keep watch. Right now, I was too tired to argue.

The room set aside for me was dark and cool, and I slumped onto the soft straw mattress with a tired sigh. I closed my eyes and let the fatigue wash over me. It felt wonderful to relax after the day’s ordeal, and every breath seemed to lift the weight from my shoulders more and more. I found myself drifting off in seconds.

Then a soft and warm weight was atop me, and I felt hot breath on my cheek. My eyes popped open, and I found myself staring into Irenya’s face. Fire flicked among her fingers, and the glow revealed desire burning in her eyes. The sudden tightness in my pants brought back all the feelings I’d had when feeding her the fire magic. The wild, raw thrill of passion burned up and down my body and the heat of her bare flesh against mine only fanned the flames.

I gripped her mane of fiery red hair and crushed her face to mine in a kiss that set every fiber of my being sizzling and burning. I gasped as I felt her tugging at the magic flowing through me, and instinct caused me to hold back. She broke off the kiss and stared into my eyes.

“Let it bind us,” she whispered, and her voice was hoarse with desire. “Let the fire consume us and unite us in our passion.”

This time, when she tugged at the fire magic within me, I didn’t fight it. The surge of heat in my veins set every nerve in my body on fire, and I gasped at the mingled pleasure and pain. Irenya’s back arched and her eyes closed as she let out a deep, shuddering breath. She pressed her hips down on mine, and she gasped as my hardness pressed against the soft flesh between her legs.

She reached for my belt and nearly ripped my trousers in her haste to unbuckle it. Her hand was warm on my penis as she pulled it free, and I went fully hard as she stroked it with gentle movements.

Then she guided me inside her with a single thrust of her hips.

We both gasped when our bodies were joined, and in an instant, she was gyrating wildly as she lost herself in the near-overwhelming passion. The fire of our conjoined magic only served to enhance the pleasure of our entwined bodies.

My hands roamed up her curving figure, and I marveled at every inch of soft, warm flesh. She let out a breathy moan as I cupped her full breasts in both hands, and then she leaned down to press the yielding flesh harder into my grip. Her hips never stopped moving as she rode me, and I felt myself pushing deeper and deeper until I could go no farther. The coursing fire of magic set our nerves ablaze, and waves of pleasure washed over me.

Her delighted cries soon filled the little room, and she made no attempt to be silent. I lost myself in the sensations coursing through me until the combination of magic, flesh, and passion overwhelmed me and I climaxed with her.

We lay there for long moments, Irenya still atop me, neither of us willing or able to move. The fire magic still flowed between our entwined bodies, and minutes passed before the waves of pleasure died down. Finally, Irenya gave a little gasp and slumped atop me with her face buried in my chest.

“Well, now I know why Arieste is so in love with you,” she said after we had finally recovered our breath. “Is it always that good?”

I wanted to say yes, but the truth was that it was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. The fire magic had done something to our bodies, something that no normal desire could explain. It joined us in a way more than physical, and it had driven our pleasure to new heights I’d never thought imaginable.

“Can we do it again?” Irenya asked before I could respond.

“Definitely,” I said, with a little nod. “Though maybe give me five or ten minutes and a bit of water first, eh?”

“Of course.” She rolled onto the bed beside me, and I could feel her amber eyes roaming down my body. Her fingers traced the tattoos on my chest, arms, shoulders, then down across my stomach toward my waist. I felt my body stiffen in response.

“Oh, look, we can do it again now!” she said in an excited voice. “This time, why don’t we try it the other way around?”

“Gladly,” I said, “but first tell me, Irenya, why are you here?”

“What?” I heard confusion in her voice.

I tapped into the fire magic to summon a little thread of fire to illuminate the room. The light revealed her magnificent body, from her red hair down her slim back to the gentle rise of her butt. I felt myself stirring in response, but I kept talking before my body betrayed me.

“I heard you and Arieste talking a while ago, before we had to run from the ghoulins.”

“Oh.” Her face fell, and the glimmer of desire in her eyes darkened.

“I understand why you feel the way you do,” I told her. “Honestly, if it were me in your place, I’d feel just as trapped.”

Her expression grew calculating as if she was trying to figure out what I was going to say next.

“But I don’t want you to feel like that,” I said. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to serve me because I’m going to kill you if you don’t, or because I’m the only source of your magic.”

“But you are,” she said. “You told me yourself, back in my lair, what you’d do if I betrayed you.”

“I did, but that was the only way I could be sure you weren’t going to harm me, Arieste, or anyone else.” I stared deep into her amber-colored eyes. “I know you want your magic back, and you want to be free. It’s what I want for you, too. But right now, I need your help. Hell, all of the humans on Iriador do.”

Her expression grew pensive, and a little frown tugged at her lips.

“Listen,” I continued, “I don’t want you enslaved to me, Irenya,” I told her. “Back on--” I caught myself before I said “on Earth,” then changed it to, “--in my hometown, we didn’t treat women like that. We proved through our words and actions that we were men worth being interested in. I know our situation is a bit weird because you used to be a dragon, and you are bound to me by magic, but I want us to be friends that trust each other.” It sounded strange to sum up dating in so few words. “That’s what I want for you, for Arieste, too.”

Mention of the platinum-blonde woman elicited a scowl from Irenya.

“Arieste chose to help me, so I don’t need to think of her as a slave or servant any longer,” I told her. “She is my ally, my friend, and my lover. We’re working together to help the people of Whitespire and Windwall survive. I want you as my ally as well. Hell, I need you as my ally to take down Vozaath, Emroth, and all the other threats we humans are facing.”

The word “human” still elicited a strong reaction, and I could understand that the dragon instincts within her still saw humans as weaklings to be exploited.

That was the main reason I didn’t trust her.

“They were once my enemies,” she sighed. “Along with the other dragons.”

“But you are human now, just like Arieste, Captain Daxos, and everyone else,” I said and fixed her with an earnest stare. “Except you have the chance to be so much more than ‘just’ human. You have magic and the power of a dragon. With that, you could save thousands of lives and make the world a better place. You don’t have to go back to being the dragon you were, but you can be a new dragon, one who saves people instead of killing them. A dragon that protects the weak. A champion. Hell, a heroine even. That’s what I want for you, Irenya.”

Her expression grew thoughtful, and I could see my words were having some effect on her.

“I would release you from your oath to serve me if I could trust that you will help me of your own free will,” I said, and I gripped both of her hands in mine. “Choose to help me, and I will share the magic with you freely, just as I share it with Arieste. I am not a jailer to hold you captive. What I want is for you to be free, and to use that freedom to help me help others. Will you do that?”

“Very well,” she said after a long, tense moment of silence. “I will help you, Sir Ethan Dragonrider. I will be your champion and heroine.” A little smile flashed across her face and her eyes sparkled. “Who else could look this stunning while saving the world?”
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Chapter Thirteen

I lay in the darkness and listened to the steady rhythm of Irenya’s breathing. Her skin was soft against mine, and her body was the perfect temperature. We’d made love again, driven by the passion of the fire magic burning inside us, until her screams of pleasure threatened to bring down the stone walls around us. Afterward, she had fallen asleep quickly, like a dragon after eating a heavy meal, and I was left alone with my thoughts.

“Well, this is going to complicate things with Arieste,” I said in my mind.

“It doesn’t have to,” Nyvea purred. “In fact, it could make things better with her. You’re halfway to a three-way already.”

“Arieste and Irenya aren’t exactly best of friends right now,” I replied. “I have no idea how she’s going to take this.”

“So, you feel guilty for fucking another gorgeous woman?” Nyvea asked, and I heard a sharp edge to her words.

“No, not guilty,” I said. It took me a moment to unravel how I felt about the situation. “The truth is that I couldn’t stay away from Irenya any more than I could stay away from Arieste. The bond we share through our magic is something we all feel, something that draws us together.”

“But?”

“But, as you said, dragons are territorial creatures. If the dragon part of Arieste and Irenya both see me as a precious shining object to add to their hoard, it’s going to lead to some serious conflict. Right now, we need both of them working together to take down Vozaath, Emroth, and the other two dragons.”

“So, just don’t tell Arieste,” Nyvea said.

“It’s not about telling her or not. You’ve seen Irenya, and you know she’s going to make sure Arieste knows exactly what happened here. I just don’t want them to rip each other to shreds when we need them focused on dealing with the real threats.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a real quandary on your hands, handsome,” Nyvea said, with just a hint of mocking.

“Well, that’s why I’m talking to you,” I replied. “You’re a woman, and you said you had experience with this. How would you deal with this situation?”

A long silence passed, and I could feel Nyvea’s hesitation.

“They are women and dragons both,” she finally said in a slow voice. “They share the fiery instincts of both races, yet the fact that they are both could work in your favor. Their minds are not filled with the same thoughts and emotions that rule the rest of you. They have been human for only a short time, so they have not yet had time for emotions like jealousy or possessiveness to develop.

“Uhhh, it seems like they might have already had those emotions honed to a very fine point from being dragons, though,” I thought at Nyvea as I once again wondered at how the newly changed human women seemed to have taken so quickly to their situation.

“Yes,” Nyvea agreed. “They can understand need and desire, for these things are what drove them to collect trinkets and build their hoard. You simply need to make it clear that you are not a prize to be claimed. Instead, you are like the sky they roamed as dragons. There is more than enough of you to go around, and no woman or dragon, no matter how large or powerful, can truly claim the sky as their own.”

“You’ve given me some stuff to think about,” I said as I thought through the future conversation with Arieste. “Thanks for your help.”

“That is why I am here, is it not?” Nyvea asked in her sultry tone. “To guide you on your mission to having a three-way with two gorgeous dragon women.”

“That’s not really my mission.” I let out a little laugh, and I felt the tension in my shoulders drain away. The exhaustion of the day’s efforts slowly washed over me and dragged me inexorably toward sleep. The cool darkness of the stone room and the warmth of Irenya’s naked body against mine helped to soothe my worries and fears of the day. My eyes fell closed of their own accord as I fully relaxed.

I must have fallen asleep at some point because I woke up to find myself alone in the darkness. I didn’t know when Irenya had left, but it was probably for the best. I’d be hard-pressed to keep sleeping with that gorgeous woman beside me. Right now, my desire for rest outweighed my desire for sex. Barely.

I awoke to find Captain Daxos shaking my shoulder. “Sir Ethan,” the captain said, “you said to wake you when the women were rested and ready.”

“Thank you, captain,” I said as I leapt out of bed, fully awake now. “How long did I sleep?”

“Five, six hours, perhaps,” Captain Daxos said. By the light of the torch in his hands, I could see his face flushing a deep shade of red. I guessed he’d heard Irenya last night, as she hadn’t made any attempt to quiet her sounds of passion.

“Excellent,” I replied as I sat down to pull on my boots. “How are you and your men? Did you get enough rest?”

“Four hours or so,” he said with a nod.

“That’s not a lot of rest,” I told him as I pulled the laces of my steel-toed boots tight. “We could always delay a bit more if you need more rest.”

“Our training to become Blackguards includes standing watch for three successive nights without sleep,” Captain Daxos said, and I heard a note of pride in his voice. “With the constant ghoulin threat to the Windwall, we quickly became accustomed to long guard shifts.”

“Got it,” I said with a grin. “You guys are total bad-asses.”

“Your words, not mine.” Captain Daxos’ face split into a smile to mirror mine, and he bowed humbly.

I laughed as I stood and clapped the captain on the back. I was really getting to like People’s Counselor Danikel’s son. Though we’d only met two days ago, I could already see that we would get along splendidly. He was a simple man who took pride in doing his duty, serving his city, and carrying out whatever mission was given to him to the best of his ability. He would have made one hell of a firefighter back in Chicago, the sort of guy who made every firehouse a better place.

Once Captain Daxos had left, I spent a few minutes strapping on my padded undergarment, scale mail, and the sheath that held my fireman’s axe. Gathering up my pack and the ice shield, I strode from my room, down the hallway, and into the living area, where I found Arieste sitting on a couch munching a hard trail biscuit. She looked up and her face brightened as I entered the room.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I sat beside her. Sergeant Dai handed me a trail biscuit with his usual eloquent grunt, and I took it with a nod of thanks.

“Better,” she said. “From what the captain tells me, I overextended my magical capabilities yesterday and rendered myself unconscious.”

“You saved all our asses,” I told her with a smile. “That ice bridge was fucking awesome, and it’s the only reason we got away from those ghoulins.”

“But I will have to be more careful with my use of magic in the future.” A shadow passed behind her eyes, and her face hardened as she looked down at her beautiful body. “It is still easy to forget the limitations of this human body.”

“It happens to be a body I enjoy quite a lot,” I said as I took her hand and squeezed it. “So, yes, I’d appreciate it if you kept it in good shape.”

My words brought a little smile to her face. “How are you?” she asked. “You exerted yourself a great deal as well yesterday. Any residual fatigue of your magic use?”

“Not even a little,” I replied and stretched my arms wide for emphasis. “A night of sleep did me a lot of good.” I felt no aches or pains, even from the long trek into Ironfast. Perhaps the magic had more restorative properties than I realized.

The door opened behind her and Irenya entered the living room. She hesitated at the sight of me sitting beside Arieste, but I saw a small smile toying at the corners of her lips, and she sashayed into the room with all the sultry elegance of a princess at a royal ball.

“Good morning, Captain Daxos,” she said with a pleasant grin for the captain. The smile turned into a little laugh as Captain Daxos blushed beet-red and mumbled a hasty greeting. She took a seat on the opposite side of me and gave Arieste a too-sweet smile. Ice glittered in Arieste’s eyes, and her grip on my hand tightened to near bone-crushing force.

“Looks like it’s time for us to be moving on,” I said as I stood and brushed the crumbs of trail biscuit from my lap. “If you ladies are up for it, I think we can be done with all this walking for now. A quick flight across Ironfast should get us to the Iron Keep where we can find the Circlet of Darksight.”

“And Vozaath?” asked Captain Daxos. “What of the demon?”

“If Vozaath’s out there, I’m sure it’s going to be coming for us,” I told him. “That display of magic from last night had to have gotten its attention. If not, Vozaath is definitely going to sense it the moment I use the magic to turn the women into dragons.”

Captain Daxos’ expression grew pensive. For a moment, he said nothing, and then finally asked. “And if Vozaath does not reveal itself?”

“Then we hunt the fucker down,” I said without hesitation.

Relief filled Captain Daxos’ eyes, and the tension faded from his posture.

“Look, I promised your father and the other Councilors I’d get rid of Vozaath for you,” I told him. “I was the one who opened the way into Ironfast, so I’m the one that has to deal with the demon trapped inside. I’m not going to leave your city facing such a threat. I need your help to defend Whitespire, so I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure Windwall is safe.”

“Thank you, Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said, and he gave me a deep bow from the waist. “My father was right when he said you were a man to be trusted.”

“I’ll do my best to prove him right.” I returned the bow. “Let’s go kick some demon ass.”

Captain Daxos and I took the lead as our little group strode through the litter-strewn halls and out the front of the huge stone building. As we walked, I used the Mark of the Guardian to feel for the presence of magic around me, but I came up with nothing. There wasn’t even a faint pulse of the dark power of the ghoulins or the bat-monster thing Captain Daxos had called an aswang back in the direction of the river. I couldn’t feel anything to either side or ahead of us, so I guessed that they hadn’t managed to cross the river.

So where had they gone? I could only hope they hadn’t found the way into Windwall. Once we were done with Vozaath, I determined, we were going to figure out how the ghoulins got into Ironfast. If Emroth knew a secret way into the city, it meant there could be another way to get out without having to climb back up the winding trails.

One problem at a time. First, we had a demon to deal with.

I strode to the middle of the broad highway with Arieste and Irenya beside me. Without hesitation, Arieste stripped out of her plain white cloth dress down to the thin shift she’d been wearing when I found her. As always, I was struck by the elegant gracefulness of her body. She was nearly as tall as me, with a willowy build and long legs that could have given Helen of Troy serious competition.

Irenya seemed to be looking at her with something of the same admiration glinting in her eyes. A little smile toyed at her full red lips as she studied the platinum-blonde woman from head to toe.

“Do you see what I see?” Nyvea sang in my mind.

There was no denying it. Irenya had looked at me the same way before, with the same hint of desire. A spark burned in her eyes as if she found herself now irresistibly attracted to Arieste.

But it was more than just attraction I sensed in Irenya. Though the two women were rivals, something had changed in her since last night. She seemed more relaxed around both Arieste and me, almost at ease. It was as if accepting to help us in our mission to save the humans had given her a place in our world.

With a smile, I pulled the white gemstone from my pocket and held it out to Arieste’s forehead. I caught a hint of anxiety in her eyes, but I guessed that it was probably the result of overexerting herself the previous day.

“You’ve got this,” I said with a reassuring grin.

She nodded, placed her hand atop mine, and closed her eyes.

I braced myself for the chilling shock as I reached for the ice magic flowing within me. The power surged through my veins in a freezing flood, and it flowed through my fingers into the white gemstone. A bright light filled the cavern around us as the gem began to glow, and it pushed back the shadows for fifty yards in every direction. The magic ripped through me as it was sucked through the gemstone into Arieste, and her form began to change.

Her lean face broadened to a white serpentine snout covered in sharp horns that glittered coldly in the light of the gemstone. Her pale skin hardened into icy scales, her hands and feet sharpened into taloned claws, and her limbs grew heavy with muscle. She fell forward onto all fours as her body stretched out into the hulking shape of a dragon. Leathery white wings snapped out from her ribs to beat at the air, and a long tail sprouted from the base of her spine.

I looked into those icy blue dragon eyes and smiled at the intelligence burning there. Arieste’s body may have transformed, but her mind was still in control. She let out a frost-edged whuff of her breath and shook her huge body.

“Ahhh,” she rumbled. “That feels wonderful.”

“My turn!” Irenya clapped and jumped up and down.

Arieste’s rumble deepened, and I heard the warning threat in her voice.

“Trust me, Arieste,” I told the huge white dragon. “She is on our side.”

Suspicion flashed in the dragon’s blue eyes, but I didn’t back down. Arieste hadn’t been there last night, and she hadn’t heard the sincerity in Irenya’s voice when she agreed to help. She’d just have to trust that I knew what I was talking about.

I still hesitated before reaching for the ruby-red gemstone I’d taken from Riamod’s scaly chest. I wanted to believe Irenya told the truth last night when she agreed to help, but there was still a small bit of my brain that told me she couldn’t fully be trusted. It was just the wary suspicion that was part of every human being, the suspicion that had kept us alive and aware of threats since the beginning of mankind, but it took a little effort to ignore it.

Irenya was already stripping out of her red velvet dress, and then she stood in nothing but the sheer crimson shift I’d found her in. The gauzy fabric did little to hide her golden skin and mouth-watering curves, and I got more than an eyeful of her full breasts, rounded hips, and ample butt. The sight brought back memories of the previous night, and I felt a sudden stiffness in my trousers.

I forced myself to lift my gaze and meet her amber eyes. A little smile played on her lips as she read the desire no doubt written plainly in my expression, but it disappeared as I locked eyes with her. I searched her face to find any hint of deceit or any indication that would warn me not to trust her.

“Do it,” Nyvea said in my mind. “You can trust her in this much, at least.”

Her voice confirmed what my eyes told me. A new desire shone in Irenya’s gaze, and it was so much more than just physical attraction. She had awoken in her human body to find herself immediately surrounded by enemies, facing death, and then sworn into servitude to her captors. In her few days as a human, Arieste and I had been the closest thing she’d had to companions. To friends. Her dragon instincts might have longed for freedom, but the human part of her wanted the same thing every human wanted: to belong to something.

“Let’s do this,” I said as I stepped closer and pressed the gemstone to her chest. I was keenly aware of her ample breasts, and it took a superhuman effort to close my eyes and reach inside me for the fire magic coursing through my veins. A wave of burning heat surged within me, and I felt it sucked into the gemstone. I heard Arieste’s rumbling and Captain Daxos’ gasps of surprise as Irenya’s body transformed.

I opened my eyes and came face to face with an enormous red dragon, with two golden eyes staring fire into mine. I’d forgotten how massive Riamod was, easily five or six feet taller and ten to fifteen longer than Frosdar. But I wasn’t looking at Riamod. Instead, I saw the same fire sparkling in the dragon’s eyes as I’d seen in Irenya’s. It was the same glimmer of strength that had attracted me to her in the first place.

She let out a little whuff, which sent a puff of smoke blowing right into my face. I growled and waved my hands to clear the smoke away. A low laugh rumbled from the dragon’s huge throat, and it shook itself much the way Arieste had. Irenya took a few steps as if testing an unfamiliar body. Her red wings snapped out with enough force to rip out an entire corner of one stone building. When she shifted her massive bulk backward to get away from the crumbling stone, her huge spiked tail whipped two feet over the heads of Captain Daxos and his Blackguards. The Windwall men threw themselves to the ground just in time to avoid the return swipe.

“Irenya, stop moving!” I shouted. “You’re going to bring the whole city down.”

I thought I saw a hint of embarrassment sparkling in the golden eyes the red dragon fixed on me as she settled to her haunches. Arieste let out a rumbling laugh, and Irenya replied with a low growl.

“Let’s go,” I said quickly. I couldn’t have my two dragons fighting each other when there were bigger problems to face. “Captain Daxos, you’re with me on Irenya. Lieutenant, Sergeant, you’ll go with Arieste.”

The three Blackguards froze halfway to their feet, and nervous glances passed among them.

“Trust me, you’re going to love it!” I told them as I shoved the women’s dresses into their packs.

I strapped Arieste’s pack to one of her glittering white spikes, and then strode over to Irenya. As I approached, the red dragon knelt on her forelegs to allow me to climb onto her back. I took a seat on her long sinewy neck and motioned for the others to follow suit.

“They won’t bite,” I called. “Well, they won’t bite you.”

That did little to reassure them. Captain Daxos was the first to brave the dragons, but only after I leaned down from my seat on Irenya’s back to offer him a hand up. He scrambled up Irenya’s back and quickly settled behind the next row of spikes. Sergeant Dai gave a little grunt, then followed his captain’s example and clambered onto Arieste’s back. A grin actually broke the man’s usual stoic expression as he settled into place on her neck and studied the city from his new vantage point.

“By the Three, this is brilliant!” he said in a voice as deep and rumbling as grinding stone, and I realized that this was the first time that the sergeant had spoken on our trip.

Lieutenant Trosken seemed unable to bring himself to climb onto Arieste’s back. Captain Daxos’ orders and my cajoling did little to change his mind.

“Irenya, help him out, will you?” I whispered to the red dragon.

“With pleasure,” she rumbled.

Quick as a striking snake, her long neck darted forward and her teeth closed around Lieutenant Trosken’s chest. He cried out in fear, but she didn’t bite through his armor. Instead, she clamped her jaws down with just enough force to lift him off his feet and settle him onto Arieste’s back.

“Was that really necessary?” Captain Daxos said in a low voice.

“We’ve got demons and dragons to kill,” I said with a shrug. “We don’t really have time to wait for him to conquer his fears.”

Lieutenant Trosken clung to Arieste’s spikes as if for dear life, and his spine was as rigid as the spear strapped to his back. His eyes were closed and his lips moved in an endless stream of what I assumed were prayers to the goddesses.

“Let’s do this!” I shouted. “Irenya, let’s find that Iron Keep.”

I felt her enormous muscles bunch beneath me as she crouched, and then she leapt high into the air. Her massive red wings snapped out to the side, and she flapped them hard to gain altitude. I heard air gust behind me as Arieste took flight behind us, and within moments, the two dragons had cleared the stone buildings.

“Give us a light,” I told Irenya.

Crimson brilliance flared from her chest, and I felt the surge of power as she tapped into the fire magic coursing through her. A moment later, a pillar of fire burst from her mouth and filled the surrounding air with heat and light.

The flash of flames illuminated a marvelous sight. We hovered above Ironfast, and thousands of buildings rose up toward us like a forest of stone. From our vantage point twenty yards or so below the roof of the cavern, I could see the entire city laid out before us. Straight roads dissected Ironfast into neat squares, broken only by the Iron River cutting through the city behind us. The cavern was easily two hundred yards tall and stretched easily twenty or thirty miles across. Ironfast truly was a breathtaking marvel of ancient magic and stonemasonry.

I counted six heartbeats before Irenya summoned the magic again, and another bright pillar of fire blossomed in the darkness. The glow of the flames illuminated the city for a quarter-mile or so in every direction, and I saw thousands of tall stone buildings rising from the ground far below, but nothing that could be the Iron Keep.

“Any idea where the Iron Keep was located?” I asked Captain Daxos.

“Legends called it the heart of the city,” he said.

“Then that’s where we’re headed.” I raised my voice to shout to Irenya. “Head toward the center.”

My stomach leapt into my throat as she dropped suddenly and banked hard to the right. Without any winds to ride, she had to flap her wings hard to stay aloft. I heard Arieste flying behind us and cast a glance over my shoulder. A smile spread Sergeant Dai’s broad face, but Lieutenant Trosken hadn’t yet opened his eyes.

“He’s not a fan of heights,” Captain Daxos told me with a grin.

“Odd thing, given his place on the Windwall,” I replied.

“It’s different when you have solid stone around you,” the captain said. “It’s nothing like this. Nothing at all.” His eyes sparkled with delight, and I could see he was loving every moment of the ride so far.

I turned my attention back to the way ahead and focused on trying to find the Iron Keep. It shouldn’t be too hard to find the tallest building in the city, especially one that was supposed to located in the heart of Ironfast. But we were kind of flying blind, and our only source of light came from Irenya’s blasts of fire and the gemstone in her chest. It felt like hurtling through a nightclub, with pillars of fire replacing the flashing strobe lights. We had to keep high enough above the city that Irenya and Arieste wouldn’t scrape the tops of the stone buildings, but also not so high we crashed into the rocky ceiling of the cavern.

Despite the darkness, sporadic light, and the uncertainty, I couldn’t help enjoying myself. It felt awesome to be riding a dragon again, especially one as powerful as Irenya. The wind of our passage whipped at my hair and set my cloak flapping, and I marveled at the power of the red dragon’s muscles as they contracted and relaxed beneath my legs. Laughter burst from my lips as we swooped, doved, and soared through the air.

Echoing laughter came from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and was shocked to see Lieutenant Trosken no longer frozen in fear. His eyes were wide, not in terror, but in utter delight. He was actually standing on Arieste’s neck like a surfer riding a board, and he waved one hand in the air while the other held onto one of the icy white spikes.

“Looks like the Lieutenant’s lost his fear quickly enough,” I shouted to Captain Daxos.

The captain turned around, and I saw him stiffen as he saw his lieutenant’s dangerous pose. His shout to the lieutenant was lost to the wind, but Sergeant Dai seemed to understand the message. He motioned to Lieutenant Trosken to take a seat, and after a long moment, the lieutenant complied.

I reached out with the Mark of the Guardian and tried to sense any magical presences in the city. I had given up most of my fire and ice magic to transform the women into dragons, so I had nothing but a faint trickle to use to protect myself and the Blackguards. We needed to be prepared for anything, from Emroth’s minions to Vozaath.

I couldn’t sense any of the evasive magic within the black dragon’s ghoulins or aswang, not even a faint pulse. Satisfied, I was about to stop searching when I felt something else strange below us.

It wasn’t magic that I felt. Quite the opposite, in fact. It felt like a spot of darkness where there was no magic at all. It wasn’t an absence of magic like I felt from lifeless stone or inert metal. The more I focused on it, the more I realized what it really was.

It was a vacuum, a void that seemed to suck magic into it.

My eyes flew wide in horror as I realized what it was. Before I could say anything, the void suddenly hurtled toward us. The light of Irenya’s gemstone and fiery pillar brightened the darkness in time for me to see a massive and grotesque shape flying through the air right at me.

Vozaath had found us.
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Chapter Fourteen

Time seemed to freeze as the colossal demon hurtled toward us. The thing was easily twenty feet tall, with a horned head, beady black eyes, and an elongated goat nose pierced by a ring of black stone. A long forked tongue flicked from its open mouth, and green drool dripped from its four huge canines. Fur covered its enormous body like a molting bear, and its lion-like hind paws and monkey looking front hands each had seven razor tipped fingers.

“Irenya!” I shouted, and the red dragon banked sharply to the right. The black shape flew past us, and it was so close I could feel the wind ruffling my hair. Stone cracked far below us as the demon landed, then I felt the void-like presence hurtling toward us again. This time, Irenya dove to avoid Vozaath, and it hurtled over my head far too close for my liking.

“Get higher!” I told her. She beat the air to gain altitude, but the blue-glowing roof was just ten yards above us. We couldn’t get higher, so we had to find another way to escape the demon.

“Speed up and lose the fucker!” I shouted.

She flapped her wings furiously, and I felt our speed increase. Arieste must have seen the demon as well because I could hear her wings beat franticly behind us. The cracking of stone continued below us as Vozaath pursued us through the maze of Ironfast. When I sent a stream of fire in the demon’s direction, I saw it leaping from building to building in pursuit. It reminded me of a twisted version of King Kong or the Hulk, but this was real life instead of a movie. The demon wanted us dead, and there was no one we could call for backup.

“Ethan!” growled Irenya. “Look.”

My head snapped around, and I caught sight of a massive black spire rising in the distance. The tower stood far taller than every other building in Ironfast, and there were only a few yards separating its roof from the mushroom-covered ceiling of the cavern.

It had to be Iron Keep.

I had a moment to decide what to do. We had come to Ironfast to find the Circlet of Darksight, which I knew was somewhere in that tower. At the same time, we had to deal with Vozaath. The demon was the more immediate concern and the far greater threat. But as I heard the cracking of stone as Vozaath leapt from building to building, an idea blossomed in my mind.

“Irenya and Arieste, get over to the Iron Keep!” I shouted.

Both dragons must have heard me, for they adjusted their course to fly toward the huge tower.

“What are you thinking?” Captain Daxos asked.

“We need to get rid of Vozaath, but we also need that Circlet,” I shouted back. “Having the Circlet will make it easier to see the bastard in the darkness of Ironfast. So that’s what we’re getting first.”

I studied the rounded walls of the Iron Keep as we flew closer. The tower looked to have been carved from the same black stone as the rest of Ironfast, so it looked like a single chunk of carved rock without any openings for windows and doors.

“Get down low!” I shouted to Irenya. “Maybe there’s a way in there.”

Irenya swooped toward the ground, then rolled to the right as the massive bulk of Vozaath flew through the darkness. I heard the tearing of scaled flesh, and the red dragon let out an angry roar. A glance backward revealed a long gash running along her hind leg.

“Damn it!” I cursed. I turned in my seat and searched for the white dragon which flew fifty yards above and behind us. “Arieste, keep the fucker distracted and off our backs.”

The gemstone in Arieste’s forehead flared white and filled the cavern with a bright light, then a dome of ice materialized in front of Vozaath’s leaping form. The demon crashed through the wall of ice as if it were made of paper. It seemed just the contact with its flesh melted the ice and sucked the very magic that formed it into its body.

Shit, I’d forgotten that the demon absorbed magic, which was how it managed to kill all the wizards. This wouldn’t be a job for ice or fire.

My heart leapt into my throat as Irenya dove toward the ground, and a spray of fire burst from her mouth to rake the empty street before the Iron Keep. The light revealed a massive hole in the tower where the wall had crumbled, and I caught a glimpse of shattered shelves, a collapsed staircase, and furniture turned to splinters. No way we were getting up and into Iron Keep that way.

“Go up!” I cried to Irenya. The red dragon snapped out its wings to glide upward, and she spiraled around the Iron Keep as she fought to gain altitude.

I heard another roar of pain, and I turned to catch a glimpse of Vozaath clinging to Arieste’s tail. Lieutenant Trosken was working his way backward along the white dragon’s spines, long-bladed spear held in a one-handed grip. Determination edged his face, but he was pale.

I wanted to go help the Blackguards, but I couldn’t yet. First, I had to find a way to get into the Iron Keep to find the Circlet of Darksight. Once I had that, it would be easy to see Vozaath in the darkness, and we’d have no trouble bringing the fucker down.

But even as Irenya climbed, we could see no other opening into the Iron Keep. Only that one section near the base of the tower had crumbled, and there were no doors or windows built into the unbroken stone walls. By the time we reached the top, I knew we needed to find another way in.

I glanced back at Arieste in time to see Vozaath plummeting toward the ground. Lieutenant Trosken’s sword-bladed spear was buried in its right paw, and there were three long slashes across its face. I wanted to shout in triumph because we’d hurt the beast, but another glance at the lieutenant sent horror rolling through me.

Lieutenant Trosken hung limp in Arieste’s right hind claw, and blood streamed from a long wound down his chest and gut. Vozaath’s claws had ripped through his scale mail, padding, and flesh beneath. I was too far away to know how serious the wound was, but it didn’t look good.

Vozaath crashed into one of the stone buildings, and it crumbled beneath its bulk. The enormous horned demon burst from the pile of rubble a moment later, shook itself, then turned its beady black eyes up toward us. It let out a bestial roar that echoed like thunder through the cavern and leapt onto a nearby building. Sharp claws dug into solid rock as it vaulted from floor to floor, like some horrifying monkey climbing a tree. Stone crumbled beneath its claws and talons, and an entire section of wall crashed to the ground as the demon surged upward and threw itself through the air at Arieste.

I let out a long breath as Arieste dipped to avoid the hurtling beast, but the sight of the collapsing stone building below gave me an idea.

“Irenya, get its attention!” I shouted.

Irenya seemed to understand my thoughts because the crimson gemstone on her chest flared bright and a pillar of fire streamed toward Vozaath. I could feel the fire magic being sucked into the vacuum that was the demon, but the attack got its attention. It turned its beady eyes on us and leapt from building to building toward our position.

“Get up near the top of Iron Keep,” I said.

Irenya complied, and her wings beat at the air furiously as she fought to gain altitude. She climbed until she hovered beside the top of Iron Keep, and my head nearly scraped the cavern ceiling.

“What now?” she rumbled.

“Wait for it!”

Hope surged within me as Vozaath leapt from the nearest building onto the side of Iron Keep. The demon’s claws and talons punched through the tower’s stone walls as it climbed toward us. It took all my willpower to remain hovering in place rather than getting the fuck away from that massive demon.

Finally, when it was fifty feet from the top of the tower, I shouted to Irenya, “Now back off. Make it leap for us!”

Irenya flapped her wings to retreat, and Vozaath let out another rumbling howl as it doubled its efforts to scramble up the side of the tower faster.

“A little more,” I called to Irenya. We needed to make Vozaath jump from as high on the tower as possible, which meant we needed to put just enough distance and height that it would have to climb to the very top. “Piss it off again.”

The demon howled in delight as Irenya sent another blast of fire at it. It could have been my imagination, but it seemed like the demon grew larger as its body absorbed more and more of the magic we hurled at it. If we kept this up, it would get bigger than my two dragons. As it was, they were going to have a fucking hard time bringing it down.

But the magical attack had the desired effect. Vozaath scrambled up to the top of the Iron Keep, crouched, and threw itself through the air toward us.

“Dive!” I shouted to Irenya.

The red dragon curled her wings against her side, dipped her head, and snapped her tail once. The movement sent her dropping like a stone, and Vozaath let out a roar of rage as it flew high over our heads to disappear into the darkness of Ironfast.

“Quickly, while it’s recovering,” I shouted to Irenya, “get us up to the top of the tower and drop us on the roof.”

“What?” Irenya growled.

“Just trust me and do it!”

Irenya snapped her wings out to arrest our fall, and my heart leapt into my throat as we soared up toward the roof of Iron Keep. The talons of her massive forelegs dug into the lip of Iron Keep’s stone roof as she landed, and I leapt from her back with Captain Daxos beside me.

“Keep the demon distracted and occupied,” I shouted to Irenya as I ran up the roof. “Don’t try to fight it yet, but just keep it away from here long enough for me to get the Circlet.”

“Easier said than done,” rumbled the huge red dragon. “The demon hides from our magical senses, and the darkness conceals its presence.”

“Then just keep flying around and using your magic,” I told her. “It’ll come for you, I know it.” It was an educated guess based on the legends I’d heard about Vozaath and its massacre of the wizards of Ironfast, but right now that was the best we had.

“And what about you?” she asked.

“Listen for my call,” I told her. “And tell Arieste to listen as well. The moment I get the Circlet, we’re going to take the bastard down.”

“Be safe, Ethan,” she rumbled and dipped her dragon head toward me.

“You too, Irenya.” I rubbed her long, scaled snout, and she let out a little snuffling snort of pleasure. Then she turned and leapt from the tower top to disappear from my view.

I was glad it was too dark to see just how high up I was. I’d trained on heights, but this was like standing on top of the Empire State Building with nothing to stop me from falling over. Plus, there was a demon somewhere below trying to kill me.

“What now?” Captain Daxos asked.

“We get in,” I said. “Got a torch?”

The captain dug into his pack and produced the firebrand which I lit using a spark of fire magic. The spark was pretty much all I could summon at this point since I’d given almost all of the fire and ice magic to the women to turn them into dragons. Right now, I’d have to rely on the strength of my arms and the Mark of the Guardian to keep me alive.

My magical senses told me Vozaath was somewhere off to the right where I could feel Arieste’s ice magic and see the glowing outline of her enormous white-scaled body. The sensation gave me a moment of concern for the two women, and I tried to split my mind with the task of climbing up the roof and worrying about my lovers. Arieste’s wounded hind leg told me that Vozaath could seriously injure or even kill them in their dragon form, so I had to be quick about getting the Circlet if we were to get out of this in one piece.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I fought to keep my balance on the sloping roof while holding the torch. The Iron Keep was a massive circular tower, easily a hundred yards in diameter. It took fully three minutes of careful climbing around the perimeter of the rooftop before I found what I was looking for.

“Yes!” Triumph surged within me as I saw the holes Vozaath’s claws had gouged into the stone rooftop. When I held the torch closer, I could see three parallel holes that went through to an empty space beneath.

“Take this,” I said to Captain Daxos as I handed him the torch and drew my fireman’s axe.

The pick side wasn’t exactly made to serve the same function as a stone-breaking pickaxe, but right now it was our best hope of getting into the tower. I planted my feet as firmly as I could on the sloping rooftop, raised the axe over my head, and brought it down hard onto the stone.

Sparks flew as the sharpened pick head struck the rooftop, but a tiny chip of stone crumbled beneath the impact. When I struck again, a crack appeared between two of the holes left by Vozaath’s claws. A third strike sent the stone crumbling into the darkness below us, and I heard the clattering of rock on wood.

The sight of the widened hole renewed my energy, and I attacked the stone with everything I had. It took five great swings of the pickaxe to chip away a hole wide enough for me to squeeze through. Not bothering to sheathe my axe, I lowered myself into the hole, hung one-handed for a moment, then dropped. After a heart-pounding plunge into darkness, my boots thumped on solid hardwood flooring, and I rebounded in a crouch. Captain Daxos appeared in the opening, dropped his torch to me, and then followed.

I held the torch high and studied the surrounding room. Wooden shelves lined the perimeter of the room, easily fifty feet long, seven feet high, and thirty wide, like some ancient storage room covered in choking layers of dust. An assortment of items of every shape and size sat on the shelves. Books and scrolls rested next to skulls, dried bones, and what looked like withered strips of skin. Glass jars contained liquids of every conceivable color, and leather pouches sat in neat rows on one shelf along the far wall. Weapons, helmets, cloaks, hats, and other garments littered the room.

According to the stories, the wizards of Iron Keep stored their magical items up here, in the highest room of the tower. But as I reached out with my magical senses, I knew something was wrong. There wasn’t a single glimmer or pulse of magic in the entire warehouse, and it felt as dead and lifeless as the stone walls or wooden floors.

“By the Three!” Captain Daxos breathed as he made the three-fingered sign of the Goddesses.

I strode toward the nearest shelf, upon which lay a club made of what looked like jagged obsidian chunks embedded in wood. A beautiful green emerald was set into the hilt of the club, but I could feel no magic emanating from the stone. When I pressed it, nothing happened.

It was like the batteries were dead.

A spear sat on the shelf beside it, this one with a sparkling blue sapphire in its grip. The stone clicked when I pressed it into its setting, but no magic flared to life.

“What could have happened?” I asked Nyvea. “Where is the magic?”

“Stolen,” she replied, and I heard a hint of fear in her voice. “Consumed by the demon without.”

Every single item in the room had a gemstone set into it, yet not a spark of magic was present in the room. The demon had absorbed all the power, and only dead metal, stone, wood, and cloth remained. The treasure of the wizards of Ironfast had followed them into the grave.

“Check everything,” I told Captain Daxos. “We need to find that Circlet.”

I could see by the look in his eyes that he was thinking the same thing as me. What if the magic in the Circlet had also been consumed by Vozaath? Neither of us said it aloud because it was too terrible a thought to consider.

I scanned shelf after shelf and found hundreds of fascinating oddities, from jewelry to books written in a language I didn’t understand to complex constructions of entwined metal and stone. The collection of items in the room could fill the Chicago History Museum, but none of it mattered to me at that moment. We needed magical items to win the war against Emroth, and there wasn’t a scrap of magic in the entire room.

“Sir Ethan!” Captain Daxos called from across the room. “Come look at this.”

He stood beside what looked like a casket made of wood banded with iron. An ancient-looking padlock held the casket closed, and it was covered in a layer of dust as thick as everything else in the room. Yet something about it struck me as different.

“Watch,” Captain Daxos said. His eyes were narrowed, and hesitation mingled with the hope etched into his expression.

“What for?” I asked.

“I-I think…” He trailed off. “There! Did you see that little flash?”

I had caught a tiny glimpse of light on the lock, but it could have just been from the reflection of the torch in my hand. I handed him the torch, crouched in front of the casket, and stared hard at the part where I thought I’d seen the flash.

Long seconds passed, and nothing happened. I was about to give up when I saw what Captain Daxos had. It was a tiny flash like a blinking white LED light, and in that instant, my magical senses caught the barest hint of power emanating from the casket. It faded a moment later, but there was no mistaking it.

I stood, lifted my axe, and brought it down hard onto the padlock. Bright blue runes flared to life as the axe struck, and the steel head rebounded from the lock’s metal with almost enough force to rip it from my hands. I stumbled backward in shock and stared at the runes slowly fading away.

“Magical locks, eh?” I sheathed my axe and crouched in front of the casket again. “Any chance you’ve got a magical key?”

“No,” Captain Daxos said and shook his head. “But I’ve got this.”

I looked up to see he’d drawn the sword we had found in the bone pile in the tunnels. He pressed the glowing red gemstone in the hilt, and fire flared to life along the blade’s curved edge, so I scuttled backward to give him space to swing. The moment the flaming sword touched the padlock, the runes glowed a blinding blue, and then burst with an audible snap and a puff of smoke. The metal lock snapped beneath the force of the blow, and we stepped back toward the treasure chest like two kids about to open a candy drawer.

Captain Daxos gasped as he opened the lid of the casket. Bright blue runes decorated the entire interior, and I could almost feel them tugging the magic from inside me. The flames on Captain Daxos’ sword immediately faded as the runes absorbed the power. I realized these runes had to serve some sort of cloaking function to conceal the magic from the items within from the demon or my magical senses.

A body, distinctly human, lay within the casket. The man looked to be forty or fifty years old, but his body showed no sign of decay or decomposition. It appeared as though he’d died just moments before, but the fact that he was lying here told me he’d been dead for hundreds of years. The passage of time had simply passed him by, locked away in his rune-covered resting place. It reminded me of the sort of embalming the Egyptians did when burying their pharaohs, except this used magic and proved far more effective at preserving the bodies.

I could feel the magic emanating from the circlet on his head, and hope surged within me as I saw the red gemstone set in the center of the metal band. Carefully, I lifted the circlet free, placed it on my own head, and pressed the gemstone. The metal band gave a little hum, and I gasped as Captain Daxos’ form suddenly flared brightly. My vision now worked far better than the FLIR imaging systems I’d used back in the Fire Academy. I could both see the captain’s physical outline and the heat rising from his body layered atop it in perfect precision.

We had found the Circlet of Darksight.

But there was still more magic coming from inside the casket. A gemstone that looked to be made of solid gold was set into the piece of armor that covered the dead man’s right shoulder. When I pressed it, the entire piece of armor lit up like a flashlight and filled the room with enough light to see.

“Well, I’ll be damned!” I grinned as I lifted the pauldron from the casket and used its brilliance to illuminate the entire storage room. “That’s going to come in handy down here in the darkness.”

I glanced back into the casket, but that was the last of the magical items. Captain Daxos helped me close the lid, and the magic in the room faded until only the Circlet of Darksight and the shining pauldron remained. I pressed the gem to switch off the light and then slipped the armor into my pack.

“We have what we came for,” I told Captain Daxos with a nod. “Let’s get out of here.”

It was strange staring at him while wearing the Circlet of Darksight. His features were perfectly clear, yet at the same time, his body heat made him glow a bright red. It would take a bit of getting used to.

Bright light suddenly blossomed above me, and a glow as brilliant as a furnace nearly blinded me as Vozaath tried to shove its Lazy Boy-sized horned head into the hole we’d made in the roof. Its beady eyes fixed on me, and I had no doubt that the monster sensed the magic coming from the Circlet.

The demon let out a roar that nearly shattered my ear and reached a huge clawed hand toward me.
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Chapter Fifteen

I dove out of the way of the swiping claw, rolled to my feet, and unslung my axe in a single smooth movement. When Vozaath swung again, I planted my feet solidly and met the monster’s clawed hand with the steel blade of my axe. I poured all my strength into the blow, and Vozaath shrieked in pain as the sharpened edge bit deep into its wrist. I felt bone shatter beneath the impact, and drops of dark blood sprayed over my face.

The demon opened its mouth to howl, but the sound was cut off as something slammed into its back with enough force to set the tower shaking beneath my feet. I heard a dragon’s roar and caught a flash of red as Irenya sank her fangs into the scruff of Vozaath’s neck. Her sinewy neck tensed and, with a mighty heave, she dragged the big ugly asshole backward out of the hole. The wind of her wings buffeted the tower and she beat at the air like a hummingbird until Vozaath’s claws pulled free of Iron Keep.

Irenya and the demon plummeted from my view a moment later, and I heard a loud screech followed by a thunderous crash of heavy bodies striking stone far below. I quickly hauled myself up onto the roof of Iron Keep and peered over the edge. The heat-outlined figure of Irenya shook herself free and bounded away from the prone form of the demon. They had crashed their way through two six-story stone buildings, and the impact looked to have momentarily stunned the demon.

“Arieste!” I shouted and scanned the darkness for the ice dragon. Irenya didn’t seem to be injured but was too dazed to press her advantage against the stunned Vozaath, so I had to get down there to deal with it myself.

I heard a dragon’s roar and saw a towering figure flying toward me, her bulk outlined in the red of her body heat. She would reach me in ten seconds or so, just enough time for me to help Captain Daxos get out of the Iron keep and onto the roof.

“Get ready!” I told the Blackguard captain. “The moment Arieste gets here, we jump.”

“Jump?” Captain Daxos looked at me like I was crazy.

“We’ve gotta get down there fast before Vozaath gets up.”

“But jump?”

“Now!” I shouted as Arieste flew up toward us. Before Captain Daxos could protest, I grabbed his arm, took two steps to the edge of the roof, and leapt.

The wind rushed up to greet us as we fell. I had no doubt Captain Daxos was terrified, and I would have been too had I not seen the faint heat outline of Arieste through the magic of the Circlet of Darksight. We fell for less than two seconds before the white dragon swooped beneath us, and we crashed hard onto her neck. The captain and I clung to her spines as she whirled and dove toward the stunned figure of Vozaath. It took all of my strength to hold on as she pulled up, beating the air hard with her wings, then collided with the prone demon and dug her claws into his chest. As the captain and I leapt off her back and onto the stone ground, I heard a great ripping sound like tearing canvas, and a blue light filled the cavern.

I gasped as I squinted against the sudden brightness that burst from the demon’s chest. The gemstone that was its heart shone with enough heat to make my eyes tear, and I had to rip the Circlet of Darksight from my head or else risk being blinded by the dazzling heat and light. The amount of magic that went into creating such a gemstone was immense, almost as much as the magic I’d felt in the altars in Riamod and Frosdar’s lairs. But this magic was self-contained, with no tether for me to cut. The only way to shut it down was to overload it, or so People’s Councilor Danikel believed.

“Arieste, Irenya, hold him down!” I shouted.

The white dragon leaped onto the demon’s head and buried her claws into the flesh beside its twin horns, and the red dragon gripped the demon’s massive legs in her foreclaws. Arieste’s attack had torn open its chest and exposed the gemstone. I had no magic, but the two dragons had more than enough between them.

“Attack the gemstone, now!” I shouted.

White light flared in the cavern as Arieste summoned a shield of ice to form around the demon’s heart. A moment later, crimson added its brilliance as Irenya sent a blast of heat surging at the pulsing blue gemstone. The blue light grew brighter as the gemstone absorbed the magic, but it did not shatter.

Even when Arieste and Irenya attacked it again.

If anything, the magical attacks just seemed to make the demon stronger, and I watched in horror as the flesh of its chest re-knit and the wound closed. Vozaath let out a mighty bellowing roar, ripped its legs free of Irenya’s grasp, and kicked her hard in the snout with both taloned paws. Its hands came up to seize Arieste’s sinewy neck in an iron grip. The white dragon let out a cry of pain as the demon wrenched at her neck, and I could see that it would snap in seconds.

“Oh no you fucking don’t!” I shouted as I took two quick steps forward and swung my axe with all my strength.

The steel blade bit deep into the creature’s thick wrist, shattered bone, and ripped through flesh and muscle beyond. Black blood spurted from Vozaath’s stump and stained Arieste’s white scales, and the demon let out an agonized howl. It writhed out from under Arieste’s bulk and turned beady eyes on me. With a growl of rage and pain, it lowered its gigantic head and charged.

I had a split second to react, and I hurled myself to the side as the demon rushed at me. Its massive bulk thundered past me at a terrifying speed, and it crashed into a stone building with enough force to bring the walls crumbling down. I got to my feet and whirled to face the attack, but I heard only bellows of pain. The five-story building had collapsed onto the demon, and it would take a few seconds to dig itself out.

But when it did, what would I do? The People’s Councilor’s plan of overloading the gemstone had failed, so how the fuck were we supposed to bring down the demon? Arieste and Irenya had torn its flesh to shreds, but its magic just healed it.

“It absorbs it!” My eyes flew wide as the realization struck me. The demon was doing exactly what I did when I used the Mark of the Guardian. It was siphoning the magic, but instead of taking it from the bodies of the magical creatures that attacked it, somehow it was absorbing the magic of the attack itself. I didn’t know how it did that, but I could understand the basics.

The more we hit it, the stronger it got. To weaken it, we needed to drain the magic keeping it alive. My fire and ice powers wouldn’t work here, and I guessed that I needed the Mark of the Guardian to defeat the demon.

“Arieste, Irenya!” I shouted as I whirled and sprinted toward the two dragons. I replaced the Circlet of Darksight, and their outlines flared brightly in the darkness. “I need you to bring the bastard down and rip open its chest again. Can you do that?”

Pain burned in Arieste’s dragon eyes and Irenya still seemed dazed from Vozaath’s attack, but they both let out rumbling growls that I took to mean yes.

“Let me at that gemstone,” I said. “I’ve got a plan.”

“What do I do?” Captain Daxos asked, and I whirled to find the man limping toward me with his fiery sword held in a firm grip, and a determined expression on his face.

“Shut the magic off and use your normal sword,” I told him. “Get ready to hack at the demon’s chest if they can’t tear it open.”

Fear flashed in the captain’s eyes, but he nodded. “Got it.” The surrounding light faded as he extinguished the fire and sheathed his sword, then drew the katana-like blade he’d carried since Windwall. He held the sword in the familiar grip of a man who had spent most of his life wielding it.

The sound of crashing rubble echoed behind me, accompanied by a furious bellow. I turned to face the demon, and my gut tightened as the glowing form of Vozaath burst from the collapsed building. The creature shook itself, then its beady eyes came to rest on me. Its lips split into a bestial grin, and it let out a long howl before lowering its head and charging.

I had neither the time nor desire to run. I stood my ground, feet planted, axe in hand. I trusted my dragons.

No, they weren’t my dragons. They were my lovers, and I knew they cared for me as much as I cared for them.

Seconds before the demon hit me, a massive red-scaled figure crashed into it and brought it down hard to the ground. Vozaath slashed and bit at Irenya, but Irenya answered with her own talons and teeth. A moment later, Arieste’s bulk slammed into the demon and bore it to the ground. Vozaath howled and shrieked as it fought, but it faced two powerful dragons easily twice its weight and size. Arieste bit into its good left hand with enough force to shatter bone while Irenya drove one of her hind leg talons into the monster’s thigh and pinned it to the ground. Her razor-sharp talons slashed down the front of the demon’s chest, and the horrifying tearing sound echoed above the demon’s howls.

I tensed in expectation of my turn to attack, but the blue light never came. Vozaath bucked and writhed in the dragons’ grip, and it took all of their strength to keep it pinned to the ground. They could not spare claws or teeth to rip open the demon’s chest to expose its gemstone heart.

Before I could lift my axe, I heard a shout of “For Windwall” from my right, and Captain Daxos charged the three massive struggling creatures with his sword held low to strike. My gut tensed as Irenya’s tail swept toward him, but he threw himself under it, rolled to his feet, and kept running. He jumped over Vozaath’s hind leg, leapt onto Arieste’s wing, and used its height to give him a leaping attack onto the demon’s torso. A terrible howl of pain split the air as the Captain’s steel sword opened a long deep gash across Vozaath’s chest, and a bright blue light flared in the cavern.

I reached for the Mark of the Guardian and tugged at the magic roiling within the demon’s gemstone heart. I gasped in horror as soon as I touched the thing, and I almost pulled my hand away. Unlike the icy river of Arieste’s magic or the burning heat of Irenya’s, this felt like drowning in thick, oozing tar. The scummy taint of the magic twisted my stomach and made me want to vomit.

The demon howled in fear as it recognized what I intended to do, and I felt it begin to tug on my power as if trying to rip what little ice and fire magic remained within me. I heard Nyvea scream in my head as the demon fought to tear at whatever power held her constrained to the amulet. For the first time, there was real fear in Nyvea’s voice.

The wound on Vozaath’s chest began to close as the demon sucked away my magic, and the light of the blue gemstone grew faint as the flesh healed around it. With a roar of fury, I reached once more for the power of the Mark of the Guardian and pulled with all my might on the magic of the demon’s heart. Though it sickened me to the core of my being, I tugged at the disgusting, seething, tainted tar-like magic. To kill the demon, I had to completely sever it from whatever magic connected it to the gemstone. That meant I had to drain the magic from it until it was as inert and lifeless as the gemstones in the Iron Keep high above me.

Vozaath let out a terrified shriek as it felt its magic slipping away. It tried to pull back on the magic, to stop me from siphoning it away, but I gritted my teeth and kept on. Sweat streamed down my face and every fiber of my being ached from the strain, yet I would not give up.

“Die, you fucking bastard!” I heard myself shouting.

The gemstone’s light began to grow dim, and Vozaath’s screams grew fainter as I consumed its power. I felt an almost audible snap as I severed the tether holding its flesh bound to the magic of its stone heart. It let out one final cry of terror and pain, then crumbled away into dust.

I collapsed with a gasp, horrified at the foul magic coursing through me. I could barely breathe for the constricting, suffocating power, and every instinct shrieked at me to get rid of it. But how? Once I had absorbed the magic, I could not get rid of it until I found a new host for it. A new host meant another demon, and I couldn’t have that. Yet I couldn’t keep the power inside me for a second longer.

“The gemstone!” Nyvea cried in my mind. “Give the power to the gemstone!”

“No!” I recoiled at the thought. “That will bring the demon back!”

“The demon is dead,” Nyvea shouted. Her voice was faint, tinged with panic. “You severed the ties holdings its flesh bound to the gemstone. The stone is simply the container to store the magic. Without flesh, there can be no demon.”

The idea of facing another demon like Vozaath made my stomach churn. It must have taken terrible power to summon such a thing into existence, and we barely defeated it. Both dragons were staggered by the exertion of fighting the demon, so there was no way they could overcome it again right now.

But I had no choice. The tainted magic threatened to poison every fiber of my being. I could feel it sinking vicious claws into my brain, my heart, and my soul. If I didn’t get it out of me, I would be twisted by its power, and I would become the next Vozaath.

With a roar, I willed the polluted power out of my body and sent it in a stream toward the gemstone. Thick black cords stretched from my hands toward the lifeless stone, which sucked up the smoke-like power with all the eagerness of a starving man at a feast. The gemstone began to glow once more, but no longer with a bright blue light. Instead, it was an inky, dark light somehow blacker than the surrounding darkness. Horror roiled within me as I stared at it through the Circlet of Darksight. It seemed to absorb all the surrounding light, sucking it into a great gaping void of magic.

“Get rid of it!” Nyvea shouted. “Now!”

“How?” I asked. “Where?”

“Into the river,” she insisted. Panic tinged her voice as if she recognized and feared the power of the gemstone far more than anything I’d encountered before. “Let the Iron River sweep it away.”

Without hesitation, I whipped off my cloak, raced toward the black glowing stone, and scooped it up. There was no way I wanted that foul power touching my skin, so I whirled toward the two dragons to see who could give me a lift. Arieste was lying on her belly and nursing a wound in her right foreleg, but Irenya seemed to be uninjured.

“Irenya!” I shouted. Her head perked up at the sound of my voice. “I need you to fly me over the Iron River!”

“Why?” the red dragon rumbled.

“Just do it!” I shouted as I raced toward her. “Now!”

She lumbered toward me and lowered her left foreleg so I could scramble onto her back. Then she leapt into the air and flapped her wings furiously to gain altitude. Within seconds, we were hurtling back across the empty, dark expanse of Ironfast.

“Hurry!” I said through clenched teeth. I could feel the taint of the magic even through the cloth of my cloak wrapping the stone. It was reaching for my flesh as if seeking a new host, so I held it out at arm’s length to keep it away from Irenya and me. Somehow, I knew that touching it would just make it easier for the stone’s power to take control of me. I could feel its eagerness to bond with me, and the foul taint made me want to puke.

Relief surged within me as I heard the rushing of water from far below. Irenya summoned a pillar of fire, and the glow of the burning flames revealed the long, straight, fast-flowing Iron River surging through the gulf that cut across Ironfast. Irenya swooped low enough that we were five yards above the river’s surface, close enough that I could feel the gentle breeze kicked up by the surging river.

But something within me seemed incapable of releasing my hold on the cloak containing the power-filled gemstone.

With horror, I realized the tainted magic had sunk claws into my mind and even now fought to stop me breaking free of its control. My entire body froze, unable to move, unable to so much as twitch my finger muscles. I was paralyzed, but then my mind suddenly wanted to pull the gemstone closer to my chest so that I could feel the thing against my skin.

“Do it!” Nyvea screamed.

Her voice snapped the magic’s control, and I willed my fingers to unclench. There was a sickening pop in my mind as the connection to the tainted power in the gemstone was severed. The cloth-wrapped bundle plunged into the river with a loud splash and disappeared from sight in an instant.

My stomach heaved, and it took all my willpower to keep down the meager breakfast I’d eaten. I’d never felt anything so revolting in my life. That filth of the tainted magic within Vozaath made me want to take a bath just so I could scrub every inch of my body to feel clean, and I shuddered at how close I had just come to being taken over by the power.

“Let’s get back to the others,” I told Irenya after I let out a long breath.

“You got it,” she rumbled and banked around to fly toward where Arieste and Captain Daxos waited. As we flew, I scanned the streets with the Circlet of Darksight for any sign of Lieutenant Trosken and Sergeant Dai. I had no idea where Arieste had left them, but Lieutenant Trosken would be in need of medical attention. That wound he’d taken looked serious, so I needed to—

All thoughts of Lieutenant Trosken disappeared from my mind as I caught sight of the figures glowing in the darkness below.

There were hundreds of Emroth’s ghoulins flooding into Ironfast, and they all were headed straight toward my companions.
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Chapter Sixteen

The ghoulins were emerging from a passage in the southeastern section of the cavern around Ironfast, and with every heartbeat, I could see more and more glowing figures. Dozens became scores, then hundreds as more of the disgusting monsters flooded the city.

“Irenya!” I shouted. “Get me down there.”

With a growl, the red dragon dove toward the front ranks of ghoulins. The gemstone in her chest flared to life with a crimson glow, and a moment later a broad pillar of fire raked across the monsters. Their gurgling cries turned to shrieks of pain as the red-hot flames consumed them, and the front thirty or so were burned to ash in seconds.

But still more were coming. More than a hundred of the creatures had exited the passage and were even now flooding into Ironfast. They were walking down a broad avenue, but they would reach the first intersection in seconds. If we didn’t stop them, they would spread out through the ancient city and would be nearly impossible to deal with.

Irenya seemed to understand this, for she banked quickly, darted between the tall stone buildings, and swooped low along the street toward the ghoulins. Their black eyes reflected the red light of her shining gemstone, and their mouths opened in a wail the instant before her flames turned dozens of them to charred flesh and blackened bones. I could feel her straining at the effort of keeping the fire going, pushing herself harder in her effort to kill as many of the creatures as possible.

“You’ve got this!” I shouted. I had given her all but a trickle of the fire magic so I could do little else to help her. She had to destroy the ghoulins all on her own.

Irenya’s pillar of fire died, but she didn’t slow. Instead, she extended her razor claws and bowled through the ranks of ghoulins like a freight train. Her bulk crushed dozens, and her wicked talons and teeth tore through dozens more. When she pulled up to circle around for another pass, I could see the ranks of ghoulins reduced to a fraction of their number.

My heart sank a moment later as more ghoulins ran from the tunnel.

“They just keep coming!” I shouted.

“Leave them to me,” rumbled Irenya.

She circled a stone building and dove toward the thirty or forty ghoulins still standing, and a big rig truck sized pillar of fire burst from her mouth. The stink of charred meat filled the cavern around me as the blistering heat of the flames washed over the ghoulins. Their screams of pain cut off in seconds beneath the roaring blaze, and I could actually feel my skin start to sweat from the heat.

Instead of circling for another pass, Irenya descended to land on the stony ground before the passage into the cavern wall. The ground shook beneath the impact of her hurried landing, then again as she stomped toward the passage. The crimson glow filled the cavern around her as she reached for the fire magic and sent a huge gout of flame right into the tunnel. Crackling flames disappeared into the passage through the stone, and I could hear the cries of the ghoulins within.

I jumped down from Irenya’s back, unslung my axe, and strode toward the mouth of the tunnel. The stone walls and ceiling still glowed faintly from the heat of her flames, and the light revealed hundreds of blackened ghoulin corpses strewn across the ground. The Circlet of Darksight filled my vision with the shimmering heat rising from the still-burning monsters, but I could see no standing ghoulins for the fifty or so feet down the tunnel.

“Go!” I said as I turned to Irenya. “Tell Arieste what’s happening, then get back here with Captain Daxos and the others as quickly as you can.”

“What about you?” she asked.

“I’m staying here,” I said as I planted my feet firmly. “If there are more of those fuckers coming, I’m going to stop them right here and now. Not a single one is getting into Ironfast.”

“But your magic--” Irenya began.

“I don’t need magic to kill the bastards,” I retorted as I hefted my axe and ice shield. “I’ve got steel and muscle to do the job.”

It was strange to see concern flash in the dragon’s golden eyes, and I could read hesitation in her giant body.

“I’ll hold them off until you get the others here,” I insisted. “What’s the worst that could happen in the few minutes it takes?”

She let out a low, rumbling growl, but her dragon head dipped in acknowledgement.

“Be safe, Ethan,” she said, and her long dragon tongue licked my face like a Golden Retriever. “I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

“I’m counting on it,” I told her with a grin. “I don’t want to have all the fun of killing these fuckers to myself.”

The red dragon let out a booming laugh, and the ground shook beneath her as she stomped a few feet away, then took to the air with a single mighty bound. I watched her go for a long moment and tried to ignore the anxiety roiling through my gut. I was going to face an innumerable horde of ghoulins alone, with no magic to protect me. It was the only way to stop the ghoulins from getting into Ironfast and ultimately into Windwall, so here I would stand until help came.

I drew out the pauldron from my pack and pressed the golden gemstone set into its straps. Light flared along the metallic edges of the armor, and the soft radiance pushed back my worries. I wouldn’t need to rely on the infrared-style imaging of the Circlet of Darksight anymore with the glowing armor to light my way. Although, it would make it easy for the ghoulins to see me, I’d be able to see the monsters clearly as well.

My gut tightened as the first of the ghoulins appeared around the bend in the tunnel in front of me. The monster limped slowly toward me, and its black eyes glittered as it spotted me. Two more appeared behind it, then three, then five more. Before the first ghoulin had crossed half the fifty feet to the mouth of the tunnel, more than twenty of the fuckers had joined it. I gritted my teeth, triggered the ice magic in my shield, and prepared to attack.

I cut the first ghoulin down with a powerful one-handed chop the moment it emerged from the tunnel. When the next one moved toward me, I lashed out with a horizontal blow that removed its head from its shoulders. I drove my steel-toed boots into the exposed, emaciated ribs of the third creature, and I heard bone snap beneath the impact. The monster fell back, and its gurgling cries cut off into a wheezing choke. Another kick to the side of its head snapped its neck, and it lay still.

Two more ghoulins came at me in a pair, and I had to dart backward to avoid their swiping claws. I whirled my axe around my head once and brought it crashing into the chest of the first. The force of the blow hurled the ghoulin backward, and it slammed into the monster behind it. The two fell in a heap of tangled limbs at my feet, and I tore the head off another one with a swing of my axe.

Before I could finish off the first group of ghoulins, more were piling toward me. I raised my shield to ward off a slash at my head, jumped back to dodge a lunging attack, and finished off two ghoulins with a devastating one-handed sweep of my axe. Their black blood pooled into a puddle as I hacked them down, and their bodies littered the floor at my feet. Yet the fuckers kept coming, like an endless horde of zombies coming to invade the quiet darkness of Ironfast.

A burning ache spread down my arms as I fought on against the never-ending stream of ghoulins at the mouth of the tunnel, but I knew that despite the pain I had to hold my ground.

The narrow passage forced them to come at me in twos or threes, but they kept pressing forward as if pain or fear never entered their minds. Their strength matched mine, and though they were slower, there were so many more of them than me. If I didn’t instantly kill a ghoulin, it would continue to claw at my legs and feet from the ground. I had to make sure every blow delivered instant death.

That proved easier said than done when facing an endless horde. The teardrop-shaped shield gave me protection, but I could feel the magic failing under the repeated blows of the ghoulin claws. There were just too many. For every one I killed or dismembered, there were hundreds more to take its place.

A powerful blow on my shield sent me stumbling backward, and four ghoulins pushed free of the confines of the tunnel and surged toward me. Before the monsters could take two steps, a bright red glow filled the tunnel behind me and I felt the rush of fire magic. I threw myself backward just as a wave of blistering heat washed over the ghoulins, and a pillar of fire blasted through the tunnel. The gurgling cries of the monsters in the passage fell silent as the reek of burned rotten meat filled the air.

“I’d offer a hand, but it looks like you’ve got things under control,” a familiar voice said. Captain Daxos dropped from Irenya’s back, and flames sprouted to life along the length of his magical sword as he strode toward me. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll be happy to fight by your side.”

“Glad to have you,” I said with a grin. Relief coursed through me as I saw the red dragon and the Blackguard captain. Long, deep gouge marks savaged Irenya’s flank, and blood trickled from a wound on the side of Captain Daxos’ face. Though both looked a little worse for the wear, I could see the grim determination in their eyes as they took their place in front of the passageway. They knew what would happen if the ghoulins got into Ironfast and the passages leading up to Windwall.

“Ethan!” Arieste rumbled above and behind me, and I whirled in time to see the white dragon descending.

“It’s Lieutenant Trosken,” she said with worry in her eyes. “He needs your healing skills.”

I shot a questioning glance at Irenya and Captain Daxos.

“Go,” Irenya growled. “We’ve got this.”

“Thanks,” I said as I turned and raced toward Arieste.

Sergeant Dai cradled Lieutenant Trosken’s body in his arms, and the sergeant’s usually stoic expression was grim. One look at Trosken told me all my EMT skills wouldn’t be able to help him now. Vozaath’s claws had ripped through his mail, padding, skin, and muscle, and though the Sergeant held the lieutenant’s cloak pressed against the injury, it was doing little to slow the bleeding. Pain pinched Lieutenant Trosken’s narrow face, and his skin was pale. I pressed my finger to his neck and found his pulse faint.

“I’m sorry,” I said as I met Sergeant Dai’s dark eyes and shook my head. “The wound is too bad.”

I was surprised to find tears rimming the Sergeant’s dark eyes. With his usual eloquent grunt, he lifted Lieutenant Trosken in his massive arms and carried the tall man, armor and all, from Arieste’s back to lower him gently to the ground.

“C…Captain!” Trosken called out in a weak voice. His words cut off in a cough that shook his body and brought a fresh stream of blood from his wound.

“Captain!” I shouted in a voice Daxos could hear. “The lieutenant has something to say to you.”

Captain Daxos hesitated a moment, but at Irenya’s nod, he came racing toward us and knelt beside the tall form of his lieutenant.

“I’m here, Trosken,” he said as he took the man’s blood-stained hand in his. “I’m here.”

“F-Forgive me…Captain,” the lieutenant gasped out.

“There is nothing to forgive, lieutenant,” Captain Daxos said. “You fought as well as you lived, an honorable--”

“No!” There was surprising strength in the lieutenant’s voice, and a mixture of anger and shame burned in his eyes. “You do not understand.”

“Then tell me, Trosken,” Captain Daxos said and gripped the man’s hand tighter. “Help me understand.”

“Military…Councilor…Warrald,” the lieutenant managed to get out around a wet, ragged cough.

“What of him?” Captain Daxos asked.

“Sent me…to kill….”

“Kill the demon, yes,” Captain Daxos said with a vigorous nod. “And you did that. Vozaath lies dead, his taint cleansed from Ironfast.”

“Not…demon...dead,” Trosken gasped, and he raised one bloody finger to point at me. “Kill…Sir Ethan.”

Ice surged through my veins at the revelation. Military Councilor Warrald had instructed the lieutenant to kill me?

“Why?” Captain Daxos asked, and his brow furrowed in confusion. “Why would Warrald want Ethan dead?”

“Windwall…for…Windwall,” the lieutenant said in a voice almost too faint to hear. He gave a little cough, which brought fresh blood to his lips. His eyes went to the captain and he shook his head weakly. “I…couldn’t…do it. Couldn’t…kill…the Dragonrider. Windwall…must stand. He is…our hope.”

Now the lieutenant’s gaze flashed toward me, and there was a burning intensity in his eyes.

“Save…Windwall…Dragonrider. Then save…the world.”

A weak cough shook the lieutenant’s body, and pain flashed across his face. He turned back to Captain Daxos and a smile wreathed his face.

“An…honor…Captain.”

“The honor was mine, Trosken,” Captain Daxos said. Tears flowed down his cheeks, and he clung to the dying man’s hand with a white-knuckled grip. “The honor was mine.”

The smile never left the lieutenant’s lips as he let out his final, ragged breath and lay still.

“The Goddesses smile on you, my friend,” Sergeant Dai rumbled as he bowed his head.

Captain Daxos bowed his head as well, and for several long moments he remained unmoving over the corpse of his lieutenant. The silence stretched on for nearly a full minute, broken only by the sound of Irenya roasting the ghoulins still climbing up the tunnel toward us. I gave the man time to grieve, but all the while my mind was racing.

Military Councilor Warrald had sent the lieutenant to kill me, no doubt to take the Circlet of Darksight. “Windwall for Windwall,” the dying man had said.

I’d seen the look of hatred in Warrald’s eyes when People’s Councilor Danikel agreed to send aid to Whitespire. If he had his way, not a single Blackguard would ever set foot outside of Windwall. It was as if he couldn’t imagine anyone capable of defeating Emroth. With the Circlet of Darksight, he could finally find the black dragon and kill it. He could be the one to put an end to the battle he’d spent his entire life fighting.

But it couldn’t just be about the end of the war against Emroth. The Military Councilor was the sort of man who enjoyed his position of power, and the fact that he kept Windwall’s defenses strong was the primary reason he held so much sway in the city. But the day Windwall stopped relying on their military for survival was the day his power would begin to wane. His position on the Council of Four would become precarious when the Blackguard was no longer necessary.

I had seen the envy in his eyes when he looked at People’s Councilor Danikel. The older man spoke for the people of Windwall, so he would no doubt hold the loyalty of the citizens. That loyalty could sway the balance of power in the city in favor of the People’s Councilor. The only way to prevent that was to ensure that he, Warrald, was the one to rid Windwall of the threat which had plagued it for centuries.

Anger surged hot within me at the thought. I had been wary of the three Blackguards since the beginning, but I wanted to believe that we were all working toward the same goal. The discovery I had dreaded made me doubt the two surviving soldiers.

“Did you know?” I growled as I shifted my grip on my axe.

“What?” Captain Daxos asked.

“Did you know Warrald sent him to kill me?” My voice was low, but had a hard edge to it. “Are the two of you planning to betray me as well?”

Arieste let out a little rumbling growl behind me, and the gemstone on her forehead brightened as she prepared to summon the ice shield.

Captain Daxos whirled toward me, and I saw fury written in his tear-rimmed eyes.

“Never!” he shouted and bared his teeth in a snarl. “My father swore to aid you in your mission, and I would never betray his oath.” He still gripped the lieutenant’s hand, and I could see his hands shaking in his fury.

“Even though you serve in the Blackguard under Military Councilor Warrald?” I demanded. Arieste tensed behind me, and even Irenya used the momentary lull in the ghoulin hordes to glance our way.

My eyes flashed between Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai. The bald, square-jawed sergeant seemed as infuriated by the accusation as the captain, and he reached a beefy hand toward one of his heavy short swords.

“I serve the Council of Four!” Captain Daxos replied in an angry voice. He released the lieutenant’s hand, stood, and strode toward me. Though he was a few inches shorter than me, he showed no hesitation or fear as he glared up into my face. “The Military Councilor may administer the defenses of Windwall, but he is not the only Councilor I have given my oaths of loyalty to.”

“Both of us,” Sergeant Dai rumbled. He hadn’t drawn his sword, but I knew he was a heartbeat away from violence. He was as hurt by the lieutenant’s betrayal as the captain, but he was a proud soldier and would fight anyone who accused him of such treachery.

“I’m certain Lieutenant Trosken swore the same oaths as you,” I insisted. “But you heard him yourself. He was prepared to stab me in the back on the Military Councilor’s orders.”

“And for that, Trosken will have to answer to the Goddesses,” Captain Daxos growled. “He will be judged for his actions, as will I. But when I stand before the Three, I will do so with a clear conscience knowing that I served my city to the best of my ability.” He straightened and head his held high. “My father taught me the difference between obedience and blind servitude. He made certain I knew when it was best to disobey an order that would lead to the harm or deaths of those under my command, even if it cost me my position in the Blackguard. He also taught me the value of loyalty and honesty.”

I met the captain’s eyes, and there was no sign of deceit or treachery there. The man before me was as good a human as I had met on Iriador. He had his flaws and failings like all of us, but he had stood by my side through the most horrific of battles.

“Upon my word as a Blackguard,” Captain Daxos said, “and upon the life of my sister Jian who you saved, I swear to you that I had no knowledge of, or part in the lieutenant’s betrayal.” He made the three-fingered sign of the Goddesses. “May the Goddesses judge me if I am lying.”

Sergeant Dai made the same gesture and raised his three fingers to touch his forehead then his heart. “Aye,” he rumbled. “So I swear.”

“I believe you,” I said after a long moment, and then I lowered my axe. I really did believe them, because I could see just how much it hurt both men to find out their companion, the man Captain Daxos said he trusted, betrayed them. I’d use that anger, first to kick Emroth’s ass and all her minions, and then to deal with Military Councilor Warrald.

“What should we do with him?” I asked the captain. “We can’t just leave him here, but we don’t have time to bury him. The ground is too hard and we have no tools for digging.”

“In Windwall, we cremate our fallen and spread their ashes to the wind,” Captain Daxos said as he turned to look down at the silent body at his feet.

“Let’s see what we can do about that,” I said.

I strode toward Irenya, and the red dragon turned to look at me as I came to stand beside her. The tunnel before her was filled with charred, blackened corpses, but I could no longer see any signs of a single living ghoulin. My magical senses told me the tunnel was clear of Emroth’s minions for at least a few hundred feet around the corner. We’d have enough time before the next wave attacked.

“It’s time to return what I gave you,” I told her.

For a long moment, her golden eyes burned into mine, and I could see the hesitance written there. She had her power back, and she was reluctant to let it go. The dragon instincts within her cried out to fly free, to be in control of her life once more.

But the human side of her triumphed, and she lifted her head to expose the gemstone set into her chest. I placed a hand on the gemstone and tugged on the fire magic surging within her. The magic resisted me, like a fire that resisted any attempt to be extinguished, and it required a great deal of effort to pull it back into myself. The shock of the burning heat nearly staggered me, and the tattoo on my right shoulder sizzled and glowed.

It took a moment for my body to feel normal once more, but finally, the fiery magic settled down to a burning heat deep within me. I opened my eyes to find the curvaceous redhead standing in front of me. She had a naughty smile on her lips as she glanced down at my hand, nestled between her ample breasts.

“You really know how to make a girl feel loved, don’t you?” she asked with a wink.

I returned the smile but didn’t answer. Instead, I turned to where Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai knelt beside the still form of their companion.

“Allow me, Captain,” I said.

The two men moved back as I tapped into the burning magic within me and summoned the flames to my fingers. Instead of a huge pillar of flames, I compressed the fire into a stream two feet across and six feet long. The yellow-white flames engulfed the body, and I kept up the flow as long as I could manage. When the fire died, only ashes and melted steel remained.

“There is no wind blowing down here,” I told Captain Daxos, “but maybe we can spread his ashes, anyway.”

I turned to Arieste, who dipped her dragon head in understanding. Her white wings snapped out to their full extension, and she gave them one great flap. The wind picked up the lieutenant’s ashes and sent them whirling across Ironfast.

For long moments, Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai watched the swirl of ashes in silence. When the last had faded from the light leaking from my glowing pauldron, the captain turned to me.

“Thank you, Sir Ethan,” he said and gave me a deep bow from the waist. “He was a good man.”

I only nodded in reply. Right now wasn’t the time to point out the fact that the lieutenant had intended to assassinate me and steal the Circlet on the Military Councilor’s orders. The Blackguards needed a few minutes to grieve the passing of their fallen comrade.

I, however, needed to hit some shit. The fire magic boiling within me only increased my anger at Warrald, so I gripped my axe tighter and turned toward the tunnel. The next wave of corpse-like figures stumbled toward us, and their black eyes fixed on me.

With a furious growl, I raised my axe and charged down the passage toward them.

Time to kill some ghoulins.
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Chapter Seventeen

The ghoulins’ disgusting cries filled the passage as I rushed them, and I answered with a roar of my own. The blade of my axe chopped through a ghoulin head, then I bashed another in the face with enough force to crush its skull. When another slashed at me with its razor-sharp claws, and I met it with a blast of fire magic that tore a gaping hole through its chest. The monster became a hollow bag of bones and drooping flesh, and I kicked it into the ghoulin behind it.

The fire of anger surged through me, and I took it all out on the ghoulins. I hacked, chopped, and bashed until my arms burned and my lungs begged for air, but still, I refused to stop. They stumbled toward me in twos and threes, and they fell by the dozens. A mountain of bodies piled up in front of me as my sweeping axe blows severed heads, mangled torsos, and sheared through limbs. My pulse pounded in my ears as I fought, but it only drove me to push harder. I wanted to take out my anger on these corpse-like monsters solely because I didn’t have Military Councilor Warrald in front of me.

Humans were at war with dragons and monsters, but Warrald was so focused on his pitiful political aspirations that he would have risked the fate of Iriador just to get his hands on the Circlet of Darksight.

I’d have to do something about that. I needed Windwall as an ally to help Whitespire fight off the blue and green dragons, but something told me Military Councilor Warrald would be a problem as long as he was in power. Or alive. Once I had dealt with Emroth, the Councilor and I were going to have some hard words.

I drove the pick end of my axe head into a ghoulin’s skull with bone-crushing force. I ripped the axe free, and blood sprayed from the steel as I swung it around to decapitate another ghoulin. When I hacked down the next creature, I found myself alone in a corpse-strewn hallway. I was breathing hard, and my arms felt like they were on fire, but my anger still hadn’t diminished. I was going to keep killing these fuckers until Emroth ran out of minions or my temper cooled.

I turned on my heel and strode back up the tunnel toward where Captain Daxos, Sergeant Dai, Irenya, and Arieste stood watching. Even the women seemed surprised as they stared at me, and the two Blackguards’ jaws hung open. They’d just watched me chop through nearly twenty ghoulins in the space of ten seconds.

“Arieste, you won’t fit through that tunnel as a dragon,” I said in a commanding tone. “Time to become human again.”

The white dragon dipped her head toward my outstretched hand so I could press my palm against the gemstone in her forehead. I gritted my teeth as the icy magic coursed through my veins and mingled with the fire power burning there. The sizzling heat of the two meeting powers set every fiber of my being burning, then slowly the pain lessened as the magic found a way to coexist within me. I pulled at the power until Arieste had once again returned to her human form.

“Are you okay, Ethan?” Concern sparkled in her pale blue eyes.

“I’m pissed, but not with you,” I told her tersely. “We’re going to deal with Emroth, then we are going to deal with a traitor.”

“What’s the plan, Sir Ethan?” Captain Daxos spoke with a new hesitation in his voice. The betrayal of his lieutenant must have shaken him, and my visible anger made him wary and uncertain of what I’d do. Right now, I didn’t give a shit how any of the others felt. I just wanted to find something to hit and keep on hitting it until my anger faded. If I didn’t, I was pretty sure I’d rip Councilor Warrald to pieces with my bare hands when we returned to Windwall.

“We’re going up that tunnel,” I said as I pointed toward the passage which the ghoulins had just come from. “We’re going to kill any ghoulins in our way, and we’re going to find where they’re coming from. That’s going to lead us right to Emroth, and we deal with her once and for all.” I fixed the two men with a hard glare. “Then, once we’re done kicking the dragon’s ass, I’m going to go and give Councilor Warrald a piece of my mind. If you have any objections to my ripping off his head and shoving it up his puckered ass, keep it to yourself.”

Neither of the men spoke, and I could see the hesitance in the Blackguards’ expressions. Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai were both soldiers, and men accustomed to following orders from their superior, in this case, Military Councilor Warrald. They were both loyal to Windwall, the Council of Four, and the chain of command. Yet the fire of anger burned in their eyes as well. Warrald had turned their comrade against them and caused him to betray his oath to help save Windwall. It was the sort of thing that made even loyal men turn against their commanding officers, especially when their commanders were raging, uptight assholes like Military Councilor Warrald.

I turned to the women and found Irenya fully dressed in her tight leather corset and flowing red dress. Arieste was working at the last of the ties on her dress as I shouldered my pack and turned to retrieve the glowing pauldron. I didn’t put the shoulder armor away since I knew it would come in handy when we went through the tunnels to find Emroth. Instead, I strapped it in place atop my scale mail. The fit was a bit bulky, but I could still move easily enough.

“Let’s move out,” I said, then turned and strode down the tunnel without waiting to see if the others followed.

The glow streaming from my magical shoulder armor provided enough light to see fifty yards up the tunnel, and I had no problem spotting the ghoulins long before they reached me. A band of eight creatures surged toward me, and more appeared around a bend in the tunnel behind them. I didn’t bother with my axe from this range. Instead, I tapped into my ice magic and summoned a dome of ice to form behind the leading group of ghoulins and block off the ones behind them. A heartbeat later, a pillar of fire filled the corridor around the ghoulins and turned them to ash in seconds.

The fire melted the ice wall, and the next group of ghoulins shuffled toward me. I let out a shout of rage and charged, and my axe sang the song of death before me. The steel blade chopped through two scrawny ghoulin necks with a single sweep, and my return blow buried the pick into the side of a monster’s skull. I brought my boot up in a powerful kick right into another ghoulin’s neck, and the creature fell with a shattered spine.

Flesh hissed and sizzled beside me, and I whirled to see a severed ghoulin arm falling away inches from my head, but Captain Daxos brought his flaming blade whipping upward in a diagonal blow that tore through the head of the ghoulin who had nearly caught me off-guard.

I turned to the Captain and gave him a nod of thanks. He said nothing, simply returned the nod and took his place at my right hand. I could feel the magical pulses of Arieste and Irenya behind me, and I guessed Sergeant Dai brought up the rear with his two swords. Between us, not a single ghoulin was going to walk out of this tunnel alive.

Through the darkened passages we went, and our steel and magic met twisted flesh and bone and left only carnage behind. Ghoulins fell by the droves, and we left dozens of bodies littering the stone corridors behind us. I led the way up the gently inclined passages with fire and ice, and Captain Daxos joined his sword with my axe for any ghoulins that survived. Arieste and Irenya wove their magic to lend us support and guard our backs, and Sergeant Dai’s short blades put a quick end to the creatures’ suffering.

Anger and power drove me onward and lent strength to my attacks. I could feel the worry radiating from Irenya and Arieste, but they said nothing, simply watched my back as I fought. Captain Daxos kept the ghoulins from overwhelming me in the heartbeats between summoning the blasts of fire and the walls of ice. We plowed through the clustered groups of ghoulins like a bulldozer through a paper wall, and I lost count of my kills after dropping the hundredth ghoulin.

A pair of aswang tried to surprise us at an intersection, but the Mark of the Guardian warned me of their presence long before they leapt from their hiding places. A dome of ice trapped one in place, then a pillar of fire withered the other’s wings. The vampire-looking creature fell with a shriek and writhed on the floor as flames licked at its parchment-like skin. Then Captain Daxos’ sword cut off its cries, and black blood spurted from the gaping wound in its throat.

The second aswang pounded against the wall of ice surrounding it, but Arieste was using her limited magic to fortify the barrier. I drove the spike of my pickaxe into the wall to break a hole, ripped it free, and then filled the dome with a blast of fire hot enough to melt steel. Ice hissed and steam billowed as the dome melted. Only a pile of sodden ash remained of the aswang as we moved on.

Slowly, with each fresh ghoulin corpse, I felt the fires of my rage melting away beneath the exhaustion building within me. Each fresh use of magic was taking its toll on my body, and though I tried to ignore it, I could feel my nerves protesting from the strain. I began to conserve my magical energy and instead relied on the strength of my arm and the support of my comrades to bring down the ghoulins.

Hope surged within me as a speck of light shone in the distance. It had to be at least four hundred yards away, down a long tunnel, but there was no mistaking it. Daylight was ahead. We had found the way out of Ironfast, the path the ghoulins were taking to get into the Lost City beneath Windwall.

The sight renewed my determination, and a roar burst from my lips as I broke into a run. I hit the first cluster of ghoulins with a pillar of fire that turned all fifteen corpses to ash, then hacked my way through the three ghoulins that survived unscathed. Six heartbeats later, another burst of flames filled the hallway with enough force to scorch even the stone walls. The twenty or thirty monsters in front of me died screaming, and my gut roiled at the stink of charred flesh.

“Ethan!” I heard Arieste’s call from behind me, but I was too focused on reaching the light to care. We needed to clear the tunnels of any ghoulins, and then close the way behind us. I had been the one to open the magical door to Ironfast, so I was responsible for the vulnerability in the city’s defenses. Once this passage was closed, there would be no way for the ghoulins to get into Windwall.

I formed a thick dome of ice around myself, then charged forward like a linebacker for a tackle. The force of my rush bowled over a dozen ghoulins, and I could hear their gurgling cries as my companions finished them off with fire, ice, and steel. I poured more speed into my legs and kept right on charging through the clustered monsters. The ice shield protected me from their pathetic attacks, and the power of my blitz attack crushed skulls, shattered ribs, and snapped withered arms and legs like twigs. Dozens of the assholes fell to my power, and the four men and women behind me took care of the rest.

The light grew brighter as I approached, and then I burst through the last cluster of ghoulins into fresh air and daylight. I was momentarily blinded, but I didn’t need my eyes to fight. I released the ice dome as I summoned a blast of fire and spun to send it spraying all around me. The cries of ghoulins echoed in the air, and I kept up the stream of flames until six pounding heartbeats had passed.

“You aren’t getting in!” I shouted as I leapt back into the passage and set the thickest ice shield I could summon to block the gap. No more ghoulins were getting in this way, and I could help the others deal with any of the fuckers that had survived my charge.

Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai were fighting a group of staggering ghoulins twenty yards away from me, with Irenya and Arieste behind them for support. My rush had actually crushed a quarter of the monsters that stood between us. Between the two Blackguards, the two women, and my steel axe, the rest died in a matter of minutes.

Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai stared at me in wide-eyed shock, so I glanced down and saw the black blood staining my armor, arms, and axe.

“These men are warriors, but they weren’t used to going toe-to-toe with their enemy,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “You amazed and impressed them, so I would not be surprised if they both decide to swear their swords to you after this is all over.”

I nodded to the woman’s words but didn’t reply. Instead, I pointed to the cave entrance. “We’re bringing down this tunnel and blocking the ghoulins out,” I said. “Arieste, I’m going to need you for this.”

“Oh?” The platinum-blonde woman raised a slim eyebrow and a drop of ghoulin blood slid down her beautiful face.

“First, we need to get Irenya kicking ass.” I motioned for the red-haired woman to follow me, then turned and strode down the passage toward my ice shield. I could hear the monsters clawing at it and knew it would only hold for a few more seconds, but I needed it to buy me time to dispose of all the ghoulins between me and my companions. I had a dragon to make sure no more ghoulins would get in.

I sent a blast of fire at the ice wall, and it hissed, turned to steam, and then the flames engulfed the ghoulins beyond. I kept up the pillar of fire as long as I could until only charred corpses and blackened ground remained.

I squinted against the bright sunlight and took in the world outside the underground tunnel. Red rock walls rose for two hundred yards on either side of us, and the blue sky shone bright high overhead. We were in the canyons south of the Windwall, the same canyons that were filled with Emroth’s minions. The next wave of ghoulins crept toward us, but they were at least thirty or forty yards away, and we had about half a minute before they would need to be dealt with.

Irenya’s amber eyes glittered with delight as I pulled the red gemstone from my pocket. She stripped down to her gauzy dress, stepped close to me, and wiggled her chest to nestle the stone and my hands deeper between her ample breasts. She gave a little breathy sigh of delight, then closed her eyes as I reached for the fire magic within me and fed it through the gemstone into her body. I had to grit my teeth against the pain of my raw nerves, but the cries of the ghoulins drawing closer were all the incentive I needed to keep pushing.

Then my powers turned the beautiful woman into a mighty red dragon.

Irenya let out a rib-shaking roar, winked one huge eyelid, and then turned toward the ghoulins. Crimson light bathed the canyon’s red walls as she summoned the magic and let loose a blast of power. Flames eagerly consumed the corpse-like ghoulins by the scores, and her talons, teeth, and tail carved through dozens more. Her growl of delight rumbled through the canyon behind me as I turned to face Arieste.

She and the two Blackguards had just emerged from the tunnel behind me, and they blinked at the bright sunlight. I strode toward Arieste and took her hand. The feel of her cool skin against mine and the absence of the fiery magic helped to dim the last embers of my anger.

“I need your control over the ice magic to make this work,” I told her as I led her a few feet inside the tunnel.

“Tell me what to do,” she said.

“I need you to use your ice to expand the cracks in the stone,” I said.

Back in Chicago, I’d heard one of the guys at Station 52 talking about a call they’d been on in the dead of winter. Some jackass had tried to use a blowtorch to thaw his pipes to prevent cracking and nearly burned his house to the ground. One of the guys was also a contractor during his off-hours, and he’d talked about how freeze-thawing could expand cracks in flooring and stonemasonry until they crumbled. That was exactly what I wanted Arieste to do here.

“Search for the cracks in the wall,” I told her, “and use the magic to form the ice there. Make the ice as thick as possible so it will widen the cracks, and then the stone will crumble to block the passage.”

For a moment, confusion furrowed her brow, by my explanation seemed to make things clearer.

“You have more control over your ice powers,” I told her. “We need precision to make this work, so I want you to do it.”

I took her hand in mine, placed it against the wall, and then tapped into my ice powers. Then I sent the magic flowing through my skin and into her. A faint crackling sound echoed in the tunnel, and the surrounding air grew suddenly cold as she poured ice into the fissures between the stones. Arieste gritted her teeth and pulled harder on the magic, and soon a low rumbling echoed in the tunnel.

“Let’s go!” I shouted and dragged her up the tunnel toward the exit, just as the first chunk of stone crumbled from the roof. A moment later, the ceiling and walls began to fall inward, and the rumbling grew louder. Arieste and I burst free of the mouth of the tunnel a heartbeat before the entire section of canyon collapsed into the hollowed passageway. Choking stone dust billowed in a thick cloud behind us as we raced to safety, and both Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai stared wide-eyed at the collapsed tunnel.

“No more ghoulins are getting in that way!” I said with a confident grin.

“The Blackguards should be able to handle any still wandering within the tunnels,” Captain Daxos replied.

“Which just leaves us with the ones out here,” Arieste said behind me, and I turned to stare in the direction she was looking.

Irenya was having the time of her life sending blasts of fire at the ghoulins surging toward us, tearing them apart with her teeth and talons, and crushing them with her tail. But even though she was kicking ass, I could see hundreds more headed our way. There had been more than five thousand in that first assault on the Windwall, and ten thousand or more the second time. Even with all the ghoulins we’d killed in battle and the tunnels below, there had to be thousands more. No way we could fight our way through.

But we didn’t need to. The plan was never to destroy all of Emroth’s minions. If we wanted to win this battle, we had to deal with the black dragon herself.

And now we possessed the tool to do it.

I drew the Circlet of Darksight from my pack and settled it onto my head. The metal felt cool against my skin, and a faint hum ran along the slim metal band as I pressed the gemstone set into the forehead. Immediately, I could see the bright red heat signatures of the woman beside me, the two Blackguards, Irenya, and the thousands of ghoulins filling the canyon.

“This works like a fucking charm!” I said as I pumped my fist in the air. “No way Emroth’s going to be able to hide from me.”

“Try siphoning off the magic and passing it to the dragons,” Nyvea purred in my mind.

“How do I do that?” I asked Nyvea. “It’s a great idea. I’d need their help to find Emroth, which they’d only be able to do with the Circlet of Darksight.”

“I do have my uses, handsome,” she laughed. “Activate the gemstone and then use the Mark of the Guardian to absorb the magic.”

I was about to do just that when a thought struck me.

“How long will the effects of the magic last?” I asked. “When I siphoned the magic from those fire creatures, it didn’t last long, so I don’t want to run out of this power when I’m about to catch Emroth.”

“A good thought, Ethan,” Nyvea purred. “Once you take the magic from the gemstone and share it with your dragons, its effects will not last long. Perhaps five or ten minutes.”

Damn, that complicated things. I replaced the Circlet on my forehead and pondered what to do.

“What if I used the Circlet’s magic to find Emroth, then siphoned it off to share with the one or both dragons when the time came?” I asked.

“Clever, hero,” Nyvea replied. “That could do nicely.”

“Arieste!” I called. “I’m going to need your help as a dragon.”

“Of course,” she replied, and I saw the twitch of her thin lips as she stripped out of her white dress. No matter how much time she spent as a human, I knew she enjoyed her time as a dragon just as much. The ability to fly free and soar in the heavens was a truly addicting feeling. Hell, that’s why I loved riding the dragons in the first place.

The icy power set my nerves crackling as I fed it through the gemstone and into Arieste’s body. I knew I should stop using the magic until I could rest and recover, but right now wasn’t the time for a break. There were too many problems to deal with first.

Arieste let out a little rumble of pleasure as she shook her large dragon body, and she stretched her wings and sinewy neck as if after a long night of sleep.

“Tell me where you want me,” she said in her deep dragon voice.

“I need you to carry the Captain and Sergeant for me and be ready for anything Emroth throws at us,” I said, and a hard edge glittered in her icy blue eyes. Apparently, she wasn’t pleased that I would be riding Irenya.

“You’re better-suited to watch my back and be on the lookout for any traps,” I told her as I reached up to rest a hand on her long dragon snout. “You’ll be my guardian angel.”

“Guardian angel, eh?” the white dragon rumbled. “I like the sound of that.”

“Irenya and I are going to bring Emroth down, then I need you to use your ice shields to keep her down. Got it?” I asked.

“How will I see her?” Arieste asked.

“Look for the dragon-shaped outline in Irenya’s fire,” I said with a grin. “If you see any smoking scales, you’ll know that’s Emroth.”

The white dragon let out a rumbling chuckle and dipped her head in understanding. “I’ve got your back, Ethan.”

“I know it,” I said, and then turned to the captain and sergeant. They agreed to ride on Arieste’s back without hesitation, since neither of them seemed particularly interested in being trapped down here with the ghoulins.

“Irenya!” I called once Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai were settled between Arieste’s icy white spines. “Time to go!”

The red dragon let out a little growl of disapproval, and then made a last flick of her tail. The barbed whip slammed into a cluster of ghoulins, and black blood sprayed as the force of her blow splattered the creatures on the stone walls of the canyon.

Irenya dipped her shoulder so I could climb onto her back, and then she leapt into the air with a great bound of her dragon legs. Her wings snapped out and immediately caught the howling winds whipping through the canyon, and we were quickly soaring high over the heads of the screaming ghoulins.

I triggered the gemstone in the Circlet’s forehead, and the monsters far below flared to a brilliant red mass of tightly clustered forms. The figures of Sergeant Dai and Captain Daxos were clearly visible on Arieste’s back, and shimmering waves of heat rose from Irenya’s scaly body. As I scanned the canyon walls, I used the Mark of the Guardian to search for Emroth’s magical presence.

The black dragon had a different sort of magic than the other dragons I’d encountered. Irenya’s fire burned as bright as a sun to my magical senses, and Arieste’s ice was like a rushing glacial river. The magic that created Emroth’s minions was nearly impossible to sense, for it seemed to elude all my attempts to find it. It felt like trying to grab water with my bare hands, and no matter what I did, I could never pinpoint its location.

But that feeling was exactly what I wanted to find. The moment I sensed that evasiveness on a massive scale, I would know at least the general direction to search for Emroth. With the Circlet of Darksight to find her body heat, she wouldn’t be able to hide from me.

Something about a small, narrow breakaway canyon to the right drew my attention. I focused my magical senses on the thin gap in the rocks, and something there seemed determined to evade me.

“Fly that way!” I shouted to Irenya and pointed down the gap.

The red dragon swooped toward the narrower canyon, and the sensation grew stronger as we flew deeper between the rocks. The man-sized figures of ghoulins were more tightly packed together, and they moved in a steady stream toward the main canyon.

It seemed like I might have been getting closer to their source.

We rounded a bend in the canyon, and I let out a whoop of triumph. There, crouched in the shadow of an overhanging cliff, was the unmistakable figure of a dragon. It was far smaller than Arieste and Irenya, barely larger than a semi-trailer, and the glowing heat of its body revealed a figure more like a mountain lion or panther than a traditional dragon. Its neck was shorter than its stocky body, and it had short legs and a tail far longer and thinner than either of my dragons’. Two stubby wings protruded from its back, but they didn’t seem functional.

“Irenya, sent a blast of fire into that little hollow beneath the overhanging cliff,” I shouted to make myself heard over the wind.

“I don’t see anything,” rumbled the red dragon, “but I trust you know what you’re doing.”

I could see the red-glowing figure below look up as we approached, and her short, panther-like legs tensed to spring away. The moment Irenya opened her mouth, Emroth leaped out from beneath the overhanging cliff, and the pillar of fire washed across the solid stone.

“Damn it!” I said.

“Did I miss?” Irenya asked.

“No, Emroth’s just fucking fast.” I contemplated draining the power of the Circlet of Darksight to let Irenya see, but I didn’t want to risk it yet. I needed to track Emroth to her lair first, then I’d use the power to enable my dragons to take her down.

“Where is she?” Irenya rumbled.

Emroth was racing along the canyon floor, and she trampled dozens of ghoulins in her hurry to flee.

“Follow the trail of crushed bodies,” I told Irenya with a grim laugh.

Irenya opened her mouth and loosed a long pillar of fire straight at Emroth. Even firing blind, she was pretty accurate, and only Emroth’s cat-like speed and nimble grace saved her as she literally leapt from one wall of the canyon to another to evade the fire.

My eyes flashed toward the end of the canyon fifty yards ahead, and I saw a dragon-sized hole cut into the side of the rocky walls.

“That has to be her lair!” I shouted as I pointed at the hole. “We need to get there and sever her connection to the magic.”

With a growl of triumph, Irenya let out another long blast of fire that scorched the stone ground and cliff walls around the entrance to the lair.

But it was a moment too late. In the heartbeat before Irenya had opened her mouth, the black dragon had hurled herself through the opening and disappeared from my sight.

“Let’s do this,” I shouted, and waved for Arieste to follow. “Time for us to fight the dragon in her lair.”
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Chapter Eighteen

I directed Irenya to land on the stony ledge in front of Emroth’s lair, and a moment later Arieste joined us.

“Captain Daxos, Sergeant Dai,” I said and motioned for the two men to dismount, “I need you to hold this opening at any cost.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if we went with you to aid you?” the captain asked, and his brow furrowed as he cast a glance into the cave behind him. “At the very least to guard your back.”

“That is the threat which concerns me most right now,” I said and pointed to the horde of ghoulins on the canyon’s stony floor. “If Emroth summons them to defend her lair, we could find ourselves overwhelmed. I trust you to watch my back so I can go in there and kick that dragon’s ass.”

“Understood, Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said, and I saw the tension drain from his face. No doubt he’d worried that the lieutenant’s betrayal had shaken my faith in him and Sergeant Dai, but my words set his mind at ease. He drew his fire sword and gripped it firmly. “Not a single ghoulin will pass us, this I swear.”

Sergeant Dai grunted, then drew a short sword and his heavy spiked mace. “We hold,” he said in his deep voice.

“I’m counting on it,” I said, then left the two Blackguards to guard the entrance as I strode toward the two dragons. Though the ghoulins hadn’t yet turned toward us, Emroth could use her magical bond with the creatures she’d summoned to call them to attack us. Shit could get real nasty if we didn’t deal with Emroth quickly.

“Once I drain the magical power in this circlet,” I told Arieste and Irenya as I pulled the Circlet of Darksight from my forehead, “we’ve got five or ten minutes before the effects fade. That means we’ve got to find Emroth, bring her down, and sever her connection to the magic as quickly as we can.”

The two dragons snuffed and stamped their huge feet, impatient to get on with the business of hunting Emroth. They both knew how ferocious a dragon could be when confronted in its lair, and even with their strength and magical power, they were prepared for a tough fight.

“I need you two to get her away from the altar so I can find it and shatter the stone,” I said. “Once her connection to the magic is severed, she’ll be weak, and you can hold her down so I can cut the black gemstone free.”

“Then we kill her,” rumbled Irenya.

“Then we give her the same chance to join us that I gave the two of you,” I responded firmly. The two dragons seemed displeased at my response, but I didn’t back down. “Two dragons are bringing their entire armies to Whitespire, and there’s no way King Obragar will be able to hold them back, even with Windwall’s reinforcements. If their hordes are even half the size of Emroth’s, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Both the red and white dragon let out rumbling growls.

“This is not up for debate,” I told them. “We’re not going to kill Emroth unless she gives us no other choice. We’re just going to bring her down, take her magic, and hopefully turn her into another ally for the war to come.”

Displeasure flashed in Irenya’s burning golden eyes, and I could see the huge red dragon balking at my words. For a moment, her gaze darted to the blue sky above, and I tensed in expectation of her preparing to flee. Back in Ironfast, she had told me how much her freedom mattered, and how it chafed to be sworn to me. Now was her chance to prove she was an ally, not a woman that joined me because of fear of death. If she could choose to join me, it meant there was hope for Emroth and every other dragon on Iriador.

“So be it,” she rumbled after a long moment and dipped her crimson head in acknowledgement. “We will give her the chance to join us.”

“But if she forces our hand,” growled Arieste, “we will choose to protect your life rather than save hers.”

“Understood,” I told them with a grin. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that, then. Three dragons are going to be better than two when it comes to dealing with Curym and Zaddrith.”

With that, I triggered the gemstone in the Circlet of Darksight. The metal hummed in my hands as I closed my eyes and tapped into the first magical ability that I’d received from Barodan. Electricity flowed through my chest as the Mark of the Guardian reached for the fire magic flowing through the Circlet. I pulled the tendrils of flame into myself, and then opened my eyes to see its effect. The two dragons glowed a brilliant yellow-red, and Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai gave off a richer red-orange light.

I placed a hand on Irenya’s chest and Arieste’s forehead, then channeled the fire magic through the gemstones and into their bodies. They let out a little rumble as the magic took hold within them, and then turned their eyes to stare at the darkness of Emroth’s lair.

“Let’s get this done before the power runs out,” I said as I drew my axe and led the way into the darkened cave.

Emroth’s lair was a vast cave, but the interior was nearly pitch black beyond the first few yards. Sunlight seemed unable to penetrate the gloom of the cavern, and silence filled the huge space within. I pressed the gemstone set into my pauldron to switch it on, and the metal soon gave off a bright glow.

The light revealed a cave easily thirty yards tall, and the fifty-yard radius of light failed to reach the back and far side of the cavern. The rocky walls rose in swirling layers of strata to an arched roof above my head. The floor of the cave seemed to dip and rise like the waves of the ocean, but it was made of deep red stone instead of blue water. The uneven surface and jagged walls could provide any number of places for Emroth to hide, and the altar could be anywhere in the cave.

In a small depression a short distance from the mouth of the cave, I saw a dark shape that turned out to be a man in armor. The armor resembled that of the Blackguard, but far more elegant, with intricate designs etched into the breastplate. The moment I saw the golden circlet on the helmet, I knew I had found King Astralon. Kingshome’s ruler would not be returning home.

I kept my head on a swivel as I scanned the cavern for any sign of Emroth. At the same time, I used the Mark of the Guardian to search for the faint feeling of her magic. The nature of her power made it difficult to detect, but I could feel that slippery evasive feeling coming from the far side of the cavern.

I strode across the uneven floor toward the evasive feeling with my axe in hand. I didn’t know if Emroth could see in the dark, but there was no doubt that I made an easy target with my shoulder armor all lit up.

“Come out, come out!” I shouted, and the sound echoed off the walls of the cave. “Surrender and I won’t have to hurt you.”

Behind me, my two dragons let out low growls. They let it be known they were more than willing to hurt Emroth, and only my word to take the black dragon alive would hold them back.

I saw no sign of Emroth as I approached the far side of the cavern, but there was no mistaking the fact that the feeling was growing stronger. I could almost sense the evasive magic that gave her the powers of concealment.

“Ethan!” Arieste’s rumbling shout echoed behind me.

I threw myself to the side on instinct, and a loud thump echoed on the floor behind me. A moment later, crimson light bloomed in the cavern and a blast of Irenya’s fire swept the air where I’d been standing. I glanced back in time to see Emroth’s compact, panther-like form bounding along a rocky shelf set high on the cave walls.

“Get her!” I shouted. Ice ran down my spine as I realized how close I’d just come to becoming dragon food. Emroth had to have been crouched out of sight high overhead, and only the Circlet’s ability enabled the dragons to warn me before Emroth pounced.

But that had been the point. I’d wanted to be the bait dangled to tempt Emroth into attacking, and I had counted on the dragons to warn me. Now the black dragon had revealed herself, and my dragons would put her down.

Emroth let out a loud roar as she rebounded from an ice dome that Arieste threw up in her path, and the black dragon barely managed to dart out of the way of Irenya’s flames. Emroth was fast, but she faced two dragons twice her size. Her magical powers of concealment wouldn’t help to evade them, and she was at a huge disadvantage. Emroth must have realized that, and I could see her leaps and bounds growing more and more desperate as she tried to evade the two dragons.

“Arieste, guard the exit!” I shouted. “Irenya, try to corner her and bring her down.”

I was struck by how absurd the image would have looked to any spectators. It was like the world’s strangest game of tackle football, with two dragons as the linebackers and Emroth as the running back trying to escape them.

But this was no game. This was life and death. If Emroth walked away from this, the danger to the people of Windwall would continue, and Whitespire would never receive the help it needed.

Irenya cornered Emroth against a high cavern wall, and a toothy smile split her broad dragon snout as she opened her mouth to send a blast of fire at the smaller dragon. But she hadn’t counted on Emroth’s bloodlust. Instead of trying to retreat, the black dragon’s huge muscles bunched and leapt at her with forelegs outstretched. Irenya let out a pained growl as Emroth’s talons raked long furrows down the side of her neck and back, and the larger dragon twisted away. This created a bit of a gap, and the smaller black dragon raced toward the mouth of the lair, and freedom.

But Arieste was ready and the frost dragon threw up an ice dome in front of Emroth while she lumbered toward the opening of the cavern. The black dragon let out a ferocious snarl and darted away, no doubt to try another way of escape.

I wanted to help my dragons, but I had to trust they could handle Emroth. I had a job of my own, and I had to find the altar that connected her to the source of her powers. Now that I could physically see Emroth, it proved easier to feel her magic with the Mark of the Guardian. It still felt like trying to capture smoke, but at least I could see the roiling black mass that was the power surging through her. After a few moments of concentration, I found the tether connecting her to the massive battery-like source that was the altar far to my right.

Yet there was something strange about that magical link. With Riamod and Frosdar, there had been a thin, almost thread-like string connecting the two dragons to their altar. Emroth’s tether, however, was thicker than the trunk of a sequoia tree, but it seemed far more limited in its reach than the red or white dragon’s. Indeed, it was as if every step Emroth took away from the power was as hard as walking through mud, but the magic actually pulled her closer to the altar like metal being drawn to an electromagnet.

“Why is her tether different from the others’?” I asked Nyvea as I raced toward the side of the cave where I sensed the altar.

“Her connection to the magic is stronger,” the woman in my amulet explained. “But the stronger her connection, the more tightly bound she is to the altar.”

The explanation reminded me of something Irenya had told me about the black dragon. The red-haired woman had mentioned Emroth’s ability to create minions far exceeded her own.

“Could that stronger connection to the magic be the reason she could spit out ghoulins faster than Irenya could produce fire goblins?” I asked.

“Certainly,” Nyvea replied. “Yet that link would prevent her from straying too far from the source of her powers.”

That could explain why Emroth had never attacked Windwall in person but had sent her minions to do it for her. She might have simply been unable to get far enough from the altar to climb the canyon walls or to get within striking distance of the massive stone wall.

“Does that mean she’ll need to stay close to me to keep her powers once I claim them?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Nyvea said after a long moment of hesitation. “Your situation is unique in every way. Never before has a human wielded the sort of power you now control. You really are the hero of heroes, handsome.”

I felt a smile spread to my lips at her words, and the grin grew even wider as the light of my magical pauldron shone on the altar that was Emroth’s source of power. It was made of a glittering black stone that reminded me of onyx, and its many-faceted surface reflected the glow emanating from my armor as I approached.

A growl of fury echoed behind me, and I risked a glance backward. Irenya had her teeth clamped down on Emroth’s hind leg, but the black dragon scratched and raked at her neck in an attempt to break free. Each attack left long furrows down Irenya’s red scales, and dark red blood dripped onto the surrounding stone. I could see that Arieste wanted to help Irenya, but she still held her position near the exit to prevent Emroth’s escape. If I didn’t deal with Emroth, she could do serious damage to Irenya.

I swung my axe high over my head and brought it crashing down onto the gemstone set into the altar’s surface. An audible snap echoed through the cave, and I felt a rush of wind buffeting me as the magical connection to the black dragon cut off. Emroth let out a shriek of pain and writhed in Irenya’s grip.

“No!” she growled, her voice pitched high in terror. Her stubby wings beat furiously against the ground, and her body twitched as a violent spasm shook her.

“Arieste, help Irenya hold her!” I shouted as I raced toward the twitching and wailing black dragon.

The white dragon lumbered toward Emroth and clamped her massive taloned claws on her jerking forelegs while Irenya released her biting grip on the black dragon’s hind legs and used her enormous bulk to hold Emroth to the ground.

I crossed the distance to the three dragons in seconds, and I quickly studied Emroth’s heavily muscled body to find the black gemstone. It wasn’t on her forehead or her chest, so I had to find where on her body the stone would have been set. I circled warily, careful to evade the small dragon struggling in the grip of my larger dragons.

“There, on her neck!” Nyvea cried out just as I saw the onyx jewel set into the side of her throat behind a row of sharp spikes.

“Hold her head!” I told Arieste. “Keep her still so I don’t accidentally cut it off.”

The white dragon stamped a heavy paw onto Emroth’s face and twisted her neck to give me easier access to the gemstone. Emroth’s shrieks of panic echoed through the cavern as I climbed onto her short neck and raised my fireman’s axe high over my head. I used my ice powers to sheathe the blade in ice, then sent a jolt of fire coursing down the handle. The moment the two powers met, I swung the axe in a powerful stroke right at the gemstone.

Emroth let out a terrible scream as my axe sliced the gemstone free of its setting deep within her skin. The black onyx skipped across the ground, slid up a curved section of floor, and skittered off a stalactite-shaped stone pillar before skidding to a halt. I sprinted over to the twinkling black gemstone, picked it up, and brought it to the altar.

“Don’t do this!” Emroth cried.

I took a deep breath and pressed the gemstone against the altar. The instant stone met stone, Emroth let out a piercing wail that set the walls of the cavern trembling. Power rushed over me in a wave so powerful it sent me reeling, and I nearly collapsed beneath the force of the magic flooding my veins. The flesh of my upper back sizzled right beneath my left shoulder blades, and I could feel the power bringing another tattoo to life.

This was a pure, raw form of energy that could not compare with the fire and ice I’d taken from Riamod and Frosdar. This was an energetic, shifting, sprightly sort of power that seemed to set every nerve and muscle tissue vibrating at once. It felt like every cell in my body wanted to change and adapt to its surroundings so it would blend in. The magic itself shied away from my senses yet forced itself deeper into the very core of my being.

I gasped at the exhilarating sensation. It was like being energized by all the caffeine on Earth, but with none of the side effects. It was a dancing, shifting, and leaping power that never stopped pushing my body to conform to the world around it. I watched in stunned surprise as my skin changed from its golden tan to a stony red to match the rocky floor, then black to match the darkness, then a bright white for the glow of my armor.

The transformations finally stopped as the magic settled from an overpowering roar to a quiet whisper deep within me. I could feel the power trying to change me as I moved as if it acted on instinct to blend me with my surroundings. It would take a bit of getting used to this new power, and I’d have to work on controlling it.

Thankfully, I had someone who could teach me.

Arieste and Irenya growled down at the woman lying on the floor between them. Her skin was a deep chocolate color, and it glistened in the light of my magical pauldron. I could tell that she was taller than Arieste in her human form, only a few inches shorter than me, actually. She had strong shoulders and arms, full breasts, and a solid six-pack. Her hips and legs would have looked perfectly at home in the sports bikini of a professional beach volleyball player, and her black dress hung in gauzy strips of fabric that only accentuated her sleek, toned physique.

“Well, spank my bottom and call me princess,” Nyvea purred. “She’ll definitely fit in with the rest of your pretty treasures.”

I ignored the voice in the amulet as I came to stand before the unconscious woman. I kept my axe handy in case she decided to attack me but made no threatening gesture toward her. I figured two huge dragons would be enough of a threat for now.

The woman who had been Emroth stirred slowly, and then sat bolt upright on the floor. She fixed me with a glare of green eyes that seemed somehow brighter in the darkness.

“What did you do?” she gasped as she looked down at her human body.

“I took your powers,” I said with a shrug, and I took another step closer to her.

“Do your worst,” she growled in a husky voice that I found surprisingly appealing. “You have defeated me, but I will not beg for mercy. I accept my fate. I only ask you to make it quick.” She bowed her head to expose her neck for my axe.

“I don’t want to kill you,” I told her.

Her head flashed up, and she fixed me with a stern glare of her green eyes. “Why not? That is what you humans do, is it not? You kill.”

“We humans,” I corrected as I motioned to her body.

“You took my power,” she growled as her eyes narrowed.

“Yes, but I can give it back,” I said, and her eyes widened a bit. “We humans are facing a threat from Curym and Zaddrith. The blue and green dragons are invading our lands, and they’re bringing their hordes with them. I want your help to defeat them.”

“And once I aid you in your conquest,” the dark-skinned woman snapped, “you will simply kill me.”

“No,” I said as I shook my head. “Ask them what sort of man I am.”

“I will not take the word of your pets,” the woman snapped, which elicited a growl from both of the dragons. She didn’t flinch despite their huge size. Instead, the woman who had once been Emroth met their gazes with a defiant glare.

“Then give me a chance to prove it to you,” I told her. “Swear that you will help me in the war against Curym, Zaddrith, and the other dragons, and you have my promise that you will be permitted to go free when they are conquered.”

“Free?” The woman narrowed her dazzling green eyes again as she studied my face.

“Yes,” I replied. “My mission is to end the reign of dragons on this world. You all fight with each other and the humans. If you serve me, I’ll let you go after we have ended the last dragon.”

“As a human?” she asked with confusion.

“Yes,” I replied. “You are human now. I’ve taken your power. Kill me, and it will be gone forever. Serve me, and you can taste it again.”

“Hmmm,” she said as she glanced between the two dragons at her side.

“But I warn you,” I said as I crouched in front of her, “I am now the source of your magical power. I claimed it from the altar, and I know you can feel it inside me. If you want access to that power, you will need to stay close to me, just as you had to stay close to your altar. I’ll be much more likely to give you what you want if you help me with what I want.”

For a long moment, the woman remained silent, her gaze piercing as she studied me.

“If I give you my oath,” she said slowly, “what do you intend to do with me?” Her eyes flashed toward the figures of Sergeant Dai and Captain Daxos standing at the mouth of the cavern, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what she was thinking.

“First, I will send you back to Whitespire,” I said, “where the humans have no reason to hate you. You will be safe there, you have my word.”

“And then?” she pressed.

“Then, you’ll help us prepare to fight off Curym and Zaddrith,” I replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “Once the dragons are defeated, and the threat has passed, I will give you the choice of what to do. Stay with me and have access to your magical power or be free to explore the world of humans on your own.”

“Without my magic?” she asked in a sardonic tone.

“Yes,” I answered with a shrug. “Like I told you, I’m now the only way you get access to your magic. I will be happy to give it to you if you help me, but only once I’m sure I can trust you with the power.” I fixed her with a hard gaze. “Once I’m sure you’ll no longer use that power to attack the humans.”

“This is the best offer you will receive, Emroth,” Arieste rumbled. Irenya lifted a razor-sharp talon for emphasis.

“If I am to be confined to this body,” growled the woman, “I would rather use my true name. You may call me Rizzala.”

“I am Ethan,” I said, then motioned to the dragons, “the red one is Irenya and the white one is Arieste.” I held out a hand to help Rizzala to stand, which she accepted once she understood I wasn’t threatening her. “Arieste is going to take you back to Whitespire.”

“Ethan--” Arieste began in a displeased rumble.

“Rizzala can’t come with me to Windwall,” I said as I fixed the white dragon with a firm glare. “I can’t risk her safety if any of the Blackguards or Councilors find out who she really is. We need her too much for the war ahead, so I’m not going to let anything happen to her. I trust you to get her safely to Whitespire and let King Obragar know I’ll be returning soon. He and Sir Galfred both know you better than they know Irenya.”

The white dragon let out an angry growl, but she nodded. “So be it.”

“And what of them?” Irenya asked as her eyes darted toward the two Blackguards. “Won’t they be displeased to see you haul their enemy away?”

“Captain Daxos will understand, and Sergeant Dai will follow his orders,” I replied. “Besides, he’s going to have other things to think about when he flies with Irenya and me to Windwall to pay Military Councilor Warrald a little visit.” My face split into a snarl. “He’s going to find out what happens to people that try to betray me.”
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Chapter Nineteen

I strode toward the two Blackguards standing at the entrance of Emroth’s lair. Captain Daxos tensed as I called his name, but relief filled his expression at the sight of me.

“Such terrible screaming,” he said with a shake of his head, “I feared the worst for you and your companions.”

“Emroth will trouble Windwall no longer,” I told him.

“She is dead?” The captain cast a glance over my head into the darkness of the cave as if hoping to see the dragon’s carcass.

“No, but she is defeated,” I said. “I’m taking her back to Whitespire, where she will help us in the defense of our kingdoms against Curym and Zaddrith.”

As I’d feared, both men stiffened at the mention of my keeping Emroth alive. I knew they hated the black dragon for what she’d done, and likely they wanted her dead at any cost, so I could see the doubt in their eyes as they exchanged glances.

“Listen,” I told them, “right now, the battle for Windwall may be over, but two dragons are heading toward Whitespire as we speak. What do you think will happen if Whitespire falls? Where will Curym and Zaddrith send their hordes next? There is no longer Riamod, Frosdar, or Emroth to hold them back. The only way we win this battle is by using all the tools at our command.”

“But Emroth is--” Captain Daxos began.

“Emroth is no more,” I said with a firm glare. “The dragon is gone, and only a human woman remains. You have talked to Arieste and Irenya, traveled beside all of us for these last few days. Do you think there is any of Riamod or Frosdar left in them?”

After a long moment, the captain shook his head. “No, I do not.”

“The woman, Rizzala, may once have wielded the power of Emroth and controlled her minions, but she wields it no more. She is as human as you, and she has sworn to help us in the fight against the green and blue dragons. I gave her my word that she will be safe. Is there any reason I need to worry about either of you?”

Captain Daxos shook his head at my question, but Sergeant Dai hesitated. I fixed the stolid, bald-headed sergeant with a hard gaze, and he met it without flinching. He might have been carved from stone, and he didn’t back down despite my distinct height advantage.

“You gave your word that Emroth will be safe,” Captain Daxos said and placed a hand on the sergeant’s huge forearm, “and we will honor it. But if I may make one request, I would ask that Sergeant Dai be permitted to accompany her to Whitespire. I would feel much better knowing a Blackguard is watching her, and I know the Council of Four will feel the same.”

“Only if the Sergeant swears that he will not harm Rizzala in any way,” I said. “She is under my protection, and my dragons and I will be the ones to deal with her should she prove a threat. Sergeant Dai must give his word that he will not do anything to harm her.”

Captain Daxos gave the bull-necked sergeant a meaningful look, and Sergeant Dai nodded.

“I swear,” he said with his usual grunt.

“Good enough for me.” I stepped aside just as Arieste lumbered toward the mouth of the lair. “Arieste will fly Sergeant Dai and Rizzala back to Whitespire, where they will pass word to the king of our success.” I looked up at the white dragon. “Tell the King I will be returning once I speak with the Council of Four about sending the Blackguard to the defense of our city.”

“I will inform him,” Arieste rumbled and dipped her head.

I glanced up at Rizzala, who sat stiffly between two of Arieste’s spines. The woman’s face was hard, her expression unreadable, but I’d gone through this process enough times to have a pretty good idea of what she was feeling. She had found herself surrounded by enemies, in a vulnerable human form, and with no access to her magic. Everyone was a threat, and it would take time to prove to her that she could trust us. The glare Sergeant Dai shot her as he clambered onto Arieste’s back didn’t help, but I had managed to help Irenya and Arieste feel more comfortable in their new world, so I knew I could do the same with Rizzala.

“Hold tight,” I said to the dark-skinned woman with a little smile. “Last thing any of us would want is for you to fall off a thousand feet above the ground in the mountains.”

It might have been my imagination, but I could swear Arieste gave a little snort the moment before she leapt into the air. The white dragon flapped her enormous leathery wings hard to gain altitude, and within a few seconds, she disappeared over the lip of the canyon.

“As for us, captain,” I told Captain Daxos, “we’ve still got a few last-minute details to take care of.”

A hint of nervousness flashed in the captain’s face, but he said nothing. I had made my intentions for Military Councilor Warrald plain, and though he despised his lieutenant’s treachery, he had served as a Blackguard for all his adult life. The idea of what I planned to do in response to the betrayal and the threat to my life had to be unsettling for a loyal soldier.

“And what exactly do you plan to do?” Nyvea asked. “Please tell me it’s something along the lines of shoving his head so far up his ass he can taste his spine.”

“I love the idea,” I replied as I clambered onto Irenya’s back, “but I’ll probably settle for kicking his ass. We need the Council of Four on our side, and Warrald’s going to be the one in charge of the Blackguards. If we’re going to win this war, I’ll have to find a way to coexist with that fucker, even if the very thought of him makes me want to kick his teeth in.”

“Sometimes you’re just too noble for your own good, you know?” Nyvea said, and I heard the sigh in her voice.

As soon as Captain Daxos took his seat on Irenya’s back, the red dragon lumbered through the exit and leapt high into the air. The wind rushed up around me as she gained altitude, and her wings beat the air with powerful strokes. Within seconds, we were hurtling at tremendous speed through the canyon toward Windwall.

My eyes were drawn to the mass of ghoulins wandering along the canyon floor below me. They seemed to move as if they had suddenly lost all sense of direction and purpose. Had their connection to Emroth been so strong that they were totally brain-dead now that her link to the altar was severed? That would certainly make Windwall’s monster clean-up efforts much easier.

“Irenya, what say we give Windwall a hand dealing with their ghoulin problem, eh?” I shouted over the whistling wind.

“Yes, Ethan!” the red dragon rumbled in a delighted voice. She swooped low to fly just twenty or thirty feet above the rocky ground, and the thousands of ghoulins gathered below. Crimson light shone off the red rock walls as she tapped into her magic, then a massive pillar of dragon fire burst through the ranks of ghoulins. Their gurgling cries were silenced as Irenya turned them into ash and charred bones.

Irenya kept up the steady stream of fire, and she destroyed hundreds of ghoulins in the space of half a minute. I kept my own fire and ice powers handy to deal with the few flying aswang mingled among the corpse-like monsters, and any of the bat-like monsters who tried to attack Irenya found themselves encased in a dome of ice that shattered on the ground far below us.

Irenya banked hard as we exited the narrow side canyon and swooped low along the broad, high-walled canyon that led toward Windwall. The huge black wall was at least half a mile away, and Emroth’s ghoulins staggered along that distance. Irenya’s fire reduced their number by the thousands, but thousands more escaped.

I contemplated turning around and making a second pass to mop up the stragglers, but then I discarded the idea. I had to get back to Whitespire to help prepare the city to fight off the two invading dragons, and the sooner the Blackguards marched out of Windwall, the sooner they’d reach Whitespire. I couldn’t afford the delay right now.

“Fun’s over,” I shouted to Irenya. “Time to take care of business in Windwall so we can get back home.”

The red dragon let out a grumble, sent a last pillar of fire streaming at a mass of monsters, and then veered upward toward the top of the huge black stone wall. I cast a glance behind me as she climbed, and I marveled at the scene of carnage we left behind. Thick black smoke filled the canyon behind me, and the stink of charred flesh hung heavy in the air. Yes, the Blackguard wouldn’t have to worry about a serious ghoulin threat ever again.

I turned back toward the Windwall as Irenya approached the top edge of the black stone construction, and my stomach clenched in anticipation of the inevitable confrontation with Military Councilor Warrald. He’d be lucky if he just gets a beat-down from me, since I should just ask Irenya to bite his head off. He could have seriously put the fate of Iriador in jeopardy, all to protect his position in Windwall.

I felt my brow furrow as one of the ballistas mounted on the wall swiveled toward us. I couldn’t understand why the Blackguards on the Windwall would threaten us. They’d seen the two dragons kicking ghoulin ass, and they’d seen me help fight the monsters. Didn’t they know we were on their side?

The loaded ballista turned to point its glittering steel-tipped missile right at us, and my heart slowed as the ballista arms snapped forward.

A thunderous twang split the air, and a black missile of death hurtled right at us.

Less than fifty yards separated us from the massive crossbow-like siege engine, and I had a split second to react. I threw myself to one side as the bolt sped right toward me, and Irenya veered sharply to the right. The spike-tipped bolt whipped past my head, and I swore that I felt the fletching brush against my cheek.

“What the fuck?” I shouted.

Captain Daxos’ face was white, his eyes wide. A thin trickle of blood slid down his face from where the edge of the bolt had sliced his face.

Irenya let out a tremendous roar, and her wings beat at the air furiously as she closed the distance to the ballista. My eyes narrowed as I saw the man holding the ballista’s firing mechanism. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a dark ponytail that hung below his waist, Military Councilor Warrald’s bushy eyebrows were pressed together in a furious frown, and hatred glittered in his dark eyes as he reached for another huge ballista bolt.

“Light that fucker up!” I shouted to Irenya.

“With pleasure,” she rumbled and then swooped toward him.

I saw Warrald’s eyes go wide as he looked up to see us speeding toward him like a freight train of red-scaled death. He had enough time to mouth a curse, but then the dragon fire reached him.

Red-hot flames engulfed the Councilor, the wooden ballista, and the entire platform upon which it was mounted. Military Councilor Warrald’s military uniform, fancy sword of command, and arrow-straight spine burned in an instant. All that remained of the pompous, self-serving, treacherous asshole was melted metal and a pile of ash that blew off the edge of the Windwall as Irenya flapped her wings.

“Good riddance!” I said to Nyvea, and I doubted many people would be sad to see the fucker gone.

“Serves him right,” Nyvea growled. “He should have known better. No one messes with Ethan. You are here to save these people. Ugh. They don’t deserve a hero like you.”

The Blackguards nearest the platform cried out as the flames engulfed the top of the wall, but Irenya had made sure to keep her blast of fire concentrated on the Military Councilor. A few suffered singed eyebrows and minor scorch marks, but nothing serious.

Irenya let out an earth-shaking roar as she circled the training ground once, then landed gracefully on the hard-packed dust field. The companies of Blackguards training there gave the red dragon a wide berth, and I could see the fear in their eyes. They had seen the red dragon appear, blast the wall with fire, then land within their city. This had to look like an invasion.

“Hold!” Captain Daxos shouted as he dropped from Irenya’s back to the ground and raised his hands. “Sir Ethan and his dragon are no threat to us.”

“But, Captain, the dragon just--” began one of the Blackguards, an older man wearing the white stripes of a lieutenant.

“My father and the council will want to hear what he has to say,” the captain said as he strode toward the officer. “They will be the ones to decide what course we are to take.”

I hopped down from Irenya’s back, then turned toward her with a shrug.

The red dragon let out a rumbling chuckle, then bent low so I could place my hand on her chest. The moment I touched the stone, I felt the fiery power coursing through it and back into my body. It took a surprising effort to pull the burning, willful magic from the dragon, but after a minute the power settled down as the tattoo on my right shoulder flared to life.

“I can’t say I mind this part a bit,” Irenya said with a naughty grin as she glanced down at my hand nestled between her ample breasts. “Reminds me of the fun we had the other night. Can we do that again? Maybe even with Arieste this time?”

“Let’s focus on getting through our meeting with the Council,” I said, but returned her grin with a meaningful wink. “Trust me, we’re going to have plenty of chances to do that sort of thing.”

I handed Irenya a dress from her pack, then turned toward Captain Daxos and the other Blackguards. A company of thirty black-armored men stood in front of us, and there was clear menace in the way they held their weapons.

“Come on, Captain,” I said as I put on my most charming DePaolo grin and strode over to Captain Daxos. “I’m sure your father is going to want to hear how we just killed Vozaath, defeated Emroth, and put an end to the ghoulin threat once and for all.”

I spoke in a voice loud enough so all the Blackguards could hear. Their eyes went wide as they turned to each other with incredulous looks, and shocked whispers ran among them.

“Look into the canyon below, and you’ll see all that’s left of Emroth’s horde,” I told them. “The black dragon won’t be making more anytime soon, so you fellows just need to do a bit of cleaning up and Windwall is safe. You’re welcome.”

I swept a grand bow, held out my arm for Irenya, and together we strode through the group of stunned men toward the entrance to the palace. Captain Daxos followed us, and I heard him give the order for someone to send a message to his father. Two black-armored men sprinted past us and into the huge black-stone building. By the time we reached the Council Chamber five minutes later, People’s Councilor Danikel and Justice Councilor Enton stood waiting for us.

“Is it true?” Enton asked the moment we stepped into the room. “Is Warrald truly dead?”

“Yes,” I replied simply. “He commanded one of his men to murder me, then tried to finish the deed himself. He was lucky Irenya here put him out of his misery quickly, given what I had planned to do to him.”

“Good riddance, says I,” Enton said, and his face creased into a harsh smile very much at odds with his role as judiciary and councilor dedicated to upholding justice in Windwall. “Never liked the bastard!”

“Warrald was a good man in his own way,” People’s Councilor Danikel said in a voice heavy with sorrow. “He served this city with pride, honor, and loyalty beyond fault for many years.”

I marveled at the older man’s words. He had openly despised the Military Councilor as well, and they’d had a fractious relationship at best. Yet here he was trying to defend the dead man’s honor and point out Warrald’s good qualities. I could understand where Captain Daxos learned his nobility of spirit and sense of integrity. He’d had one hell of a role model.

“His passing leaves us in a precarious position,” Danikel continued, and his face creased into a frown. “You say that Emroth is defeated?”

“The black dragon will never threaten Windwall again,” I told the man, and I contemplated telling them about the king’s death. On one hand, they needed to know, but on the other hand, the city was functioning fine without the king, and I believed that they might want justice from the woman who had once been Emroth.

I’d have to tell them later, right now I needed to focus on the task of defending Whitespire against the approaching hordes.

“Defeated, but not dead?” Danikel asked with a raised eyebrow, and I realized that I had made the correct decision about delaying the talk of the king’s body.

“Does it matter?” I asked and gave him a nonchalant shrug. “She’ll never create another ghoulin or aswang to attack the Windwall, and we just turned three-quarters of her minions to ash. The city is as safe as anywhere else on Iriador with Curym and Zaddrith attacking.”

“And Vozaath?” the Justice Councilor put in.

“Dead,” Captain Daxos said in a firm voice. “I saw the demon’s body crumble to ash before my eyes, and Sir Ethan dropped its gemstone heart into the depths of the Iron River.”

“The Iron River,” People’s Councilor Danikel breathed. “So you reached Ironfast? You walked its ancient streets, breathed its air?” Wonder sparkled in his eyes.

“It’s everything the stories say it is, Father,” Captain Daxos offered with an awe-filled smile. “Massive towers of stone, paved roads, and the very ceiling of the cavern glowing with the light from an unknown species of plant.”

“I understand that Ironfast is something you guys have been dreaming about for generations,” I interrupted, “but you’ll have plenty of time to explore it  when you search for any roaming ghoulins. But before that happens, I need you all to help Whitespire defeat Curym and Zaddrith. Even now, their armies are marching toward Whitespire. It’s time you honor your end of the bargain and send the Blackguard to help fight.”

“And I fully intend to,” Danikel said with a deep bow. “But, as I mentioned, the passing of Military Councilor Warrald leaves us in a precarious position. Specifically, we have no one to command the Blackguard.”

“You should do it!” Nyvea purred in my head. “You’d be amazing at leading men into battle, and you’ve already proven you can do it. Plus, you’d look absolutely gorgeous in that black armor.”

“I’m not a general,” I replied. “I don’t know strategy or tactics or anything like that. I’m better off with my dragons kicking ass instead of being stuck behind a desk or over a map.”

“We will need to elect a new Military Councilor,” Justice Councilor Enton was saying to Danikel, “but it will take time for you to convene the Conclave of Windwall and give the people the chance to put forth their candidates.”

“Yes,” People’s Councilor Danikel said with a nod of his head. “That could take weeks, and as Sir Ethan is saying, the threat to Whitespire is immediate.”

“I still think it should be you!” Nyvea insisted. “Hell, you should be ruling this whole city, after what you did to save it. Or the whole of Iriador. You’re the hero that defeated three dragons and--”

“I believe Captain Daxos should be the commander of the Blackguard until the war with the dragons is over,” I said, both to silence Nyvea’s voice and to put a quick end to the debate.

“Me?” Captain Daxos’ eyes went wide.

“Yes, you,” I said as I turned to the man. “I’ve traveled beside you for these last few days, and I’ve seen what sort of man you are. If you were in Whitespire, I would have no doubt King Obragar would knight you for your bravery, nobility, and integrity. Sergeant Dai and even Lieutenant Trosken would have followed you down a demon’s throat or right into a dragon’s lair. I’ve no doubt there are many more Blackguards that feel the same way.”

People’s Councilor Danikel shot a questioning glance at Justice Councilor Enton

“It is not unprecedented,” Enton said, and his narrow face grew even more angular as he pressed his lips into a thin line. “In the exodus from Ironfast, after the fall of the wizards, Rodym Blackfist was elected to serve as interim commander until the people could select a new Military Councilor.”

“But, Father, I--” Captain Daxos began.

“And you believe he would have the Blackguards’ support in this matter?” People’s Councilor Danikel interrupted his son so he could ask Enton.

“As Sir Ethan surmised,” Enton said with a shrug, “there are many in the Blackguard who would follow him without question. I have little doubt that most of the men would accept his command, especially after we make it clear his part in Emroth and Vozaath’s defeat.”

“And what of Lavinus?” Danikel asked as he narrowed his eyes. “You believe he will simply accept this without balking?”

“I don’t give a fuck what that fat prick says,” Enton snapped, once again his behavior supremely un-judge-like. “He couldn’t be bothered to attend this Council. What’s more, I suspect he had something to do with Warrald’s plan to betray Sir Ethan. He would be the one to pay out whatever coin Warrald used to pay off the assassin.”

I saw Captain Daxos’ face tense, and I could see the hurt in his eyes at the mention of Lieutenant Trosken. I knew a large part of his unwillingness to command his men came from the fact that he’d failed to see Trosken’s treachery until it was too late. That sort of self-doubt could cripple even the most competent commander.

“Captain Daxos,” I said in a solemn voice, “we’re going to war against two dragons and their massive armies. I have fought by your side, and you saved my life more than once. Without you, I know I would never have completed my mission. I owe you a debt as does all of Windwall. It would be an honor to fight beside you again.”

“The goddesses have willed it so!” came a feminine voice from behind me, and I whirled around to see three black-cloaked and hooded figures sweeping into the room. They pulled back their hoods in unison to reveal their faces, one barely twenty years old, one middle-aged, and one with grey hair and deep wrinkles.

“The goddesses have spoken,” said the elderly Priestess Quailu in a strong voice that didn’t waver despite the fact that she had to be eighty or ninety. “They have proclaimed you the one best-fit to lead the armies of Windwall to battle.”

“They will strengthen your arm,” the middle-aged priestess said, “guide your aim, and influence your steps.”

“They will lead you to victory over the enemy,” the youngest priestess spoke up. “Though it will cost us all dearly, Iriador will be free once more.”

“Peace and plenty will return to this land,” all three spoke in unison. “With the Dragonrider, Fireblade, and Braveheart, mankind will find safety and hope for a better future.”

“So speaks the goddess Avennya,” said the youngest priestess.

“So speaks the goddess Merallia,” said the middle-aged woman.

“So speaks the goddess Roassa,” said the grey-haired woman.

“The goddesses have spoken,” they said in unison once more, “and their decree will be made manifest.”

In perfect synchronization, the three women lifted their hoods, turned, and strode from the room without another word.

Silence hung thick in the Council Chamber for long moments after the door closed behind the three priestesses. My mind raced as I tried to figure out what the hell just happened. I knew I was the Dragonrider they had mentioned, and Captain Daxos had to be Fireblade, though I had no idea how the priestesses knew about his magical fire sword. But who was Braveheart? Could it be Sir Galfred the Bold or someone else?

“Well, I believe our course of action is clear,” People’s Councilor Danikel said in a slow voice, and his eyes turned to the captain. “My son, do you believe yourself up to the challenge?”

“I…” Captain Daxos hesitated, and I could see the war going on inside him. He couldn’t argue with the goddesses, but he still doubted his abilities. But as long as he didn’t let the doubt control him, it would make him one hell of a commander. “I will do what is required of me, for the sake of Windwall, and the future of all mankind.”

“Fucking A!” I said with a grin, and I clapped the Captain on the back. People’s Councilor Danikel’s face broke into a proud smile, and even Justice Councilor Enton seemed pleased at the outcome.

“I know you guys have a lot of details to figure out,” I said to the two Councilors and the captain, “but I’ve got to get back to Whitespire as quickly as possible. The two dragons and their minions were already marching on the city before I came here, so I need to return to help Whitespire fight off the attack.”

“We will march to your aid as soon as possible,” People’s Councilor Danikel told me.

“There is still the matter of the ghoulins in the canyon below,” Captain Daxos said, “and those roaming the passages of Ironfast. We will need to man the Windwall, the city gates, and keep enough Blackguards here to maintain order. But I swear that I will come with every man we can spare. Whitespire will not stand alone.” He swept a deep bow to me.

“Thank you,” I said as I returned the bow, then added with a wink, “Captain Fireblade.”

“No, Sir Ethan, thank you,” People’s Councilor Danikel said in a solemn tone. “Your presence here has shown us that the time for thinking of only ourselves is over. You risked much to help us, and you proved that we must be a part of something greater than just one city and its people. Power and position matter little when the fate of all humans on Iriador hangs in the balance. We will not fail you, Ethan. Goddesses smile on you on your journey home.”

“And on you,” I said, then turned and strode from the Council Chamber.

I felt a thousand pounds lighter as I emerged from the palace into the training yard. The sun shone brightly in the sky, and I could almost feel a sense of hopefulness in the air around me. I had succeeded in my mission to save Windwall, and now we would have the Blackguards and another dragon to help us fight both Curym and Zaddrith. That counted as a pretty fucking awesome day in my books.

“Let’s get home,” I told Irenya as I drew out the red gemstone.

She stripped quickly, winked at me when she noticed my eyes on her curvaceous body, and then stuffed her dress into her pack and presented her chest for my hand. It took a matter of seconds to summon the fire magic to transform her back into dragon form, but as soon as she was changed, I strapped my pack and hers in place and climbed onto her back. She let out a rumbling roar, then launched herself high into the air.

Some of the Blackguards on the Windwall actually waved at us as we soared over their heads, and their shouts of joy echoed around us. I grinned and shot them a military salute that they quickly returned.

My eyes went to the canyon floor far below and the corpse-like figures shuffling aimlessly around.

“What say we make the Blackguards clean-up job a bit easier?” I shouted to Irenya.

“With pleasure,” she growled, then tucked her wings tightly against her side to plummet along the face of the black stone Windwall.

I laughed aloud at the wind rushing up to meet me, and I clung tight to Irenya’s spine as she twirled and spun like a speeding bullet. At the last moment, she snapped her wings out, and my stomach leapt into my throat as she zoomed along thirty feet above the rocky floor of the canyon. A pillar of flame burst from her throat and engulfed the crowd of ghoulins. The stink of charred flesh had never smelled so sweet, and the gurgling cries of pain sounded like music to my ears.

Irenya’s fire ripped through the ranks of ghoulins, and they died by the thousands. By the time we had left the last of the shambling figures behind, the canyon was littered with blackened bodies and piles of ash. Fewer than five hundred ghoulins had survived, and they’d be easy pickings for the Blackguard.

Irenya caught an updraft and quickly gained altitude until we soared nearly a mile above the red, rugged landscape. It was truly beautiful, and it made me a bit homesick for Earth. I’d never visited the Grand Canyon, but now would I ever have the chance? I was enjoying my time on Agreon, but I was an outsider here. No one really knew where I was from, what a life I’d lived, or anything beyond what they saw of me. I couldn’t tell anyone the truth, not yet at least.

I tried to shove the little wistfulness down deep. I had more important things to worry about than a little homesickness. People were counting on me for their very survival. Once I had gathered enough power from the dragons, Barodan would have to send me home.

The thought of leaving Nyvea, Irenya, Arieste, Adath, Sir Galfred, Captain Daxos, and all the others I’d met here on Agreon left me a bit sad. I truly had grown fond of my dragon women, and I had become good friends with the men. Going home would feel strange, especially if I went back to Earth without magic. What would life be like?

“You can just stay here with us, hero,” Nyvea purred in my mind, and I realized that I must have been thinking so that she could hear me. “We love you on this world.”

Nyvea’s words brought a smile to my face and pushed the gloomy thoughts aside. Here I was, riding a fucking fire-breathing dragon a mile above this gorgeous mountainous landscape. That was the sort of thing I’d never have been able to do anywhere else. I’d damn well enjoy it while I could.

The sun steadily dropped toward the horizon as Irenya and I flew across the rugged landscape. The world beneath us soon turned to the scorched black wastelands that had once been Riamod’s land. The thick smell of smoke and ash hung in the air, but I welcomed it. It told me we were going to be home in Whitespire soon enough.

The blackened earth turned into grasslands and rolling hills of emerald green. Thick forests spread out far to the west, and I caught a hint of sparkling blue as we flew closer to the Crystal River. Far in the distance, I could see the yellow, orange, green, and dusty brown farmlands that spread out around Whitespire. I almost imagined I could see the enormous white tower that gave the city its name.

My blood turned to ice as something below caught my attention. The blue surface of the Crystal River churned to foamy white as sinewy, pale-skinned creatures emerged from its depths. Thousands of them swam along the length of the river like an enormous school of fish. Yet they were like no fish I’d ever seen. They moved like snakes but had human torsos and heads. Somewhere far behind us, I could sense the presence of Curym the blue dragon. Her magic felt like a flowing, tumbling cascade of water that seethed like fast-flowing rapids.

Another pulse of magic echoed from the forest to the west. This magic was sharp, biting, almost as if it left a metallic taste in my mind instead of my mouth. The forest seemed to be alive with moving creatures, like thousands of tiny ants moving through a grassy lawn. The thick canopy made it impossible to make out their features, but I could feel their magic.

There were thousands of Zaddrith’s minions, and they would all soon join Curym’s hordes in the invasion of Whitespire.

My heart sank, and I felt a curse form on my lips. The dragons’ armies would reach the city in no more than a day, and they’d overwhelm the villages and towns along the way far sooner. I could only hope Sir Galfred and the king’s men had a chance to evacuate the homes and get everyone to safety.

Yet even if there were no casualties, we were vastly outnumbered by the dragons’ hordes. Whitespire had no standing army to fight them, and the city’s defenses couldn’t hold out against such vast numbers.

The battle for the salvation of humankind had just begun, but even with all the odds stacked against us, I knew that we were going to win.

End of book 2
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Thank you for reading this novel! Do you want to see another Dragon Slayer novel? Leave me a review and let me know!

A letter from the author:

Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Dragon Slayer  novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you. Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when book 3 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 4, 5, or 6, etc... are published. You’ll probably never know about my next book, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Ethan, Arieste, and Irenya.

There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when my next book is published:

1) You can follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to my Amazon author and clicking on the Follow button that is under the picture of me on my bike. If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

2) You can join my Facebook Fan group and follow me on my Facebook page. Then you’ll know when he comes out with a new book.

3) You can join my mailing list by clicking here. When you join, you’ll also get my fantasy novella Rose Boy for free-- as well as concept art for his best selling Star Justice series.

Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published. If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about the next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Ethan on his next adventure.
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