
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]

Michael-Scott Earle

 


[image: ]





Chapter One

The combined armies of two dragons marched toward Whitespire, and there was nothing I could do to stop them from reaching the city.

“Let’s roast them alive!” Irenya rumbled beneath me. The huge red dragon, who had once been Riamod, was now my ally in my quest to save the world of Agreon. Right now, she was the best chance we had to slow the minions of the blue dragon Curym Waterblade and the green dragon Zaddrith the Caustic.

Curym’s minions were churning up the Crystal River, turning the deep blue to a foamy white. Long, sinewy, pale-skinned creatures clambered up onto the shore like snakes with human heads and torsos. I could feel the blue dragon’s magic like a powerful riptide deep beneath the river’s surface. To the south, the forest came alive with Zaddrith’s minions. The canopy was too thick for me to get a good look at the enemy, but it seemed like an army of green-skinned ants surged through the dense trees.

“Hit the ones at the river!” I had to shout to make myself heard over the roar of the racing wind. “We can’t risk starting a forest fire.”

We were flying at easily a hundred miles per hour, and we’d made the return journey from Windwall in good time. But if we didn’t hurry, we wouldn’t reach our destination of Whitespire with enough time to prepare for the invading army.

“With pleasure,” Irenya growled before she tucked her wings tight against her side and angled her long dragon body downward. We dropped so fast my heart leapt into my throat, and I had to hold on tight to her spines to stay in place. I felt like a bomber pilot making a run at my target, but instead of bombs, I’d be unleashing a devastating wave of dragon fire. Irenya’s body grew suddenly hot beneath me as she opened her jaws, and a stream of fire fifty feet long spewed from her mouth. The flames licked at the creatures along the edge of the Crystal River and turned dozens to ash in seconds.

A moment later, a massive pillar of water burst from the river like a giant fist driving a punch at Irenya.

“Look out!” I shouted and leaned hard to the left.

The red dragon swerved just in time to avoid the pillar of water, but another watery column burst upward from the river toward us, and I felt the spray of droplets wash over my face as Irenya barely dodged this one.

Now I knew where Curym Waterblade got her name from. She used the water more like a hammer than a blade, but it was enough to bring down even Irenya. The power of that liquid pillar could snap dragon limbs and wings easily. No way I’d risk Irenya until I had to.

“Let’s go!” I shouted to Irenya. “Let’s get back to Whitespire with the news.”

Irenya rumbled her displeasure in her throat. I hated the idea of fleeing as well, but I had bigger problems to worry about. I had to let King Obragar of Whitespire know that the armies of the two dragons were getting closer. Even if they had scouts monitoring the enemy, my report would reach them far faster than any rider on horseback.

A last spout of water shot up toward us as Irenya climbed, but the altitude and the heavy wind of her wings defeated the attack. I felt a momentary stab of worry as I thought of having to face the blue dragon with either Arieste or Irenya. Arieste, formerly Frosdar the white dragon, might have a hard time using her ice shield powers to protect herself from those powerful waterspouts, and Irenya’s flame couldn’t burn all the way to the bottom of the deep Crystal River, so there was no way to attack Curym directly.

A problem for another time, I told myself as I clung to Irenya’s spikes.

“Follow the Crystal River,” I shouted to Irenya, and the red dragon let out a questioning rumble.

“If the river doesn’t go all the way to Whitespire,” I answered, “it means Curym won’t be able to hide the whole time. We might even be able to force her to leave the safety of the river where she’ll be vulnerable to your fire.”

“Excellent!” Irenya growled.

She banked to the right to follow the twisting, turning ribbon of blue that snaked through the land of Iriador, the continent where I had found myself upon my arrival in the world of Agreon. Barodan, the Silent Guardian, gave me the task of defeating the dragons of this world to free it from their tyranny. If I could figure out the best way to deal with Curym and Zaddrith, I’d be two steps closer to completing that quest and returning home.

The thought of going back to Earth and Chicago left me feeling conflicted. On the one hand, there was electricity, pizza, takeout, the internet, and all the modern conveniences I took for granted. On the other hand, this world had begun to feel more and more like the place where I belonged. Not just because of the magic powers I’d acquired, though I had to admit those were totally awesome. Arieste, Irenya, Sir Galfred, King Obragar, Captain Daxos, Adath, and all the other people I’d met here on Iriador had begun to feel a lot more important to me than the people I knew back on Earth. With no family to return to, I found myself questioning if I even wanted to return.

“Don’t forget about me, handsome,” the sexy voice whispered in my mind like a phone sex operator who was having a good tip day.

“I could never forget about you, Nyvea,” I thought back to her.

Nyvea was the voice in the amulet Barodan had given me as my guide, mentor, and magic teacher. She had proven a valuable source of information about life on Iriador and helped me to develop the abilities I’ve collected from the dragons I defeated. I’d grown accustomed to her rampant desires and her tendency to say whatever lascivious thoughts came to her mind.

“That makes me happy. I am so proud of the progress you have made so far in your quest. You’ve destroyed three altars and converted three of the pesky dragons into beautiful and sensual women who are sooooooo eager to do your bidding.”

“I still have a lot to do,” I said, “but thanks for guiding me so far.”

“Anything for you, handsome. I am eager to guide you. In all the ways you can think of.”

“Ha, I’ll keep that in mind.” I pushed the thoughts that the sexy voice gave me aside as the city of Whitespire came into view to the west of our current position. From my vantage point far above the land, I could see the path the river took. The Crystal River continued meandering through the countryside far to the east of the city, with at least fifty miles separating Whitespire from the river’s edge.

“No way Curym’s getting at us from the river!” I said with relief.

“Water always finds a way,” Irenya rumbled. “Curym is a clever one. She will strike where we least expect it.”

“Well, then let’s get back to Whitespire and plan for the unexpected,” I said. “We’ll see what Arieste and Rizzala can add to help us defeat Curym and Zaddrith.”

The mention of Rizzala, the dark-skinned woman who had once been Emroth the Dusky, elicited an angry growl from Irenya.

“I don’t trust that one,” she said.

“When it comes to a fight for our lives,” I answered, “we may have to trust her. After all, she’s in Whitespire with the rest of us, so she’s in just as much danger.”

“Regardless,” Irenya grumbled, “Watch your back, and know that I’ll be watching it for you.”

“I will. And thank you.” I ran a hand along her long, serpentine neck. “I’ll watch your back, too.”

“I’ve seen that back of hers,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “It’s definitely one worth watching. Especially when you are on your knees behind her while she is on all fours with her ass--”

“Hey now,” I thought as I chuckled under my breath. “Let’s focus on the mission. Anything you can tell me about these dragons I’m up against? I know what powers Curym has, but what about Zaddrith?”

“Acid bite,” Nyvea said. “It’s a nasty one. Ask Irenya or Emroth about it, and they’ll tell you just how dangerous it can be.”

“Irenya, how dangerous is Zaddrith’s acid bite?”

“Very,” the dragon rumbled. “She has fangs like a serpent and a wicked bite strong enough to drive those fangs through even the thickest dragon scales. One bite is enough to incapacitate, and two are enough to kill even me.”

“Damn!” I breathed. “That’s going to make fighting her tough.”

“Arieste and I won’t let her get close enough to hurt you,” she said, her voice taking on a protective tone.

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” I said. “I’d hate to see you hurt. Either of you.”

A pleased growl echoed in Irenya’s throat. She poured on the speed, and we were soon flying over the lush farmlands surrounding Whitespire.

Looking down, I was relieved to see that the fields and farms were empty. Sir Galfred, Adath, and the King must have gotten the word out to the villages and hamlets in the kingdom of Elloriel to warn of the approaching army. Hopefully, that meant most of King Obragar’s people were now sheltered behind the city walls. Not only would that lead to fewer casualties, but it would give the king a bigger workforce to build up the city’s defenses.

As we approached Whitespire, I was impressed by how it had changed since I left it just a few days earlier. The city walls were already thirty feet tall, but the parapets had been fortified with tall, spiked wooden barriers. I counted five ballistae mounted at intervals along its length though I could see no other siege engines to give us an edge in the battle. Thousands of sharpened staves had been driven into the ground in front of the gate and along the wall. Even now, hundreds of men and women were working on pounding more of the stakes into the ground. Any army charging toward the wall would have to slow or be impaled.

We flew over the wall, and I saw the interior of the city was also a bustle of activity. People hauled carts laden with heavy stones, while draft animals pulled wagons carrying spears, swords, bows, arrows, rocks, and more lumber to build up the barricades. The Whitespire market was closed and the poles and supports of the stalls were being converted into more defenses for the city. I even saw people in the rich clothing of merchants and noblemen pitching in to help out.

All the people of Whitespire had come together in the face of this danger, and my victory over the first three dragons had renewed their fighting spirit

One bald-headed, bearded man turned his face toward me and waved as I flew over. I returned the wave and felt a smile spread to my lips. Adath, the de facto leader of the Grey Hunters’ Guild here in Whitespire, had done a lot to prepare the city’s defenses. I just hoped that he and Sir Galfred the Bold, knight of Iriador, had been able to raise enough of an army to repel the enemy.

More than a few terrified glances were cast toward us as Irenya and I swooped toward King Obragar’s castle. People still hadn’t gotten used to the white and red dragons being allies rather than enemies. It had only been a week since they saw Arieste swoop over the city and then leave the next day. This was their first time seeing Irenya, the dragon they knew and feared as Riamod. It would take them a while to grow accustomed to her presence.

But when they saw her fighting to save them, they would come to appreciate her as much as I did.

Arieste and Irenya had both become very important to me. Arieste was the one I could talk to if I had any doubts or questions, the emotional support in tough times. Irenya, however, was the spark of fire that kept life interesting. Where Arieste was calm and rational, Irenya was passionate and fierce. Together, the three of us made an effective team. I had no doubt we were going to win the battle for Whitespire. We just had to figure out how to do it without losing too many good people.

Irenya dropped toward the courtyard outside the palace and beat her wings to slow her speed. Stones cracked and crumbled under her bulk as she landed, but her legs absorbed the impact, so I barely felt a jolt. It was better flying and better landing than any airplane back on Earth, that much was for certain.

Arieste was lying down in the courtyard with her blue dragon eyes closed, but she stood and rumbled toward us when we landed. It felt good to see her, even after just a few hours apart. For a moment, I’d worried Zaddrith or Curym might have attacked her on her way back from Windwall.

I caught a glimpse of one of the city’s White Guards racing into the palace to warn King Obragar of my arrival. While a few of the others on duty at the front of the palace watched Irenya and me with wary eyes, there was far less fear than there had been the last time I flew into the city on a dragon’s back. The fact that the king knighted me Sir Ethan Dragonrider probably helped them to get used to the presence of the dragons who had once been their enemies.

“Time to become human again,” I said to my two dragons. “You’re never going to fit inside the palace in these bodies.”

Irenya’s dragon lips pulled back to reveal a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, and she let out a rasping sound I had to assume was dragon laughter.

I went to Arieste first. The white dragon dipped her head so I could touch the gemstone on her forehead and pull the magic from within her. I had taken her magical powers when I defeated her, but with the gemstone, I could give those powers back to her and turn her back into a dragon. Now I needed to take the magic and restore her to human form.

I gritted my teeth against the icy flow of her magic. It felt like being hit by a freezing cold waterfall, but I kept tugging on the power to pull it out of her body and back into myself. I felt the tattoo on my left bicep flare to life as the ice magic surged through my body then settled down deep within me. I didn’t understand exactly how the magic worked, but I knew somehow the tattoos gave me control over it.

As I sucked the magic out of her, her dragon form shifted and shrank. Her long dragon limbs shortened, her wings curled back into her body, her tail disappeared, and her skin changed from icy white scales to pale pink. Within seconds, she stood in her fully human form with her lithe body covered by nothing more than a gauzy white shift that did little to hide her beauty.

“I missed you,” I told her. Even though we’d only been apart for a few hours, I found myself surprisingly happy to see her. “Glad to see you made it back safely. Everything go alright with Rizzala and Sergeant Dai?”

“They haven’t killed each other yet,” Arieste said, and her smile wavered. “The ice of my lair was nowhere near as cold as the tension between those two.”

“I guess it’ll take him more than a few hours to stop thinking of her as Emroth,” I said with a shrug. “Where are they?”

“One of the White Guards led them off to your old chambers, where Sergeant Dai could keep a close eye on her.” She shook her head. “The Blackguard’s not going to let her out of his sight even if he never sleeps again.”

“We’ll have to do something about that,” I told her. “With Curym and Zaddrith coming for us, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

While Arieste busied herself getting dressed, I turned to Irenya. She lifted her head so I could get close to the gemstone in her chest. I placed a hand to the gemstone and sucked in a sharp breath as I felt the fiery magic coursing through the stone. It was like dipping my nerves into a lava flow, with roiling heat that wanted to be loosed on the world and burn everything in its path. With an effort, I pulled the magic out of her, through the gemstone, and back into my body. The fire hit me with staggering force, but I clenched my jaw and kept pulling.

As her body changed from dragon to human, her fiery eyes lost their spark, and turned into a gorgeous amber color. Instead of red scales, she had long, flowing red hair that curled around her face and bare shoulders. Her ragged dress did little to cover her ample breasts, narrow waist, and well-rounded hips.

“Well, that was fun.” She turned her eyes up to me, and her full lips creased into a playful smile. “Though I can definitely admit I enjoy this part as well.”

I glanced down at my hand, still nestled between her breasts. The gemstone had to be placed against her chest to transform her from dragon to human or vice versa, and it was certainly one of my favorite parts of the process too.

“Here,” I said as I reached into her pack and pulled out one of the red dresses she loved to wear. “You might want this.”

“Why?” She raised an eyebrow and seemed not at all embarrassed by her scant clothing. “You don’t like it when people look at me?”

“I worry you might give King Obragar a heart attack looking like that,” I said with a grin. “You take my breath away, so imagine what it will do to him.”

“Smooth, hero!” Nyvea purred in my mind.

“That silver tongue of yours never fails to delight, Ethan.” Irenya’s grin matched mine, and a mischievous look twinkled in her amber eyes as she climbed into her dress. “Maybe you can put it to good use again later, like you did last n—”

“Sir Ethan!” boomed a loud voice. I looked up from Irenya to see a tall, broad-shouldered man with fiery red hair and a beard to match stride from the palace. Sir Galfred spread his arms wide and clapped me on both shoulders, then pulled me into a bear hug. “It does my heart good to see you return from your mission to Windwall safely. Your companion, Arieste, has filled us in on everything that transpired in Kingshome. I trust you secured the aid of the Blackguard in our battle?”

“I did,” I said, “but I don’t think they’re going to be able to help us right now.”

“What?” Sir Galfred’s bushy eyebrows knitted together. “Surely their forces weren’t completely decimated by Emroth before you brought her down?”

“No, but they’re too far away to help us.” I shook my head. “Even if they rode horses as fast as they could go, they wouldn’t arrive before the armies of Curym and Zaddrith. The dragons and their minions are a little more than a day away.”

“Goddesses!” Sir Galfred’s face went a little pale, but his expression grew determined. “Come. The king must hear everything.”

“One moment,” I told the knight, then turned to the redhead. “Irenya, how are you feeling? That had to be a long way to fly, and after the battle with Emroth and her ghoulins. If you need to rest—”

“I am fine,” my lover said with a stubborn shake of her head. “It felt good to stretch my wings and use my magic once more. I want to see what I can do to help the people of Whitespire.” She shot me a wink. “A powerful man I know once said something about being a heroine, so I’d like to give that a shot and see what it feels like.”

I grinned and turned to Sir Galfred. “Lead the way!” I needed to go see Rizzala and Sergeant Dai, but I couldn’t refuse the king of Whitespire.

Irenya, Arieste, and I accompanied Sir Galfred through the palace toward King Obragar’s study. I noticed artisans and craftsmen had begun to repair the damage done to the palace by Riamod’s attack a week earlier, though all repairs had ceased as the city prepared for war. After we survived this battle, it would only be a matter of time until the palace once again looked as majestic and elegant as it had when I first arrived.

King Obragar was sitting in the plush armchair in his study reading over reports I guessed contained updates on the city’s preparations. He had a cup and a plate of food in his hands, but they looked like an almost ignored afterthought left by a concerned servant.

“Your Majesty,” Sir Galfred said, “Sir Ethan has returned and he bears grave news.”

King Obragar looked up, and I found he looked even older and more tired than when I’d seen him last. Worry for the welfare of his people had deepened the age lines of his face, and his blonde hair was almost as pale as Arieste’s. Dark circles made his blue eyes seem even more filled with anxiety.

“Sir Ethan, the Goddesses have smiled on you and brought you back from your mission to Windwall safely.” King Obragar stood slowly and extended a hand to me.

“It’s good to be back, Your Majesty.” I shook the king’s hand. “Windwall is safe, and they will be sending as many Blackguards as they can spare in order to render aid to our cause. Unfortunately, they’re not going to get here in time.”

I turned to the large wooden table that occupied the center of the king’s study and looked at the map of Elloriel. I scanned the curving outline of the Crystal River until I found the section that most resembled the area where I’d seen our enemies.

“Here,” I said and tapped the spot, “I saw them here almost an hour ago. Curym’s minions were traveling in and alongside the river, and Zaddrith and her minions were going through the forest.”

King Obragar and Sir Galfred bent over the map with matching frowns.

“A fast horse could cover that distance in about a day of hard riding,” Sir Galfred said to the king. “Assuming Zaddrith’s forces can’t quite match that pace, we’re looking at closer to a day and a half.”

“And what about Curym?” I asked. I ran my finger along the Crystal River. “Will she and her forces stick to the river, or can they fight on land, too?”

Sir Galfred shot the king a hesitant expression, then turned to Arieste and Irenya. “Perhaps this is a question they could answer better than I,” he said with only a trace of a frown.

“I have never encountered Curym’s minions,” Arieste said. “She was on the opposite side of the continent from me, and I never had cause to fly that far away from my lair.”

All of us turned to Irenya. The red-haired woman smiled, seeming pleased to be the center of attention.

“I only ever roamed into Curym’s lands once, long ago,” Irenya said, “before Zaddrith had claimed all the swamplands. Back then, Curym used the waterways to travel out of sight, protected by the depths from even my fire. If she is still the same dragon I faced back then, she and her minions will remain as close to the water as possible.”

My brow furrowed as I stared down at the map. The Crystal River meandered through forests and farmlands, but there were a few larger towns and villages along its banks.

“Do you think Curym will attack these?” I asked as I pointed to the settlements along the map.

Irenya frowned, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Curym’s mind is a mystery to me. She may seek treasure, to feed her minions, or simply to destroy as a tidal wave destroys the land it floods. I have never seen her out of water, so I can’t tell you what she wants or why she has chosen to join Zaddrith in attacking Whitespire.”

“But what can you tell us about Zaddrith?” I asked. “Why would she attack Whitespire?”

“Zaddrith is much like Emroth and Curym,” Irenya said. “She will hide until her enemy is too weak, then, like a viper, she will strike and let her acid bite kill her enemy. At her core, she is a coward. My guess is that she attacked because she felt threatened by something, so she seeks to overwhelm the threat before it can truly endanger her.”

“So she’s the kind of dragon that’s going to throw her minions at our walls, like Emroth did?” I asked.

“Definitely.” Irenya nodded. “Emroth did it because she was smaller and weaker than the other dragons she faced, but Zaddrith is simply unwilling to take the risk herself. She cannot produce as many minions as Emroth, especially not so far away from her lair, but she would have expended as much energy as was required to produce the army marching toward us. She’d only march with an army which she was confident would triumph.”

I turned to Sir Galfred and frowned. “The forest was too thick for me to get a good look at her army, but we’re going to be facing an enemy that numbers in the thousands. Tell me you’ve managed to raise an army of our own.”

“I wish I had better news for you,” Sir Galfred said, and his expression grew grim. “In the last week, I have managed to scrounge up a force of close to two hundred and fifty fighting men. Many from the White Guard, who have more experience at managing an angry mob than swinging a sword in battle. However, there are a few stalwarts from the nearby villages and towns that served in the militia. We can count on another hundred or so strong men and women willing to take up arms, but they have no more than a few days’ training under the Grey Hunters.”

“Damn!” I breathed.

“The good news is that the city’s defenses have been greatly improved.” Sir Galfred produced another map, this one of Whitespire, and spread it out on the table. “The cliffs to the north and east of the city will prevent the enemy from coming at us that way, so they will come at us from the west and south. Unfortunately, the forest to the south will give them enough cover to get within half a mile of the city walls before we can see them. For this reason, we have made the defenses there the strongest.”

King Obragar lifted one of the reports he’d been reading and scanned its contents. “According to your Grey Hunter friend, the battlements have been reinforced and raised, so the enemy will be hard-pressed to climb over them. The sharpened stakes outside the walls will slow them down enough that our archers can pick them off.”

“Which leads us to another problem,” Sir Galfred put in. “While there are more than enough bows to go around, the king’s armory only holds two thousand arrows. Divided among the one hundred competent archers we have mustered that is just twenty arrows apiece.”

“That’s two thousand enemies down,” I said. “Not bad, right?”

“Alas, in a battle, those two thousand arrows can be expected to bring down no more than three to five hundred men.” Sir Galfred stroked his bristling red moustache. “Flights of arrows are far less accurate than single shots, and too many fly wide of their mark or strike the earth.”

“Damn,” I said with a shake of my head. “And there’s no way we can make more?”

“All the fletchers in the city have been hard at work,” Sir Galfred said, “but they cannot produce more than a few hundred per day. If the enemy will hit us tomorrow…”

“Then that’s not going to make much of a difference.” I stared down at the city map. “What other defenses have you come up with? What can we use to fight back?”

“For that, you would have to speak to your friend Adath,” Sir Galfred said. “He is running things from the wall, while I am handling the training of the recruits.”

“Well, then, I need to go speak to Adath about the defenses,” I said. “There has to be a way the dragons and I can help out.”

“Your aid is greatly appreciated, Sir Ethan,” King Obragar said, and I heard the quaver of exhaustion in his voice. “I feared you would not return from Windwall in time.”

“I’m here now,” I said in the most confident tone I could muster. “I promised I’d help fight for Whitespire any way I can, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“We will lend our assistance, Your Majesty,” Arieste confirmed.

“I’d love nothing more than to roast a few thousand of Zaddrith and Curym’s minions,” Irenya added.

“Thank you,” the king said with a relieved expression. “All of you.”

I gave the king and Sir Galfred a little bow, then turned and strode from the room. I kept my pace slow so Irenya and Arieste would be able to easily match it.

“We need to do more,” I told them in a low voice so only they could hear. “I saw the city’s defenses as we flew over, and while it’s a start, it’s not enough. If they attack us now, we’re screwed.”
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Chapter Two

As we walked down the hallway that led away from the king’s study, I was struck by how empty the palace was. Last time I’d been here, there had been servants bustling about, busy caring for the king’s guests and keeping everything in order. Now, it was all but deserted, save for a few of the oldest men and maidservants.

“Looks like everyone is getting ready for the fight,” I remarked to Arieste and Irenya.

“From the size of that army, we’re going to need as many warriors as we can get,” Irenya said.

I noticed her use of the “we”. Not long ago, when we first arrived in Windwall, she’d spoken of the humans as “them,” as if she wasn’t one of them. She’d changed a lot over the course of our adventures in Ironfast. Hopefully she was starting to feel more at home among the humans. After all, she was one of us now.

“I saw no army as I flew back here with Rizzala,” Arieste said, “but I felt both Curym and Zaddrith drawing nearer. There was so much magic surrounding them; their minions must have numbered in the thousands.”

“At least two or three thousand,” I said and looked to Irenya for confirmation. “I couldn’t get a good count, but there were enough that it looked like the forest floor was covered in ants. Big, ugly, monster-sized ants.”

“Zaddrith will be the visible threat,” Irenya said, and her expression grew pensive, “but we cannot underestimate Curym. She will find a clever way, the way we least expect, while Zaddrith is throwing her forces straight at our walls.”

“Then we’re going to have to be more clever.” I shot a grin at them both. “Between the three of us, there’s no army or dragon we can’t defeat, right? We just kicked Emroth’s ass and all but wiped out her minions. We’ve got this.”

“That is right, hero!” Nyvea purred. “Nothing will stand in your way.”

I smiled at the sexy voice and hoped I sounded more confident than I felt. The ghoulins had been slow, their strength was in their numbers. I didn’t know what we were facing with Zaddrith and Curym, so I’d just have to be ready for anything.

As I moved through the palace heading toward the rooms where Rizzala and Sergeant Dai waited, a familiar figure appeared in the grand chamber and strode toward me. Princess Selene had a face as narrow as the king’s, framed by yellow-blonde hair. The blush of her cheeks matched the rosy red of her lips, and her button nose wrinkled as she smiled at the sight of me and my companions. She swept back her deep blue dress as she curtsied, which gave me a full view of her ample breasts.

“Sir Ethan, it is a pleasure to see you,” she said in a charming voice. Her expression was pleasant, but I saw the mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “It has been too long since we last… spoke.”

I tried not to blush as I thought of the last time the princess and I had done anything like talking together. We’d been interrupted by the king’s summons to deliver the news of the approaching threat. With my hasty flight to Windwall, I hadn’t had a chance to even see her.

“Your Highness,” I said with a bow. “That is how we’re supposed to address the princess, right?” I still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of manners and etiquette here on Iriador.

“Such formality?” Princess Selene cocked an eyebrow. “Call me Selene, please.” She graced my companions with a smile. “All of you. From what I hear, we’re about to owe the safety of our city to you.”

“We are going to fight like everyone else, Your High…er, Selene,” Arieste said and returned the princess’ smile. “We simply happen to have more powerful weapons at our disposal.”

“Indeed.” Princess Selene leaned closer and spoke in a low voice. “Perhaps one of these days, you could take me for a ride? I imagine flying on a dragon’s back is unlike anything else in this world.”

“Oh myyyyyyy,” Neyvea purred in my mind. “After you give her a ride on one of your dragons, you should give her a ride on that big, thick, pen--”

“There is nothing like it,” I said to the princess as I pushed Neyvea’s vision of Selene straddling me out of my head. “And, if your father has no objections, perhaps when this battle is over, we will have a chance to take that ride.”

“My father,” Princess Selene said, and her voice dropped to a monotone. “He would order me to remain safely on the ground.”

“He’s just doing what any father would,” I replied. “You’re his only daughter, so of course he’d want to keep you safe.”

“I’m not a child any longer.” The princess held her head high, and her expression grew imperious, regal. “He cannot shelter me as he once did.”

“Perhaps he will listen to me,” Arieste said, and she took the princess’ hand in hers. “I will talk to him for you, and I would be happy to take you to the skies.”

“I’d like that very much.” The princess’ eyes sparkled with delight.

“If you will excuse us, Selene,” I said and swept a little bow like I’d seen Sir Galfred do, “we’re going to see if we can find a way to help make the preparations for the battle.”

“Of course, Sir Ethan.” The princess curtsied, smiled at Arieste and Irenya, then swept from the grand chamber in an elegant flurry of golden hair and blue cloth.

We hadn’t taken two steps when I saw the familiar black beard and bald head of Adath the Grey Hunter striding through the entrance of the grand chamber toward us.

“Ethan!” he called out, and a broad smile stretched his face. “I hurried here the moment I saw you fly over, but I suppose these feet of mine could never match the speed of your dragons’ wings.” He winked at Arieste, and the smile only slipped a little as his eyes fell on Irenya. Though most of the people in Whitespire knew the truth about who these women were, it would take time for them to get over the fact that Irenya wasn’t Riamod, the red dragon who had terrorized the city for years.

I pulled Adath into a hug and slapped his back. Adath was the one to teach me to fight with an axe, and he’d been the closest thing I had to a friend on my arrival here in Whitespire. It was odd to realize how much I’d missed the man.

“Looks like the walk did you good.” I grinned and pointed at his knee, which had been injured in the battle with Frosdar’s minions. “That limp has healed right up.”

“A few days of hard work will cure anything, so my pa used to say.” He shrugged. “Maybe you should spend some time hauling and building instead of riding around on your winged carriages like some uppity nobleman, else you might go soft on me.” He jabbed a finger into my mailed midsection.

I laughed, and the feeling of camaraderie helped to melt away my worries over the impending attack. As long as I had men like Adath to fight beside, Zaddrith and Curym didn’t stand a chance.

“Sir Galfred just filled me in on the preparations for the battle,” I said. “I was looking at your fortifications when I flew over, and I was wondering what else you had in mind besides the spikes outside the wall.”

“Young pup’s got it in his head he can outthink an old wolf like me, eh?” Adath cocked an eyebrow. “Been in a lot of sieges, have you?”

“No,” I said with a shrug, “but I’ve had enough learning experience to have something to offer.” He didn’t need to know that my ‘learning experience’ included playing lots and lots of video games and reading historical fiction.

“Right.” Adath scowled, but a moment later a broad grin broke out on his strong, bearded face. “Don’t worry, lad. I’m not too proud to think I’ve got the answers for everything. I’d welcome any ideas you’ve got.”

“So tell me, what have you got cooked up for the enemy?” I asked.

“For now, all I’ve managed to come up with are the spikes and the barriers atop the wall.” Adath’s expression grew grim. “I’ve had all the masons and stoneworkers in Whitespire hauling rocks, so we’ll have those to drop atop ‘em if they get too close. With the archers we’ve recruited and Grendis has trained, we ought to hold off a few waves of them. But if they make it over the wall, we’re in serious trouble.”

“We’ll have to stop that from happening.” I turned to Irenya and Arieste. “Between the three of us, we ought to be able to keep them back.”

“But that’s the problem,” Adath said with a frown. “We need them to throw themselves at the wall. It’s the only way we can defeat them.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise.

“Sir Galfred told you how many men we had, right?” Adath asked. “Three hundred and fifty is enough to hold the wall, but the moment we leave the city’s protection, we’ll be overwhelmed. We need the bastards to come at us straight on and keep coming until we’ve killed every last one of them. Or at least enough of them that we can pick them off as they’re retreating. If too many survive, we’ll have to deal with the dragon’s minions roaming through our lands, destroying crops and killing our people. We’ve got to keep them coming at us.”

“So if Zaddrith sees Irenya flying toward her minions, she’ll just pull them back?” I asked.

“Precisely,” Adath said. He sighed and ran a hand over his bald head. “Much as I hate the thought of it, we’re going to have to hold that wall until we’ve dealt with them. Or until we come up with another army to take them from the back.”

“What about the Blackguards?” I asked. “If we could get some men from Windwall here, they could attack from the rear and catch the enemy off-guard.”

“That could work, but you’d need at least five or six hundred for a definitive victory.” Adath’s expression turned pensive, and he stroked the two waist-length braids of his black beard. “Even then, there’s the matter of the dragons themselves.”

“You leave Zaddrith and Curym to us,” I said with a confident grin. I shot a glance at Irenya and Arieste, who nodded agreement. “You just keep the enemy grunts from getting over the walls.”

“Easier said than done,” Adath muttered. “With the weapons and armor from the king’s armory, we’ve got enough to arm two-thirds of our men. Master Krantin and the rest of the smiths in Whitespire are working to produce more, but it takes time to forge good swords and spears.”

“What if I could bring you weapons?” Irenya asked.

Adath, Arieste, and I all turned to the red-haired woman in surprise.

“Riamod’s hoard,” she said with a self-satisfied smile. “I doubt any of the other dragons on Iriador could match it. And it’s not just gold and treasures, either. I’ve got weapons, magical and mundane, tucked away among the rest.”

“How many?” I asked.

Her forehead creased into a frown. “Fifty, maybe more.”

“Fifty?” My eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t see anywhere near that many weapons in your lair.”

“You just have to know where to look,” Irenya said, and her smile grew wider. “I was always fearful of my hoard being stolen. There’s a lot hidden in places a human would never think to look.”

“Fucking A!” I shouted and pumped a fist into the air. “Do you feel up to flying there now and getting them?”

“Sure,” Irenya said with a nod. “But you’ll have to come with me. You’re the only one that can survive the heat inside the mountain, and I’ll need hands to help load up the weapons.”

Riamod’s lair was set in the heart of a volcano, and only my fire magic would protect me from being roasted to a crisp. I wanted to go with her, but I couldn’t leave Whitespire yet. It would take a few hours to fly there, gather the weapons, then return home. I needed to be sure everything was ready for the enemy before I could even think about leaving.

At that moment, two servants walked past carrying a heavy load of debris and rubble wrapped in thick canvas knotted at both ends to make a sort of hammock or sling. The sight gave me an idea.

“What if you could do all the hauling yourself?” I asked. “Can your claws hold the weapons?”

“Yes,” Irenya replied, “but I could only carry one or two, and there would always be the chance they’d fall out while I was flying.”

“But what if we could make you a sort of bundle-thing to carry it all?” I asked. “You could load it up with weapons, wrap it up, and carry it all in your claws. Would that work?”

Irenya’s brow furrowed. I shot a glance at Arieste, who gave me a slow nod, her face pensive. “It could work,” she said.

“It wouldn’t be much different from hauling off a laden wagon or a full-grown ox,” Irenya put in after a moment.

“Then we’re doing it!” Relief flooded me.

I hurried after the servants, who had just dumped their rubble into the growing pile outside the palace and were returning to gather another load. I simply told them who I was and that the king needed the canvas, and they surrendered it without hesitation.

I studied the canvas, which was made of a durable cotton weave. I racked my brain to think back to my Chicago Fire Academy lessons on the burn temperature of various materials. If I remembered correctly, cotton self-ignited at six or seven hundred degrees. How hot was Irenya’s lair? I doubted she could answer in Fahrenheit, but maybe there was another way to figure out if the canvas could withstand the heat.

“When you were Riamod, how did you bring treasure to your lair?” I asked the red-haired woman.

“In my dragon form, I can drag off a whole wooden wagon or cart in my claws,” Irenya replied. “Riamod’s minions, however, left whatever treasure they gathered in their raids at the entrance to my lair. Even they could not withstand the heat within.”

“Did you ever haul anything wrapped in canvas?” I asked.

“Of course,” Irenya said with a nod. “When Riamod’s minions raided human villages along the coast, they found plenty of what you call sailcloth or canvas. It was highly resistant to the heat of the cave.”

“So, if you brought this with you, it would survive to wrap the weapons and bring them back here?” I asked.

“I don’t see why not,” she replied.

I led Irenya out to the courtyard, drew the gemstone, and placed it against her chest. With an effort, I tapped into the fire magic and willed it to flow through my arms, the stone, and into her body. I could feel my body protesting as the magic surged through me. It had been too long since I slept and using the power drained me even more. But I had no time to rest now. We had to prepare the city for the enemy.

When Irenya stood in her full dragon form, I spread the canvas tarp at her feet.

“Try to wrap it into a bundle,” I said and pointed to the knotted ends. “I can make the knots bigger if you need.”

It looked odd to see a sixty-foot long dragon clawing at two knotted ends of a tarp, trying to fold them into a bundle. After the third try, she managed to roll it into a bundle, thread her claws through the two knotted ends, and lift it from the ground without spilling the rubble I’d heaped in the middle of the canvas.

“You got this?” I asked and stared into her fiery dragon eyes.

“I think so,” Irenya rumbled and dipped her huge head. “It may take me longer to sort through the piles myself.”

I contemplated going with her. If I helped, we could bundle up the weapons and return them to Whitespire faster. But it wouldn’t shave more than half an hour off the trip, and the journey to her lair and back would take just as long. I might be better-served using my time learning the layout of the city’s defenses and see if I could find a way to beef things up.

“We can afford to wait,” I told her. “A few hours won’t make a huge difference, but all those weapons will! We’re counting on you, Irenya.”

She gave a little growl in her throat, then turned and took two lumbering steps before leaping high into the air. She beat at the air with her wings, and the wind nearly knocked me from my feet. I watched her as she gained altitude and turned toward the west, the direction in which lay the lands once ruled by Riamod.

“Hard to believe just a few days ago, I was worried I couldn’t trust her,” I told Nyvea in my mind. “Now, I’m letting her fly away in her dragon form.”

“Things have changed,” the voice from the amulet purred. “She has changed. You know that. She’s linked to you as inextricably as Arieste is. And not just for your power. For you, hero.”

I smiled and turned back to Arieste and Adath, who had followed us out into the courtyard. “Well, that’s one problem down. Anything else that needs solving while I’m at it?”

“You could pluck an army out of midair and bring lightning down on the dragons,” Adath offered helpfully.

His words gave me an idea, and I turned to Arieste.

“Think you’re up for a trip back to Windwall?” I asked.

“Why?” Her brow furrowed, and she gave me a puzzled look.

“Even if Captain Daxos and his men rode out of the city the minute we left them, which they almost certainly didn’t, it’s still going to take weeks to get here,” I said with a shake of my head. “Seeing that army and hearing how many men we’ve got to fight, I don’t think we’ll have that much time.”

“So you want me to fly to Windwall and…?” Arieste raised an eyebrow.

“Carry as many men back here as you can,” I replied.

Both of Arieste’s pale blonde eyebrows shot up. “Carry men? All that distance?”

“Yes.” I took one of her hands. “Look, I know it’s asking a lot. It’s a lot of weight and a long way to fly, so if you’re not up to it, no one will fault you.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” Arieste said with a scowl. “Not everyone takes to riding on my back like you do.”

“Ahh, of course.” I felt my mouth pull into a frown as I considered what to do. “What if you brought Captain Daxos back with you? He’s flown before, and I’m sure his men will follow him.”

“Perhaps that will work,” Arieste replied. “But I will need someone human to come with me. Without you to change me back into my human form, I will be stuck as a dragon. I doubt the Council of Four would be willing to negotiate with me like that.”

I drew in a deep breath as I tried to figure out a solution. Her point was valid since not everyone had gotten used to dragons being friendly instead of enemies. There was always the risk of a stray ballista bolt hurting Arieste, and it would be difficult to send a message to the Council of Four without someone to carry it.

But Captain Daxos wasn’t the only Blackguard that had ridden one of my dragons back in Windwall. We had another who could make the journey.

“Adath,” I said as I turned to my bearded friend, “can you take a message to the king for me?”

“Sure,” Adath replied with a nod. “I was just headed there to give him an update on our progress.”

“Excellent!” I clapped him on the back, excited. “Tell him I need a letter drafted to the Council of Four laying out the threat we’re facing. And, he needs to urge the Council to send as many men as they can spare right now.”

“Should he include something about them riding on your dragon’s back?” Adath asked and cocked a bushy black eyebrow.

“Nah,” I said with a grin. “I’ll let Sergeant Dai and Arieste do that part.”

As Adath strode into the palace to relay my message to the king, I heard Arieste catch her breath behind me, and when I turned to her, I saw worry sparkling in her pale blue eyes.

“He will not leave her side,” Arieste said.

“That’s what I figured,” I replied and shrugged. “But I’ll just have to talk him into understanding the importance of this mission.”

Arieste gave me a long, piercing gaze, then nodded. “They are in the rooms where we stayed when we first returned.”

That surprised me. The rooms had been comfortable, fairly spacious, and some of the better guest rooms. King Obragar must have understood the significance of the arrival of the Blackguard and his captive in order to give them the chambers.

“Then we know where to find them,” I said. I held out my arm to her, and she took it. Together, we walked back into the palace, up to the second floor, and into the wing the king had reserved for guests. The carpets, tapestries, and furnishings were simple yet elegant, in rich purples, reds, and earthy browns. Light streamed in through grand windows set at both ends of the hallway and set the brass and gold candlesticks and lamp sconces shining bright.

“I am worried about you, Ethan,” Arieste said in a quiet voice as we walked. “We have been fighting and running without proper rest for days. I worry that you will push too hard, use too much magic, and burn yourself out.”

I knew she was right. I could already feel my nerves growing ragged, my body reaching its limits as I kept using the magic. The more I used, the more dangerous it became. Unfortunately, right now, there was nothing I could do to stop it.

“I can’t rest, Arieste,” I said. “The enemy is too close. There’s too much to do to prepare the city for the inevitable.”

“If you collapse and burn out your magic, you will be of no use to anyone,” she told me, and I heard genuine concern in her voice. Her hand gripped my arm tighter. “You must take care of yourself. For all of our sakes if not your own.”

“You’re right,” I said, and let out a long sigh. “I promise that I will rest as soon as I can.”

“Not good enough.” Arieste’s tone left no room for argument. “Promise me that you will rest tonight, once the sun sets, before the battle is joined.”

“But—”

She whirled on me, and flames of cool ice burned in her pale blue eyes. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” I said. As always, Arieste’s forcefulness caught me by surprise. She was usually so calm, cool, and collected, yet she had an inner intensity and ferocity that not even Irenya could match. It was part of what made me like her so much.

We reached my old rooms and found two White Guards standing at attention outside, facing the door. They weren’t going to take any chances with a new dragon woman and a Blackguard in the palace.

“Sir Ethan,” said one of the guards and snapped a salute.

I returned the salute, then turned and knocked on the door. After a moment, a deep voice called out, “Come.” Sergeant Dai, eloquent as ever.

I opened the door and stepped aside for Arieste to enter, then followed behind. Sergeant Dai stood just within the rooms. The sergeant was a short man built entirely of muscle, with a bald head rather than the long braids of the people of Windwall. His thick hands rested on his mace and heavy short sword, his eyes fixed on the dark-skinned woman sitting on the couch before the fireplace. Rizzala’s skin was a deep mahogany color, and she was tall, just a few inches shorter than me. She had strong shoulders and arms, full breasts, and hips and legs that would have looked perfectly at home in a sports bikini

She lifted her head and fixed me with a stern glare. “Come to gloat, little human?” Her voice was hard and echoed with barely restrained fury.

“Actually, I’ve come to talk to Sergeant Dai about returning to Windwall.”

Rizzala stiffened, and fear flashed in her eyes. When I turned to the sergeant, I found myself staring at a face as hard as the stone walls around me, with about as much emotion, too.

“Sergeant, I agreed to your request to accompany this woman to Whitespire to keep an eye on her,” I said, “but now I’m going to need to ask you to accompany Arieste back to Windwall.”

“No.” A single word, but spoken with a stubbornness even a mountain would envy.

“Sergeant,” I said and fixed him with a hard gaze, “in all the time we traveled through Ironfast, did I do anything to make you doubt that I was acting in the best interest of the people of Windwall?”

After a moment, Sergeant Dai grunted and shook his head.

“Right now, I need to act in the best interest of the people of Whitespire,” I told him. “There’s an army coming this way, and if we don’t get quicker help from your city, there’s a very real chance Whitespire won’t survive. I need you to convince the Council of Four to send as many Blackguards as they can spare. Captain Daxos is the Military Councilor now, thanks to me and my dragons, and I know he’ll listen to you, Arieste, and the message I’ll be sending from the king.”

“I stay with her,” the sergeant said in a voice nearly as deep as a dragon’s.

“This is war, sergeant.” I took a step closer and stared down at him. “We’re fighting for our survival now. If the city falls, the dragons and their minions will kill both of you as surely as they’ll kill the rest of us. But if you bring help from Windwall, we have a chance of not just surviving, but winning this battle. I understand your anger at her for everything she did as Emroth, but Emroth is dead. You defeated her along with us. Now we need your help to save our city, too.”

“And her?” the sergeant asked and his eyes went to Rizzala.

I strode around the couch and sat facing the tall, dark-skinned woman in front of me.

“Zaddrith the Caustic and Curym Waterblade are going to attack our city tomorrow,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Nothing we can do will stop that. All we can do is fight them off and keep fighting until we win.”

Rizzala’s expression revealed how little that mattered to her.

“They’re going to kill all the humans,” I told her. “That means me, Arieste, Sergeant Dai, and you, too.”

Her face stiffened, and her eyes flashed down to her human hands, limbs, and form. She clearly hadn’t gotten accustomed to the idea that she was no longer a dragon. Both Irenya and Arieste had also needed time.

“I need your help,” I said. “Whitespire needs your help. And you need my help to survive. If I kept you locked in this room, you would die when the enemy overwhelms our defenses and sweeps through the city. The army marching toward us is going to kill you as surely as they’ll kill us. But if you fight beside us, take a stand, we have a chance of winning.” I leaned back against the couch, but my eyes never left hers. “The choice is yours.”

A long moment of silence elapsed as our eyes remained locked. I saw a swirl of emotions pass across Rizzala’s face, disdain for humans mingled with fear of death and hesitance as she considered my offer. I could only hope she’d see the truth of our situation and accept this for what it was: a way to move forward.

After nearly a minute without a sound, Rizzala nodded. “I will fight,” she said. “I will survive.”

“Excellent,” I said, and felt a relieved grin spread across my face. I stood and turned to Sergeant Dai. “What is your choice, sergeant? Will you help Whitespire in its hour of need?”

Sergeant Dai grunted but nodded.

“Thank you.” I extended a hand, which he took. His grip was firm, his forearms thick with corded muscle. “We’re counting on you for our survival.”

The White Guards outside the room stiffened as they saw Sergeant Dai and Rizzala accompanying me and Arieste, but they let us pass with only a wary glance. They fell into step behind us, clearly unwilling to let either the Blackguard or the dragon woman out of their sight.

We strode through the halls, down the stairs, and out of the grand chamber into the main courtyard. Arieste stripped out of her dress, folded it, and stuffed it into her pack. She turned to me with a hard look. “Remember your promise,” she said.

“I will,” I said with a grin, then pulled her close and pressed a kiss to her lips. Her body melted against mine, and I felt the warmth of her skin through her thin shift. It took all of my willpower to break off the kiss and ignore the stirrings in my trousers. There were more important things to do now, but I resolved to make time for more when she returned. The look in her eyes echoed my thoughts.

I drew out the gemstone and pressed it to her forehead and then tapped into the ice magic within me. It felt like dunking my head into a fast-flowing river covered in ice floes, freezing cold and rushing with enough force to knock me off my feet. I channeled the power through the gemstone and into her body. Her long, lithe legs elongated to powerful dragon limbs, wings burst from her side, and her face shifted into a serpentine mouth filled with fangs and burning blue eyes.

Sergeant Dai muttered something under his breath as he watched the transformation, and a hard, fierce look burned in Rizzala’s eyes. If she was anything like Arieste or Irenya, she was probably trying to figure out the best way to get her powers back. I’d show her that all she needed to do was help me save people, and once I could trust her, I’d return them freely.

A runner brought us the king’s message, which I handed to Sergeant Dai. “Make sure Captain Daxos knows how dire the situation is,” I told him. “Even if your men are marching or riding toward us, you won’t make it in time. We need you to bring back as many Blackguards from Windwall as Arieste can carry so they can get here faster. Even if you have to rendezvous with the force on the move, we need those men!”

Sergeant Dai grunted and clambered onto Arieste’s back.

“Come back to me,” I called to Arieste. “We’re going to need your help to get through this.”

“Take care of yourself, Dragonrider,” Arieste rumbled in her rich dragon voice. She turned and leapt high into the air with a single bound. I watched her as she soared upward, her powerful wings lifting her sleek dragon body toward the sky. I had a moment of envy as I saw Sergeant Dai cling to her back. I could never get enough of the thrill of flying high above Iriador, but I knew the stoic warrior still wasn’t used to the experience.

I turned to Rizzala, who stood beside me with her eyes fixed on the departing dragon.

“You have my word that no one in Whitespire will harm you,” I told her. “We’re going to need your help to survive this.”

Rizzala said nothing, but nodded. Her expression was pensive though it had lost the calculating look from a moment earlier.

Behind Rizzala, I caught a glimpse of Adath hurrying from the palace, his expression grim.

“What’s the matter?” I called out to my bearded Grey Hunter friend as he strode towards me.

“We’ve got a problem,” Adath replied in a quiet voice. “A big problem, one that could cost us this battle if we don’t solve it quickly.”
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Chapter Three

“I’ve just received word from the builders on the wall that we’re out of lumber,” Adath said, and his brow furrowed with worry. “We need more to finish raising the wall, but there’s no way to get more in time.”

“Why not?” I asked. “There are plenty of trees in the forest south of the wall. Unless you can’t use green wood.”

“Green wood is suitable for our improvised defenses, but the trees surrounding the city wouldn’t work even if they were fully seasoned,” Adath said with a shake of his bald head. “Too many knots to make it suitable to turn into usable lumber.”

“How far would we have to go to get decent wood?” I asked Adath.

The black-bearded man glanced down at the scroll in his hands. “It says the nearest section of forest approved by the Woodcutters’ Guild for logging is thirty miles to the northeast of Whitespire. Just west of the village of Lumberhaul.”

Twenty miles. A horse-drawn wagon would make that journey in three or four hours. Add to that the amount of time required for cutting down the trees, de-branching them, loading, and carting them back here, there was no way we could get it done.

I shot a glance at Rizzala, who stood beside me. Her dragon form was too small to haul enough lumber to make a difference. I didn’t dare suggest harnessing her to a cart because I knew there was no way the proud dragon woman would even consider it. Without Irenya and Arieste, we would have to find another way.

“Isn’t there any other source of lumber?” I asked, then turned and stared down the hill at the city of Whitespire. Most of the buildings were made of stone and whitewashed brick, but there had to be enough wooden structures down there to come up with additional building materials. “What if we tore down a few buildings for materials?”

“That would take time and deprive the walls of the men needed to build the defenses.” Adath sighed and shook his head. “Besides, the amount of lumber we’d get by tearing down buildings would be nowhere near enough to solve our problem.”

“Damn.” I frowned and scratched my chin as I tried to figure out a solution. Finally, I let out a long breath and looked up at Adath. “Irenya’s going to be back within an hour, two at most. Once she returns, we can take a team of woodcutters out to the forest and get that lumber.”

Relief shone in Adath’s eyes, and the anxiety faded from his face. “You’re certain she’ll be back in time?”

“Yes,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. “Irenya knows how urgently we need those weapons, so she’ll get back here as quickly as she can. In the meantime, can you show me the defenses you’ve rigged up for the city walls? I only got a quick view as I was flying over, but maybe seeing them up close will give me some ideas.”

“Certainly,” Adath said and nodded. “I was returning that way myself, once I pay a visit to Grendis and his archers.”

I raised an eyebrow at the mention of Grendis, one of the Grey Hunters that had accompanied us on our journey to defeat Frosdar. The man had disliked me because I accidentally killed one of his fellow Grey Hunters, and he’d made sure I knew it. It took me saving his life with my EMT skills to change his opinion of me. He’d been instrumental in fighting off Riamod when the red dragon attacked the city.

I followed Adath from the palace courtyard and around through the side entrances to the stables. He paused only long enough to bark an order for a stable hand to prepare three horses before he kept moving past Master Krastin’s burned-down blacksmith shop to a training yard I hadn’t seen before. In the yard, a handful of White Guards trained on one side, while the other side was occupied by nearly fifty archers firing arrows at straw targets. A tall, rangy man with a hawkish nose and a short brown beard was pacing behind them and calling orders. His voice rang out with displeasure as he berated the recruits for their ineptitude.

“Always had a way with people, didn’t you, Grendis?” Adath called out.

The man whirled and his dark eyes narrowed as he caught sight of Adath, Rizzala, and me.

“Dragonrider,” he said with a nod, then returned his attention to Adath. “The knight gave me this job because he wanted men who knew how to fire a bow, not pick flowers in a grassy meadow. You want me to coddle them, you’ll be sorely disappointed.”

“Maybe a bit less shouting,” Adath said.

The suggestion earned one of Grendis’ trademark scowls. The man certainly did know how to look irritated like a professional.

“How are they doing?” I asked.

“I’ve seen toddling infants with better aim than them!” Grendis muttered and shook his head. “But, given what we’re up against, I suppose they’ll do better than nothing.”

“That means they’re not bad,” Adath whispered to me. “That’s as close as he comes to giving praise.”

“The hard part’ll be keeping them from loosing all their arrows at once,” Grendis continued, as if he hadn’t heard Adath. “Unless you can find a way magically to produce arrows like you have with these dragons of yours.”

“Sorry,” I said with a grin, “as far as I know, arrow-producing magic doesn’t exist. I’m working on a way to get more lumber, but for now we’ll have to make do with what we’ve got.”

“Then I’ll have to focus on keeping them in line,” Grendis said. “The sort of discipline they need only comes with time, and time’s something we don’t have too much of.”

“If anyone can turn them into a fighting force,” I said, “it’s you. I saw the way you handled your bow back in Riamod’s land. I was impressed, to say the least.”

Grendis’ scowl softened, and something that might have been a hint of a smile toyed at his lips. Any trace of mirth died a moment later when he whirled back to the archers and began shouting at one young man who had the poor sense to step in his comrade’s line of fire.

We stood and watched Grendis and the archers for a few minutes. True to his word, most of them could hit their targets with reasonable accuracy, and they kept up a decent stream of fire. There were a few that would probably be better off on the wall than firing a bow, but for the most part, the archers looked like they’d perform well in the battle.

“Good enough,” Adath said after a long moment. He must have realized the same thing I did, for he turned without another word and walked back through the palace. I matched his pace and glanced over my shoulder to see if Rizzala was following. Her expression was unreadable, her spine and head straight as a spear, but she kept up with us as we reached the stables.

Three horses stood saddled and ready for us, and Adath mounted up without hesitation. I paused as I realized that Rizzala might not have experience riding. It had been something new for Arieste, back when she was first changed from human to dragon.

“Can you ride?” I asked her in a quiet voice.

She shot me a scowl but said nothing. It could be that her pride prevented her from admitting she couldn’t ride or she simply didn’t know if her human form was capable of it.

“It took me a while to learn to ride,” I offered as I climbed aboard my horse’s saddle. “But it’s not too hard.”

I made sure to do everything slow and clearly enough that she could see what I was doing. Arieste and Irenya had both learned to eat, dress, and do other human things by watching me and others. Maybe Rizzala could learn to ride the same way.

She mounted her horse with surprising grace and sat stiff-backed in her saddle. One glance at her rigid expression showed me the nervousness in her eyes, but I couldn’t think of anything to say to help her be at ease. She’d just have to learn on the go.

“Let’s go,” I said to Adath.

With a nod, the Grey Hunter kicked his horse into a slow trot. I tried to exaggerate the way I lifted myself off the saddle with my legs for Rizzala’s sake, but I quickly found that to be more exhausting than simply riding. It had been barely a week since the last time I rode, but it felt like a lifetime ago. Being on horseback could never compare to flying through the skies on Irenya’s or Arieste’s back.

Rizzala managed to stay seated as we trotted down the slope, past the three-story mansions of Whitespire’s lords, ladies, and richer merchants. Once again, I found myself struck by the quaint simplicity of the city, with its red roof tiles, whitewashed walls, and stained glass windows. Everything about the city, down to its cobblestone streets and the colorful medieval-style clothing of the people, felt like stepping right into a picture book.

Yet as I reached the marketplace, I couldn’t help noticing how utterly empty it was. Last time I passed through, it had been bustling with commerce. No merchants hawked their wares, and there were none of the delicious food smells that had filled the air last time. The silence and stillness of the marketplace served as a pointed reminder of the danger we faced. Life in Whitespire had been placed on hold until we won the fight for our survival.

Adath rode for the city gate, then reined in his horse and dismounted quickly. I followed suit and found Rizzala managed to descend from her saddle without too much difficulty. She walked with the stiff gait caused by sore muscles, but she survived her first ride far better than I’d handled mine.

Up close to the walls of Whitespire, I could see the interior defenses Adath had erected. Wooden barriers had been built atop the wall to provide shelter from missile fire for the soldiers that would hold the parapets. Dozens of rope-pulleys were erected along the length of the wall. They would serve to haul weapons and food up to the defenders on the top, as well as the stones, crumbled masonry, and other debris that lay piled beside the wall.

“As you can see, we’ve been busy,” Adath said with a proud grin. “We’ve made use of every scrap of material we could come up with.”

I followed Adath up onto the wall, with Rizzala behind us. The air filled with the sound of pounding hammers, the sliding of saws, and foremen shouting orders to the builders. People rushed past us carrying armloads of building materials to continue fortifying the defenses. On the ground below, two horse-drawn wagons arrived bringing supplies: more stones to hurl at the enemy, food for the defenders, and what had to be the last of the lumber.

“We’ll have to defend this stretch of city wall,” Adath said. His gesture encompassed a section roughly one-quarter mile in length. “It’s a lot of wall to cover, especially given how few men we have, but the spikes ought to help even the odds a bit.”

I peered through an opening in the raised wooden barrier and studied the forest of spikes below. There had to be at least five hundred driven into the ground, arrayed like a thornbush in front of the wall.

“It won’t stop them, but it’ll slow the bastards down,” Adath said. “More than a few of them will be driven onto the spikes by the momentum of their charge, and the rest will have to take their eyes off us to see where they’re going. Anything that slows the charge gives us an edge.”

“Thankfully, we’ve got the ballistae,” I said, and pointed to the two massive crossbow-like siege weapons mounted on the wall to the south. “Those ought to do some serious damage.”

“They would,” Adath replied with a frown, “if only we had the ammunition for them. Our stock of bolts burned down in the armory when Riamod attacked.”

“Damn!” I clenched a fist. “If we get lumber, could we use it to churn out some bolts?”

“If we could get enough hardwood trees with long, straight branches, it might work,” Adath said. “I might be able to spare a few engineers to make it work, but only if we get the wood.”

Again, it all came down to lumber. I racked my mind for any ideas we could use to help strengthen the city’s defenses or delay the enemy without needed wood. My eyes were drawn to the flat, cleared land around the city wall, and I remembered something I’d read in one of my favorite historical fiction novels.

“What if we filled the flat, open land with rubble and debris?” I asked. “We could use the stone and brick down there to slow them down more.”

“A good plan, lad.” Adath frowned. “Problem is, if we use it all out there, we’ll have nothing in here to throw down at them.”

“So just use the smaller bits,” I said as I turned to stare at the piles of debris on the ground below. “You’ll probably only be dropping the big chunks down at the enemies, but the small chunks of brick and stone will be ignored. But if you put it out there, it could act like loose gravel to trip up the enemy and slow them down.”

After a moment, Adath nodded. “Good thinking, Dragonrider. I’ll give the order now.” He rushed down the steps and quickly barked out orders to one of the wagon teams that had brought the stones. They were soon loading up the smaller chunks of stone and brick.

I returned my attention to studying Whitespire’s defenses. The city gate was solid wood banded with iron, and a massive steel bar would hold it in place. Add to that the portcullis, and nothing short of a dragon would get through that. The city wall was tall enough to keep out most enemies, so the defenses should hold. The problem was the defenses were just that: defensive. We had no way to bite back at the enemies who were attacking us with our current setup.

“Do you have any ideas?” I asked as I turned to Rizzala. “You fought the Windwall for hundreds of years. Did you learn anything that could help us?”

The dark-skinned woman stared at me as if I’d asked her to sprout three heads and a forked tongue.

“You’re stuck in here as much as the rest of us,” I reminded her. “We’ve all got to fight to get through this. If you have something that could make a difference, now’s the time to speak up.”

Rizzala fixed me with an unreadable expression, and the silence stretched on for long seconds. Finally, she spoke in a quiet voice. “Fire.”

“What about it?” I asked.

“Curym is afraid of fire, and so are her minions,” she said. “If you want to keep them back, fire will do the trick.”

“And what of Zaddrith’s minions?” I asked. “Will fire work on them?”

“Perhaps,” she said with a shrug of her strong shoulders. “They do not fear it like Curym’s creatures, but it will kill them well enough.”

“Good,” I said, and shot her my most charming DePaolo grin. “That’s going to make a huge difference when it comes time for battle.”

A few cries of “Dragon!” echoed from the people below. I instinctively turned toward the northeast and my shoulders tensed as I worried Zaddrith and Curym had appeared over the horizon. Only empty fields and silent forests met my gaze. I glanced at those that had called out and realized they were staring toward the west.

To my surprise, I felt Irenya’s fire magic hurtling toward me at an amazing speed. I glanced up at the sun and was shocked when it looked two hours lower in the sky.

“Time flies when you’re fighting for your life,” I told Nyvea with a grin.

I could sense the flames coursing through Irenya a moment before I spotted her huge red dragon body hurtling through the air. I didn’t need the Mark of the Guardian to search for the tether connecting her to her magic. I was the source of that magic. I had claimed it when I defeated her and pressed her red gemstone to the altar which provided her power. Somehow, I had cut off the altar’s connection to the magic and transferred control to me. I didn’t understand how it all worked, but it was enough to know it did.

As Irenya drew closer, I caught sight of the canvas bundle gripped in her talons. She had succeeded, and now we’d have more weapons to use in our battle against the dragons. Not only mundane weapons of wood and steel, either. Hopefully, she had brought back magical weapons like the ice shield slung on my back, Sir Galfred’s fire axe, or the flaming sword Captain Daxos had used to kill ghoulins in Ironfast.

I waved at Irenya as she approached, but instead of heading for the palace, she descended to land on the broad highway just within the city gate. Her wing cracked the steeple of one building and her claws crunched the paving stones, but given what she had brought, I doubted anyone would complain.

I raced down the steps toward her, and Adath broke off from shouting orders to join me in seeing what she had brought. When she released her grip on the two knotted ends of the canvas, a loud clattering of metal and wood echoed in the open air. Adath helped me to pull back the canvas, and we both gasped as we saw her haul.

“Goddesses!” Adath breathed.

There were at least thirty or forty weapons in the bundle. Most were swords and shields, but there were a pair of axes, a bow taller than I was, and five or six polearms. One, in particular, caught my eye. It had two leaf-shaped heads, like a cross between a halberd and a battle axe.

Of the weapons she’d brought, half were plain steel and wood. However, nearly twenty of them held gemstones. Adath and I quickly sorted the mundane from the magical, and even Rizzala joined in to help. I noticed her eyeing the double-headed spear, but she made no move toward it. When we captured her, Irenya and Arieste had made it clear what would happen to her magic if I died. If she wanted access to her powers, she needed me alive.

Five of the swords held red fire gemstones while two of the shields held white ice stones. I picked up a shield and pressed the white gemstone to test its magic. I knew what those did, but I desperately wanted to find out what would happen when I activated the black, blue, silver, and gold gemstones set into the other weapons.

I picked up a spiked mace and pressed the silver gemstone. The moment the stone clicked into its socket, a low humming filled the air and sparks of electricity crackled along the spikes on the mace’s head. The humming grew louder as I swung the mace, and the sparks of energy crackled and popped. This would make one hell of a weapon against Curym and her minions when the time came.

With great reluctance, I shut off the magical energy and placed the mace back on the canvas with the other weapons. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d have to let someone else do the experimenting.

“Adath, can you handle figuring out what these weapons do?” I asked.

“Gladly!” He nodded his bald, waxed head and shot me a grin. “I’d be happy to test each of them out and find out what they do.”

With a sigh, I turned to Irenya. “How are you feeling? Think you’re up for one more flight?”

“What did you have in mind?” the red dragon rumbled.

I told her about the lack of lumber, and how we’d need more to keep building up the defenses. She nodded her agreement when I told her we needed to travel thirty miles and get back before the enemy came.

“I will do it,” she told me in her growling voice. “But if you wish me to carry the trees, I cannot bring more than five riders on my back at once.”

“Thank you!” I said and reached up to stroke her long dragon neck. She leaned into my hand with a low rumbling that sounded like the purr of an enormous cat.

Within minutes, Adath had summoned four woodcutters down from the wall. After much hesitation and a barked order from Adath, they clambered onto Irenya’s back with their two-man saws.

“I need to go with her,” I told Adath and Rizzala. “I won’t risk them being caught by Zaddrith or Curym’s minions out in the open. I can sense them before they attack, and we’ll have time to get out of there.”

“I always wondered how you knew about those fire goblins before we spotted them,” Adath said with a shake of his head. “Any chance you’ll explain it?”

I didn’t know how much I should tell him about my magical abilities. Besides the dragon women, only King Obragar knew the truth of what I could do, and not even the full truth. Barodan, the Silent Guardian, hadn’t told me not to tell anyone, but I had to be careful. The more people who knew what I could do, the greater the risk the information would leak into the wrong ears. I trusted Adath, though, so I decided I would tell him what I could when I could.

“Soon,” I told him. “When the time is right and we’re not fighting for our lives.”

“Good enough for me,” Adath said.

“Rizzala,” I said to the dark-skinned woman, “I told you we needed your help to win this fight, and I meant it. I want to trust you so that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

Her eyebrows rose in surprise.

“There’s no point in locking you in a room,” I told her, “and there’s no point having a guard follow you around everywhere you go. If you want to leave Whitespire, no one is going to stop you. But there is an enemy out there that will kill you just for being human. Your best chance of survival is to join us in this fight. If you are willing, I’m sure Adath could use help testing these weapons.”

Irenya gave a low rumble in her throat, but I ignored it. Not long ago, I struggled to figure out if I could trust her, and before that Arieste. But then, I’d had the luxury of time. We didn’t have that now. There was an enemy coming for us, so we had to hurry. That meant I had to take a greater risk with Rizzala than I had with either of the two dragon women before me. I was gambling on the fact that the combined threat of our enemies and the promise that I would give her access to her magic again would convince her.

“I will help test the weapons and defend this human kingdom,” Rizzala said after a long moment of silence.

“Thank you,” I said, and I felt relief course through me. I couldn’t be worrying about Rizzala if I was going to stay focused on helping win this battle. “Truly, thank you.”

I turned to Irenya and mounted up in my usual seat between two of her spines. “Let’s do this!” I shouted.

With a great leap, Irenya bounded high into the air and flapped hard to gain altitude. I heard the woodcutters gasp behind me, and I couldn’t help grinning. They’d never flown in a helicopter or plane like I had back on Earth, so this had to be utterly terrifying for them. Yet Captain Daxos, Lieutenant Trosken, and Sergeant Dai had gotten used to it after a few minutes. I had to hope the woodcutters would as well.

“Do you think I did the right thing?” I asked Nyvea in my mind. “Trusting Rizzala enough to let her go free?”

“It’s what I love most about you, hero,” Nyvea purred. “Aside from that gorgeous body of yours, of course. You always try to see the good in people.”

“I want to believe she’s going to do the right thing, but there’s always a part of me that worries I’m wrong.”

“If she’s anything like Irenya or Arieste,” Nyvea replied, “that single gesture alone will do more than any words you could think of. Remember, dragons are fiercely independent creatures. They hate even the idea of being chained or bound, even to the source of their magic. Yet Rizzala was more accustomed to her limitations than most. Her tether was shorter, so she had to stay near the altar. Perhaps she will take less acclimation than the less-constrained dragons.”

“Let’s hope so,” I said. I had no desire to think of what would happen if Rizzala turned out to be untrustworthy or, even worse, a danger to me, Irenya, Arieste, and the people of Whitespire.

Irenya sliced through the air at an impressive speed, and it took us less than fifteen minutes to make the thirty-mile journey to the northeast. I didn’t know how fast Zaddrith and Curym’s armies moved, but this close to the city, I calculated we ought to have at least two or three hours before any danger reached us. That should be more than enough time to get the wood we needed and return to Whitespire.

When we flew over the village I assumed was Lumberhaul, I glanced back at the woodcutters. Two were white-faced with fear and one looked green around the gills, but the fourth seemed as thrilled by the flight as I was. He pointed toward the thick, old-growth forest to the west of the village.

I directed Irenya to set down in the small clearing in the middle of the forest, and within minutes, the five of us were hopping off her back onto the soft grass. The green-faced woodcutter staggered off into the forest to vomit, much to the amusement of his companions. By the time the disoriented man finished emptying his stomach, the others had set up their saws to cut down a pair of old-growth trees, a beech and what looked like a maple tree with leaves of deep blue instead of yellow and red.

“Make sure to find hardwood trees with long, straight branches for the ballista bolts,” I instructed.

I unslung my fireman’s axe, but hesitated. The axe had come with me from Earth, and I had no doubt the steel was far better quality than the steel here on Agreon. However, this axe was designed for breaking in doors and busting through walls. I didn’t want to risk dulling the blade working on a hardwood tree, not if there was a battle ahead. I’d need my weapon sharp and in fighting shape when the enemy arrived.

Besides, I was needed for more important tasks. Twenty-five swirling tattoos covered my body. One for each of the twenty-four dragons on Agreon. Three were lit up: white on my left bicep for Arieste’s magical power, red on my right shoulder for Irenya’s, and now black on my upper back beneath my left shoulder blade for Rizzala’s power. But the twenty-fifth was unlike the others. Instead of solid lines of black ink waiting to be activated by color, the one in the middle of my chest was somehow a darker black than the others. The Mark of the Guardian.

The Mark, and all the tattoos, had been a gift from Barodan, a tool I could use to siphon magic from the world around me. The Mark also gave me the ability to locate magic, which was how I had sensed the presence of the fire goblins when crossing Riamod’s lands with Sir Galfred, Adath, and the other Grey Hunters. That ability had saved my life time and again in Ironfast when it alerted me to the horde of ghoulins coming at us.

If I got distracted chopping wood, I might not be paying attention to my surroundings enough to detect the spark of magic within Zaddrith’s minions. I had to watch our backs and make sure I sensed the enemy before they caught us off-guard. The woodcutters needed me to stay focused on keeping watch. I checked the surrounding forest and found we were alone, with Irenya the only source of magic I could sense.

A loud crack echoed behind me, and I turned to see Irenya grinning up at a tall walnut tree growing on the edge of the clearing. I watched as she knocked another rotten branch from the tree with a flick of her tail, and the force sent the branch hurtling through the forest to crash among a stand of solid oak trees.

The sight gave me an idea.

“Irenya!” I shouted.

The red dragon turned toward me, and I saw a spark of mischief in the dragon’s burning gold eyes. She bounded toward me with surprising energy.

“You’re a genius, you know that?” I shouted up to her, and a laugh burst from my throat.

“What did I do?” she rumbled.

“That!” I pointed to the walnut tree. “The woodcutters aren’t the only ones who can fell trees. You’re more than strong enough to do it, aren’t you?”

She bared her teeth in a wide dragon grin, then lashed out with her tail at a young birch tree nearby. The trunk gave an ear-splitting crack, and the tree toppled to the ground with a loud crash.

“Go for the bigger trees,” I told her. “The bigger they are, the more lumber they’ll provide.”

Irenya dipped her dragon head in agreement and turned toward the nearest old-growth tree. The ancient oak looked like it had stood in the forest for hundreds of years, but Irenya attacked it with the ferocity of a kitten batting at a ball of yarn.

She struck at it with her tail, but the oak didn’t so much as bend. A few more fruitless strikes, and she turned to attacking it with her claws. The oak began to crack, but didn’t fully break until she got up on her hind legs and hurled the weight of her massive body at its trunk. With a loud roar of triumph, she rode the falling tree all the way down to crash onto the forest floor. The earth trembled from the impact, but Irenya was up and bounding off to the next tree with that rumbling dragon laughter of hers.

Behind me, I heard a call of “Timber!” followed by a second call a moment later.

I turned just as Irenya brought down a second poplar tree, but before she could bound off to attack a defenseless oak, I waved to get her attention.

“Irenya, can you drag the trees out of the forest into the clearing?” I shouted.

She set to work, and I couldn’t help laughing at the sight. It was like the world’s largest dog dragging a stick across a lawn, except this dog had scales, claws, wings, and a breath that could turn the trees it carried to ash in seconds. If Irenya was bothered by what amounted to menial labor, she didn’t show it. If anything, she seemed to be enjoying the work.

When she finished dragging the four felled trees into the clearing, she looked at me as if for permission to bring down another. I had no idea how much lumber Adath needed to build up our defenses, or how much Irenya could carry. I figured we’d bring down ten or twelve trees before making the return journey home. Given the short distance back to Whitespire, Irenya ought to be able to make at least two or three trips before growing tired.

“Get these trees ready for Irenya to haul back to Whitespire!” I shouted to the woodcutters. “You bring down more while she’s gone.”

Nodding, they set to work cutting the lower branches off the trees.

“How much can you carry?” I asked Irenya.

“One log in each pair of claws,” she rumbled. “And I will need enough branches cleared away so they do not interfere with my wings.”

“There are your first two, then,” I told her and pointed to the woodcutters, who had just finished the strange-colored maple tree and the walnut.

“Excellent,” Irenya said. She hopped toward the trees, gripped them in her claws, and grunted as she flapped her wings to take off. Through our magical bond, I could feel the effort it took for her to gain altitude and begin the journey back to Whitespire. She’d be exhausted by the end of this, but hopefully we’d have enough to raise the city’s defenses.

The woodcutters set about stripping the rest of the felled trees, and I couldn’t help admiring the efficiency of their movements. The sliding of their saws filled the air as they cut away the lowest branches of the trees. On my instructions, two of them hauled the straightest branches off to a pile to one side to be used for ballista bolts.

Something nagged at the back of my mind, and I instinctively gripped my fireman’s axe tighter as I tapped into the power of the Mark of the Guardian and scanned the woods for any sign of magic.

Ice ran down my spine. The forest to the northeast was alive with a magic that was sharp, biting, almost as if it left a metallic taste in my mind.

There was no mistaking it. Zaddrith’s minions, hundreds of them, had maneuvered into position, and they would reach us in a matter of seconds.
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Chapter Four

“You need to go!” I shouted to the woodcutters. “The enemy’s almost here!” I could feel them getting closer and knew they would reach us in less than a minute. I spotted the first signs of movement through the dense forest though it was too far away to get a clear picture.

“Get to Lumberhaul as fast as you can!” I told them. “I’ll hold them off here, and the moment Irenya comes back, we’ll swing by and pick you up.”

The woodcutters didn’t need to be told twice. They barely took the time to extricate their saws from the tree before they raced toward the logging village.

My gut clenched as I watched the four men running away. They were workers, not warriors, and I couldn’t let them get hurt in the fight. I just needed to hold the enemy off until they got to safety. We’d come all this way to fell the trees to build up our defenses, so it was up to me to protect the lumber until Irenya returned.

I did a quick calculation in my head. If the journey here took Irenya less than fifteen minutes, she’d probably be able reach Whitespire in close to twenty minutes, given the weight she carried. Add on another fifteen minutes for the trip back, and I was looking at half an hour there and back. Half an hour, and a swarm of enemies ahead of me.

I drew in a deep breath and turned to face the approaching horde. They were close enough now that I didn’t need to use the Mark of the Guardian to sense them.

The creatures swarming toward me resembled some foul, carnivorous version of toads. Close to five feet tall, they had bright green bulbous bodies with two parallel white stripes running down their humped backs to their three-toed limbs, which looked awfully like frog legs. They even hopped like frogs, but there was nothing frog-like about their bulging red eyes, rows of bright red spines lining their backs, or the sharp fangs in their mouths. They carried no weapons, but long, curving claws sprouted from their three-fingered hands.

I had never seen anything like them, but that didn’t mean I was going to be afraid of them. I’d killed rock trolls, fire shamans, Snow Killers, ghoulins, and aswang. How hard could it be to bring down a few hopping frog fuckers?

Problem was, there were a lot of them. It seemed the forest had come alive in bright green, white, and red. Everywhere I looked, the ugly bastards swarmed through the trees. There were at least forty or fifty I could see, and doubtless many more in the forest behind them.

But how? My mind raced as I tried to figure out the distance between Crystal River and Lumberhaul. I’d thought the enemy would reach us tomorrow, yet they had somehow moved far faster than I expected.

Unless these were scouts. I’d played enough military video games to know that a smart commander always sent out fast-moving troops ahead of the main forces to scout the terrain. Could this just be the reconnaissance force?

“Zaddrith must have guessed that Whitespire would need wood,” Nyvea said, “or maybe she saw you fly in this direction, guessed your intent, and already had minions near.”

“However she did it, I need to defend the site and lumberjacks,” I replied as I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and used it to scan the surrounding forest. Once again, I felt that biting, metallic-tasting presence of Zaddrith’s magic within these creatures. I gritted my teeth against the irritating feel of the power and expanded my focus beyond those immediately in front of me. I could sense the presence of close to a hundred of the frog-like creatures in the forest, but that was all.

So these were the scouts sent ahead, and the rest of Zaddrith’s army was somewhere far behind. The main force would reach Whitespire tomorrow. I just hadn’t counted on these frog-looking monsters moving faster than the others.

I gripped my axe tighter, but instead of summoning the ice for my shield, I reached for the magic I had taken from Emroth the Dusky. The black dragon had magical camouflage abilities that allowed her to blend in with her surroundings. We’d only found her because the Circlet of Darksight, a relic found in the ancient lost city of Ironfast, worked like a FLIR camera to reveal her body heat. I doubted these creatures could see through the magic any more than I could.

I never used the camouflage magic before, but it was too late for me to worry about lessons. I’d learned to use the fire and ice magic by instinct, so I had to hope I could do the same with this magic.

I felt the lava flow of Irenya’s fire magic and the rushing chill of Arieste’s ice magic, but the magic I’d taken from Rizzala was very different from those two. It was energetic, shifting, sprightly, ever-changing and never still. It set every tissue and nerve in my body vibrating, almost like it wanted to change the cells in my body to adapt to my surroundings. Like the fire magic, it had a mind of its own and wanted to do what it was created for.

So I let it. I tapped into the power and let it infuse every fiber of my body. It wasn’t like the ice shield or fire pillar, and there was no explosive force or a surge of energy blasting out to attack my enemies. Instead, I could actually feel the hairs on my skin crawling as my flesh shifted.

I gasped as I looked down. My hands changed to match the color of my axe’s wooden haft, and my arms and legs changed color to the black of the Blackguard armor I wore. I wished I had a mirror so I could see what my face looked like. It was a feeling both exhilarating and utterly weird at the same time.

I sprinted across the clearing and ducked behind the trees Irenya had felled and dragged free of the forest. Without hesitation, I stripped out of my Blackguard scale mail, padding, and even my shirt. I stood in nothing but my tunic, boots, and the magical shoulder pauldron I’d found in the tunnels beneath Windwall. It was strange being without clothing or armor for the first time, yet as I watched my skin shift to match the color of the trees behind me, I felt a laugh bubbling up from my chest.

“I cannot begin to explain what seeing you bare chested does for me, handsome,” Nyvea giggled. “I’m going to faint watching you kill all these creatures with your amazing powers.”

“You are too much,” I chuckled before I ducked out from behind the trees, raised my axe, and charged the enemy. I had seen the way the camouflage magic worked on Emroth. It shifted as she moved to help her blend in to her surroundings. As long as I kept the magic activated, it would hide me. The use of the power would sap my energy, I knew, but that was a worry for later. I just had to keep it going until Irenya could return.

My camouflage worked, and the frog-looking creatures didn’t see me racing toward them. I drove the pick side of my axe into one of the monster’s right eyes, and bright green blood splattered my pants. As I spun to chop down the next creature, I heard a loud sizzling sound and felt a burning pain in my leg. I glanced down in time to see the acid eating a massive hole through my trousers and leaving three dark red burn marks on my leg.

“Watch yourself, Ethan!” Nyvea warned. “I don’t want any of that stuff getting on that perfect body of yours.”

My gut tightened at the woman’s words. These creatures were the production of Zaddrith’s acidic magic, so of course the creatures would have acid for blood. If I got any on me, it could do serious damage to my flesh, clothing, and my weapons.

Even as I pulled the pick side of my axe free of the frog monster’s skull, I saw the first small holes and pockmarks appear in the metal. The acid was strong enough to cause pitting damage to steel as well?

“Shit!” I cursed. Without my fire axe, I had no way to bring these bastards down.

The frog monsters seemed surprised by the sound, and the deaths of their two comrades added to their confusion. They paused in their hopping, and their red eyes scanned the clearing to search for the threat. I hesitated, unsure what to do now. I didn’t want to risk damaging my axe, but I didn’t have enough fire or ice magic to bring them down.

The sight of the forest behind the frog monsters gave me an idea. I knew where I could find a weapon to use to destroy the enemy.

I whirled and raced toward the felled trees. As I ran, I scanned the upper branches to find one that would serve as a suitable weapon, something long and thick like a spear. My heart leapt when I spotted a walnut branch that looked like it would do the trick. I raced toward it and brought my axe down hard in a powerful blow that chopped halfway through the branch. Instead of wasting another strike, I simply grabbed it and heaved with all of my Agreon-enhanced strength. The branch snapped loudly, and I was left with a six-foot length of solid walnut with a jagged tip.

I didn’t have time to strip off the leaves and twigs at the end, for the cracking sound had drawn the attention of four of the frog monsters. Though they couldn’t see me, there was nothing wrong with their ears. But instead of charging, they simply opened their wide mouths and spat streams of bright green saliva at me.

I threw myself to the side, tucked my shoulder, and landed in a roll that brought me to my feet. The streams of saliva flew past just a few inches from my head to land on the leaves and branches of the walnut tree. Immediately, the leaves began to sizzle and melt. Not only did they bleed acid, they could spit it too? This was going to be harder than I thought.

I charged the nearest frog and drove the jagged end of my improvised spear into its eye. The attack popped the huge red orb, and I felt the tip punch into its brain. I ripped the tip free and swung it around to spray the acid at the frog monster’s companions. One let out a strange croaking shriek as a droplet of blood landed on its eyeball, and it hopped around clawing at its huge eye as if trying to dislodge the acid. However, the rest of the droplets landed on the monsters’ frog-like skin. That seemed to do no damage.

Crap. So much for turning the enemy’s weapons against them. The acid only worked on their sensitive eyeballs, but their skin was somehow impervious.

At least their skin wasn’t impervious to a sharpened wooden stick. My spear punched through their moist skin like a hot knife through a Kleenex. I brought down two more frog monsters, then whirled to face a third. But when I drove my improvised spear at it, the green-stained tip gave a wet, rotten-sounding snap.

Acid could melt wood, too? My training in the Chicago Fire Academy had included some modules on hazardous materials, including battery acid, sulfuric acid, and a few others common in the industrials plants around the city. But this was the kind of thing no training on Earth could ever prepare me for.

I sprinted between a pair of frog monsters and swung my spear at its leg hard enough to crack bone, and then I thrust my shortened spear into the second monster’s eye. I had to be careful not to drive it too deep for fear of damaging my weapon, or I’d run out of spear long before I ran out of enemies to kill.

The frog monsters were hopping faster now as if their amphibian brains had registered the fact they couldn’t see the source of danger. Acid spittle flew through the air and splattered other frogs, but some of it landed on the grass of the clearing. Where the acid struck, the blades of grass withered and died. I had no desire to find out what the acid could do to my boots.

My lungs burned, but I couldn’t stop moving. I had to keep the enemy confused and off-balance. If they didn’t know where I was attacking from, they couldn’t swarm or surround me. But I could feel my body tiring. I was drained from my fight with the ghoulins and the long flight back to Whitespire. I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days, and I’d gone without a solid night of sleep since the day we arrived in Windwall. Worse, the constant use of magic was wearing me out. Arieste was right to be concerned. If I didn’t take a break soon, I was going to collapse.

I had to keep going a little longer, had to keep fighting until Irenya returned. I had no idea how much time passed since she flew off, but I couldn’t worry about it now. All that mattered was staying alive and out of the path of that spitting acid for a few more minutes.

One of the frogs, a particularly large one with longer, darker-colored spikes than the rest, suddenly hunched over and puffed up like a bullfrog.

“Use an ice dome!” Nyvea cried in my mind.

I acted on instinct and tapped into the ice magic flowing within me just as the spikes shot from the creature’s back like a porcupine’s quill and flew straight toward me. I’d given most of the magic to Arieste, but I had enough to throw up a shield of ice in front of me. The icy wall stopped the flying spike, but barely. Three feet of bony spine punched through and stopped just inches from my bare chest.

I stared at the spike with wide eyes. If I’d tried to use the ice armor, that thing would have impaled me, no question. No amount of magic could save me from a spine to the heart.

“You’re welcome, handsome.”

I swallowed the fear nagging in the back of my mind. These frog monsters had proved a lot tougher than I’d expected. I was alone, with no back-up, and no dragons to help me. During my EMT rotation, I’d seen what acid could do to a human body. Even a small amount could eat through flesh, bone, and organs. Add to that the spines and the frog’s razor sharp teeth, and I was in a very real danger here.

But I wouldn’t let that stop me.

An angry roar tore from my lips as I ripped the five-foot spike from my ice shield and brought it crashing onto the head of the nearest frog monster. The creature collapsed, and I drove the spiny tip into its eye. Acid splashed across the ground, but a surge of hope rose within me as I saw the blood-stained end. The acid wasn’t damaging the frog’s spike. I had found the perfect weapon to bring down the frog monsters.

I needed to trust Emroth’s camouflage magic to keep me hidden, but I could feel it begin to fade. I could possibly sustain it for another three or four minutes before it ran out, so I had to deal with the fuckers quickly. I raced between the creatures and attacked them from the side, the rear, or head on. I could feel my energy waning, but I didn’t relent in my assault. The moment I stopped or the camouflage magic ran out, they would swarm over me.

Two more frogs fell, then a third. The ground grew sticky with their acidic blood, so I raced toward a cluster of the confused-looking creatures a short distance away. I brought my boot down hard on one’s back, and I heard a loud crack. As the monster sagged, I raced up its hump and leapt into the air to bring the sharp spike down onto the top of another’s head. I summoned a shield of ice to cover my hands, arms, face, and torso from the acidic blood. Ice sizzled and cracked as the acid melted through it, so I dismissed the shield as Arieste had taught me. I just had to keep their blood off my body and I’d get through this in one piece.

Acid spittle flew in a heavy rain all around me. Evidently, the frog monsters had gotten fed up with trying to fight a hidden opponent, and they resorted to filling the air with their acidic saliva. I drove my ice spike into one of the frog monsters’ spines and then used his bulk as a shelter from the flying acid.

In that instant, the camouflage magic fizzled out, and I could feel the shifting of my skin stop and my color return to normal. Thankfully, I had the bulk of the frog monster to conceal me, but that wouldn’t last long. I counted six heartbeats and reached for the magic, but it didn’t come. At eight, I tried again, but nothing.

“Come on, come on!”

At the twelfth heartbeat, the camouflage magic suddenly surged to life within me and my skin began to shift to match the color of the frog-creature in front of me, the grass beneath my feet, and the trees behind me.

My magic restored, I scanned the clearing and took quick stock of my situation. I had brought down more than a dozen frog monsters, but more and more were pouring from the forest with every passing second. I hated the idea of running, but I had promised Irenya I would if things grew too dire. I could keep fighting for a few more minutes, but eventually there would be too many to face.

At that moment, I felt a sudden surge of magic above and behind me, and the surrounding air filled with a bright red light. I didn’t need to look up to know my back-up had arrived.

A brilliant pillar of red dragon fire shot across the clearing and engulfed a cluster of twenty or thirty frog monsters ten yards away from me. Blistering heat washed over me as Irenya kept up the flames until the magic ran out.

“Irenya!” I shouted as I leapt out from behind the dead frog monster releasing my hold on the camouflage magic. “Over here!”

Her gleaming golden eyes scanned the clearing until she found me, and her lips stretched back in a broad grin. She swooped down, landed beside me, and stretched out her wings to form a protective shelter. I heard the frog monsters let out their croaking cries as she whipped her tail around, and green bodies flew to crash into the forest. Six heartbeats later, another pillar of fire washed over the enemy, and more died where they stood.

I clambered onto Irenya’s back and held on tight as she continued the devastation. Dragon teeth, tail, claws, and flame carved through the enemy ranks. Within minutes, none of the frog monsters remained standing, and only charred, blackened corpses remained in the clearing.

“Damn!” I breathed. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

“A lesson you should have learned long ago.” Irenya let out the low rumble that passed for dragon laughter.

“Thank you.” I stroked her long dragon neck and let out a long sigh. “You got here just in time.”

“I could feel your emotions through the magic that connects us,” she said. “I knew you needed me, so I flew as fast as I could.”

“You were right.” I looked at the carnage of the burned clearing. “These frog monsters are a much greater threat than I anticipated. We need to get back to Whitespire and make sure Adath knows what we’re facing.”

“Hold on tight,” Irenya said. “We’ll be home before you know it.”

“We’ve got to pick up the woodcutters first,” I told her. “I sent them running to Lumberhaul to escape Zaddrith’s minions.”

“Of course you’d face Zaddrith’s minions alone,” Irenya rumbled. “Always the hero.”

She lumbered toward the three felled trees she hadn’t been able to take on her first trip. The trunks had escaped her flames, though the leaves, twigs, and smaller branches were scorched and blackened. To my horror, I found the pile of long, straight branches set aside for ballista bolts were burning.

No way to recover those now, so I would have to figure out another solution.

Irenya gathered one smaller tree into her claws and, with a grunt of effort, flapped her massive wings to take off.

We flew low over the forest until I spotted four small figures waving among the houses of Lumberhaul. Irenya swooped low, landed long enough for the four men to clamber onto her back, and then took off back toward Whitespire.

Through our magical bond, I could feel how tired she was and how much energy it cost her to haul the huge trees with the 5 of us riding her the thirty miles back to Whitespire. She needed rest as much as I did. When we got back, I would make sure she slept, no matter what.

“I’m pretty sure you can think of a fun way to make that happen,” Nyvea purred in my mind. She filled my head with memories from the night I’d spent with Irenya. “She’ll be happy to spend time in bed, provided you join her, handsome.”

“I don’t think that’s what Arieste had in mind when she made me promise to get some rest,” I told her.

“Isn’t it?” There was a teasing tone to Nyvea’s voice.

I was too tired to respond. Right now, I wanted nothing more than to sleep for a week. If I was lucky, I’d get maybe four or five hours of rest before the enemy reached Whitespire. We’d eliminated their scouts, but the main force couldn’t be too far behind. There was just too much to do and not enough time to do it.

The city of Whitespire came into view within a few minutes. I scanned the wall in confusion, surprised to find the gate had somehow disappeared. As we approached, I realized the gate hadn’t disappeared, but a thick slab of stone had been dropped from within the recessed frame of the gate to cover the wood and steel-banded doors. Relief soared within me at the sight. The stone could keep out the the frog-creature’ acid and would make the gate even harder for the enemy to break through. Zaddrith’s minions would have to get over the wall if they wanted to take us, and we’d be ready for them.

Inside the city, I could see the builders already hard at work stripping the leaves and branches from the trees and sawing the trunks into usable lumber. Irenya landed to deposit her burden on the broad avenue beyond the city wall, then, on my instructions, flew up the hill toward the palace. She landed heavily on the stones of the palace courtyard, and as I climbed off her back, I could see her huge legs trembling.

It took a surprising amount of effort for me to pull the magic from the gemstone in her chest. The magic seemed to refuse my commands at first, almost as if it wanted to remain within Irenya and maintain her dragon form. I gritted my teeth and pulled harder, and it suddenly rushed into me with staggering force. I would have fallen had I not held on to Irenya’s dragon head. The burning heat seared my nerves and pain raced through my body as the fire magic once again settled deep within me.

I let out a long breath when the pain faded. Irenya was too tired to even remark at my hand nestled between her breasts, and she pulled on the dress I offered her with slow, leaden movements. She took my arm with relief as we walked into the palace. My muscles felt heavy as if massive weights hung from my arms and legs. Relief coursed through me as I saw King Obragar, Sir Galfred, and Adath sitting at a small wooden table in the palace’s grand chamber.

The king motioned for us to sit, and servants hurried toward us with plates of meat, bread, cheese, fruit, and goblets of chilled wine. Food and drink had never tasted as good as they did at that moment.

“Sir Ethan, Adath tells me you and your… companion have proven invaluable in the preparations for battle,” King Obragar said.

“Just doing my part, Your Majesty,” I replied.

“What he really means is that he and his dragon hauled enough lumber to help us strengthen the walls against the enemy,” Adath put in. “We’ll be ready for them when they come.”

“They may be coming sooner than we think,” I told the three of them. I quickly recounted my fight with the frog monsters, and my theory that they were just the scouts for the main force. “But they’re moving faster than we anticipated, so we need to be ready.”

“Damned murlocs!” Adath growled and pushed back his plate. “I’ve heard of them before, but never thought I’d see them. Now we’ve got a horde of the buggers heading our way. Might be worse than we thought.”

“Then the time has come, gentlemen,” King Obragar said as he stood. In that moment, he seemed a much older, weathered man than he had been just a few days before. His shoulders were stooped with age and the burdens of rule, and the lines of his face had deepened.

“A king is only as wise as the men he gathers to his service,” King Obragar said in a quiet voice. “I am a man of learning, of commerce, and of peace. I have ruled this city for fifty-five years, and in that time, I have done my best to keep its people safe.”

He shook his head, and his pale eyebrows knitted together. “But the one thing I am not is a man of war. I would not put my people in peril by stubbornly clinging to my authority as king when there are those better-suited to lead than I.”

“My king—” Sir Galfred began, but fell silent as King Obragar held up a slim hand.

“Sir Galfred, there are none in this world I trust more than you,” the king said. “Adath, you have proven yourself a brave, loyal man, a man who understands the ways of battle far better than I. Sir Ethan, there is no doubt in my mind that you would fight with every shred of strength within you to protect the people of Whitespire.”

He drew a parchment from within his robe and placed it on the table between us. “Which is why I have drafted this royal edict declaring the city of Whitespire to be under your command until the danger has passed and peace is restored.” He fixed the three of us with piercing gazes, and a fire burned in his deep blue eyes. “Save my people, the three of you. Do what must be done, for the sake of not only Whitespire, but all humanity.”

When he stood, his shoulders were stooped, and a shadow passed over his eyes. “May the Goddesses have mercy on us all.” With that, he turned and shuffled slowly out of the room.
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Chapter Five

I stared at King Obragar’s declaration in surprise. Sir Galfred and Adath seemed to be equally shocked by the king’s words.

Sir Galfred was the first of us to move. He reached for the parchment, scanned its contents, and then rolled it up. “The king has made his wishes plain,” he said. His expression was subdued as if the weight of his new responsibility weighed him down. “We are to lead the defense of Whitespire.”

“Goddesses,” breathed Adath. “That’s a lot to put on a man’s shoulders.”

“But we’re up to it,” I said as I tried to recover from my surprise. “We’ve got the men, the walls, and the weapons to hold them off.” I turned to Irenya with a smile. “And we’ve got dragons. Three of them. That’s more than any city on Iriador’s ever had, right?”

“Right,” Sir Galfred said, his voice heavy. He drew a deep breath and his shoulders seemed to straighten, his chin lift. “We may be outnumbered, but no way Zaddrith’s minions have half the heart we do. More than that, we’re fighting for our homes, our families.”

“Numbers be damned!” Adath’s voice rang out in the grand chamber, and he slapped a palm onto the table.

“Numbers be damned!” I echoed. “I think the King chose the three of us because of what we can do. Sir Galfred, you’re a leader of men, a knight that all the defenders will rally around. Adath, you’ve done an amazing job of preparing the defenses in the time you’ve had. What if we kept the labor divided like that? Sir Galfred’s calling the shots with the manpower, and Adath handles the defensive side of things.”

“And what about you?” Sir Galfred asked. “The king appointed the three of us.”

“I’ll do what I do best.” A broad grin split my face. “I’ll hit the fuckers until they stop coming.”

“That is actually what you do second best,” Nyvea whispered in my mind. “Take a guess at what I think you do the best…”

“That’s one way of looking at it.” Adath’s grin matched my own.

“I don’t have any experience with tactics, reinforcements, or strategizing for a battle,” I told them. “I don’t know much about building a wall or how many stones we’re going to need to throw down at the enemy. But I am the only one of us that has faced these murlocs in battle and walked away. I know what they’re capable of, the danger they pose.” I grinned as I dropped my red murloc spike onto the table. “And I think I’ve come up with a way we can turn their weapons against them.”

Adath and Sir Galfred stared down at the spine with furrowed brows. “And what’s that now?” Adath asked.

“A murloc spine,” I told them. “The damned thing nearly killed me, but it might have just saved our lives.”

I quickly recounted my battle with the murloc scouts and pulled out my axe to show them the pitted metal. One look at my trousers and burnt leg was enough to convince them of the danger of our enemy’s acid.

“The acid can eat through cloth, flesh, and metal,” I said, “but wood is a different story. It won’t eat right through lumber. Instead, I think it softens it.”

“Speeds up the rot,” Adath added with a nod, and he stroked his braided beard in contemplation. “I’ve heard about this. Something about the acid breaking down the wood fibers, like water rot but a hundred times faster.”

“I’m pretty sure the acid won’t harm the stone wall,” I continued, “but our wooden defenses are the best thing we’ve got to keep the murlocs out. And, if my plan works, they’ll give us all the weapons we need to fight them.”

“What do you have in mind?” Sir Galfred asked.

“Shields,” I told them with a grin. “Bad ones, too.”

Adath raised an eyebrow. “That can lead to a lot of dead defenders.”

“That’s why we’re not going to use them to arm our defenders with,” I said. I raised the murloc spike and drove it into the top of the table where it stuck. “We need the spikes to punch into the shields, not enough that they can hit the men carrying them, but enough that the wood will catch them.”

Adath’s eyes flew wide. “So when they shoot the spikes at us “—

“Instead of bouncing off, the shields will do the work of collecting our weapons for us,” I said. “Think your woodcutters can craft something that’ll do the trick?”

Adath’s brow furrowed in concentration, and he stroked his black beard with one scarred hand. After a long moment, he nodded. “I think I can explain it to them in a way to make it work.”

“And why do you want those spines again?” Sir Galfred asked, his expression confused.

“These spines are the only thing which won’t melt on contact with the acid.” I flicked a finger against the spike embedded in the table which set it humming like a tight guitar string. “They may not be the sort of weapons we’re used to fighting with, but they’re the only weapons that will survive the fight.”

“So all our armor, shields, swords, and spears are useless?” Worry sparkled in Sir Galfred’s eyes.

“Not useless at all.” I shook my head. “But the acid is going to damage them, and eventually even the strongest steel and hardest wood will melt or break. I know it may be unconventional, but I think it’ll work.”

“Worth a shot!” Adath said and turned to Galfred with a shrug. “We were worried about having to come up with weapons for all the fresh recruits. Even with that one’s haul,” he inclined his chin at Irenya beside me, “we didn’t have enough. Looks like that’s one less problem to worry about.” He pushed back his chair and stood. “I’ll get with the builders and make sure they set to work on those shields right away. Those trees you brought in will go a long way toward making it possible.”

“And see if you can’t get any sticks from the branches to use as spears,” I put in. “They’d be crude, but they’re more weapons that we won’t have to worry about breaking.”

Adath’s dark eyebrows knitted together. “Crude indeed.”

“Sharpened and hardened by fire, they’d make a serviceable weapon,” Sir Galfred put in.

“And maybe Grendis can use some shorter branches for arrows?” I asked.

“I’ll set him to it at once,” Adath said. “He and the fletchers might be able to get a few dozen out of what you’ve brought us.” With a nod, he turned and hurried from the grand chamber.

Sir Galfred stood as well, drained his goblet, and turned to me. “You look like you’ve been through the wringer, Dragonrider. Might be you’ll want to consider taking a rest before the battle starts. You’ll be of no use to us if you collapse from exhaustion.”

“I made a promise to a certain someone I’d do just that,” I told the knight with a grin. “But I didn’t want to rest if there were things that needed doing.”

Sir Galfred came around the table and rested a hand on my shoulder. “Sometimes, it takes more than one person to save the world. Give the rest of us a chance to be a hero, eh?” Humor glinted in his eyes, and a smile tugged at his lips.

“If I have to,” I said with a grin of my own. “The enemy will be here before morning.”

“I’ll make sure to send someone to rouse you around midnight.” He glanced out the massive stained glass window that dominated the northern wall of the grand chamber. “That ought to give you a good five or six hours of rest.”

For the first time, I noticed the light had taken on the rose gold glow of late afternoon. I’d been so focused on getting things done that I hadn’t realized how late it was. Or how tired I was.

As Sir Galfred strode out of the grand chamber, I turned back to offer to escort Irenya to her room. To my amusement, the diminutive red-haired woman had fallen asleep. Her now-empty goblet of wine teetered on the armrest of her chair, and I quickly plucked it from her hands and set it on the table before it could fall over.

Instead of waking Irenya, I simply bent and lifted her into my arms. She was short, but well-built and curvaceous, and I was tired from a long day. My muscles were quivering by the time I made it through the palace, up the stairs, and into the rooms given to me by King Obragar.

She stirred as I set her gently on the bed, and her arms clung around my neck.

“Stay with me,” she murmured.

“You need your rest,” I whispered. “We both do.”

“No reason we can’t rest in the same bed.”

“You should take her suggestion and sleep longer,” Nyvea whispered in my mind.

“Wow,” I thought to Nyvea. “If you are telling me to sleep, I must really need it. Thanks.”

“It is my job to take care of you, Ethan. Now please rest beside the beautiful woman who loves you.”

I yielded and climbed into bed beside Irenya. She gave a happy little sigh and rolled over, and I snuggled my body up against hers. I found it hard to ignore the gardenia scent of her hair, the warmth of her body, and softness of her skin against mine as I wrapped an arm around her. Though certain, less exhausted, body parts kept trying to keep me up, the fatigue of the day quickly took their toll on me. I drifted off to sleep in a warm haze, and all thoughts of the impending battle faded from my mind.

I must have slept for three or four hours because I felt far more rested when I was awoken by Irenya’s movements. She was pressing her body against mine and moving her hips in a way that suggested she knew exactly what she was doing. I felt myself harden against her, and she let out a little gasp of pleasure as she ground her butt against my crotch.

“Well, hello there,” she whispered in a breathy voice. She rolled over to face me, and I found a fire burning in her amber-colored eyes. “I think you’ve had enough rest for now.”

“Oh yes you have. Now comes the fun part. You deserve her, Ethan. Take her now.”

Irenya’s mouth was sweet from the wine and fruit she’d eaten, her lips soft, and her tongue probed my mouth with an eagerness that sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine.

My hands roamed her curvaceous body, and I traced two lines down her back and over her ample bottom. She thrust her hips forward to grind her crotch against mine, and I heard her breath come faster while her kisses became more passionate.

She nearly ripped my belt in her haste to pull off my trousers with one hand while her other hand tugged at her red dress. We sat up together, and I helped her lift the dress over her head. The dim light of the moon leaking through the window shone on her strong shoulders, ample breasts with their dark red nipples, her flat stomach, and the curves of her legs and butt. Before I could say anything, she climbed atop and straddled me. Then she let out a gasp of pleasure as she guided me inside of her.

Once again, I felt the fire burning through my body and racing toward her flesh, the same way it had in Ironfast. It was a sensation I’d never experienced before, something utterly magical and otherwise indescribable. It was like the thing that bound her power to me joined us together in a way far beyond anything of the flesh.

With our mounting pleasure, the magic burned hotter and brighter in my veins. Her eyes had begun to glow with their own inner light, almost like they did in her dragon form. She dug her nails into my chest and threw back her head in pleasure as she rode me. My hands gripped her hips and pulled her harder against me, which only added to her delight. Her moans echoed loud in the room but she made no attempt to stifle them. The sound of her passion increased mine, and I felt the power building in my body with such force I thought it would explode from my chest. When she threw back her head in a long, loud cry, I could hold myself back no longer and climaxed with her.

She slumped onto my chest with a shuddering breath, and I felt her body twitching as wave after wave of magic-enhanced pleasure washed through her. It was long minutes before either of us could speak.

“Yes, this is definitely as fun as I remembered!” she gasped.

“I’ll say,” I said as I wiped a trickle of sweat from my forehead.

“And this is something humans do all the time?” Irenya asked.

The question, so innocent, so curious, brought a laugh bubbling up from my chest.

“When we can,” I replied when I got control of my laughter. “It’s not the only thing that matters in life, but it’s certainly one of its best parts.”

She rolled off me and collapsed onto the bed beside me. Her head nestled on my arm, and her red curls spilled across her pillow and my chest.

“I owe you my life,” I said in a quiet voice. “You saved me today.”

“It’s what we do, right?” she asked. She lifted her head and smiled down at me. “We watch each other’s backs, keep each other safe.”

“It is,” I replied, “but that doesn’t mean I appreciate it any less. You risked your life coming back for me.”

“Just like you risked your life saving those woodcutters.” Her expression grew serious. “Is that what it means to be a hero or heroine? Being willing to put yourself in harm’s way for others?”

“It’s one of the things,” I told her. “There are lots of things people consider ‘heroic traits’, like patience, bravery, selflessness, and confidence. But in my mind, heroes are those who are willing to do what’s right, even if it costs them.”

“Like you today?” Irenya raised a slim red eyebrow.

“I guess.” I shrugged. “Truth be told, I don’t think of myself as a hero. I’m just a normal guy who doesn’t want to sit by and let bad things happen to others when I have the power to stop it.”

“I think you are a hero, Ethan, and so do your friends,” Nyvea whispered “You deserve their praise and their love.”

“I don’t want that either, I think,” Irenya said. Her brow furrowed in contemplation. “When I was Riamod, all I wanted was to get stronger, be more powerful, gather treasure, and protect my lair. But now, it’s like this city and its people are my lair. Something inside me is telling me I should protect them. Is that strange?”

“Not at all!” I smiled and stroked her long red curls. “That’s your human side growing stronger. Dragons prefer to be alone, but we humans need to find others like us, our pack, so to speak. We are strongest when we are united. That’s what you’re feeling.”

“Is it bad that I want to help people, but don’t want to die?” Irenya asked.

“That’s another part of being human,” I said with a chuckle. “We’ve all got that survival instinct which tells us to avoid danger, and it’s perfectly normal to want to get away from something that could put us in harm. What makes you a hero is choosing to put your own life in danger for someone who matters to you.”

“Like you,” she said.

“Yes, just like I’d risk my life for you or Arieste,” I replied. “Or Sir Galfred, Adath, or any of the other people I consider my friends.”

“Arieste is your friend,” she said in a slow voice, “but is she mine?”

“What?” The question caught me off-guard.

“Arieste. Is she my friend?” A strange light glimmered in Irenya’s amber eyes. Was it just my imagination or did she want Arieste to like her?

“I… don’t know,” I said. “I think Arieste knows how important you are to me and how much we need your help to save the people of Whitespire. She has accepted you, and I think that’s the first step towards any friendship.”

“So how could I make her my friend?” Irenya asked. “When I was a dragon, all I needed to do to make an ally was bring a big enough gift of gold or treasure, or a herd of cattle for a meal. Would that work?”

“Maybe,” I said with a laugh. “But I think the best thing to do is to show her that you care about her. She doesn’t need gifts or cattle. She needs someone she can trust, someone she can count on. Like I knew I could count on you to come back for me today.”

Irenya’s expression grew pensive, and she fell silent as she pondered my words. After a long moment, she said, “I think I’d like to be Arieste’s friend. I’d like to know what it’s like to have a friend.”

“Good,” I told her. “That’s the first step. All you have to do now is show her. Make the first move, and she’ll see that you’re trying.”

“I understand,” she said, “… I think.”

I chuckled and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Just think of something that would make Arieste happy and do it. That’s how friendship works.”

“Sex makes me happy,” Irenya said with a bright smile. “Do you think she’d like to be my friend in that way?”

“M-Maybe,” I stammered. Nyvea flooded my mind with images of Irenya and Arieste together in bed with me, and it took a superhuman effort to banish them. “Talk to her. Find out what she likes.”

“Oh yes,” Nyvea panted in my mind. “Arieste and Irenya both enjoy having sex with you. It is only a matter of time before they want to enjoy you at the same time.”

“I can do that!” Irenya grinned, and I was glad that she couldn’t hear Nyvea’s naughty voice in my head.

“Good.” I smiled up at her. “I think Arieste needs a friend as much as you do.”

“Really?” Irenya seemed surprised by my statement. “She always seems so… cold, like Frosdar was.”

“Once you see past the icy exterior,” I told her, “you’ll find that Arieste is as human as you and me, with the same emotions and feelings we have. It just takes a bit of work to get her to trust you enough to open up.”

“I’m up for the challenge,” Irenya said, and a mischievous twinkle shone in her eyes. “I got you to be my friend well enough, didn’t I?” Her hands roamed my body once again, and I felt myself stiffening at her touch.

“Definitely!” I said.

I had just raised my head to kiss her when a knock sounded at the door. I froze, and a desperate hope that I’d been mistaken thrummed through me. I was so relaxed, so comfortable in bed, with this gorgeous woman in my arms. The last thing I wanted was —

“Sir Ethan?” The knock came again. “Sir Ethan, Sir Galfred sent me to rouse you.”

“Thank you,” I called out and with an effort I kept the disappointment from my voice. “I’ll be right out.”

I turned and pressed a kiss to Irenya’s lips, then climbed out of bed. “Sorry, but I’ve got to go.”

“I’ll come with you,” she said.

“Wait,” I told her. “How do you feel? Are you rested enough to turn back into your dragon form?”

She hesitated for a long moment, then shook her head.

“Then please stay and rest,” I said. “As much as I like having you with me, we’re going to need you battle-ready when the time comes. Your dragon form can save a lot of lives. Like you saved mine and the woodcutters’ today.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I want to help”--

“Trust me, you being rested up is the best thing you can do to help,” I said.

“Then I will stay.” She threw herself back on the bed, arms spread wide. My eyes roamed her naked body and my mind took in all the glorious details. With an effort, I returned my attention to pulling on my magical pauldron, a fresh pair of trousers, and my fireman’s boots. The thick soles would be far more resistant to the murlocs’ acid than the leather-soled boots made here in Whitespire.

Before I left, I moved over to stand beside Irenya and bent to kiss her. Her arms snaked around my neck and she pulled me close for a long, passionate liplock. With a saucy smile, she turned over, closed her eyes, and began snoring theatrically. Chuckling, I strode from the room and pulled the door gently shut behind me.

As I rushed through the halls, down the stairs, and outside the palace, I felt a momentary stab of concern for Arieste. She would have reached Windwall by now, and Sergeant Dai would have delivered King Obragar’s message to the Council of Four. If all went well, she would begin her return journey soon. It would take almost half a day for her to reach us even if the winds were in her favor. Hopefully, she would return with Blackguards as reinforcements. We’d have to hold out until then.

A horse stood waiting for me at the entrance to the palace, on Sir Galfred’s orders according to the groom that held its bridle. I thanked the man, mounted up, and rode down the hill toward the city wall.

Even at this late hour, Whitespire was still bustling with activity. The sound of blacksmiths’ hammers pounding on steel echoed above the whirring of saws, and as I drew closer to the city wall, shouted orders among the defenders added to the cacophony.

I found myself searching the chaos for Rizzala, but saw no sign of the warrior woman. When I asked a passing White Guard if he’d seen her, he nodded and pointed toward the city wall.

“Saw her with the Grey Hunter, I did,” the man said. “Playing with fancy magical weapons, I hear.”

I wanted to check up on her and see how she was coping with her new and unusual circumstances. Being transformed from a dragon into a human was definitely enough to make anyone feel like a fish out of water.

A few blocks away from the wall, I spotted Adath, Sir Galfred, Grendis, and the commander of the White Guards, a clean-shaven, grizzled man by the name of Illidor. The four of them stood in the open-air marketplace beneath a tent they had erected to serve as their command post.

“Sir Ethan,” Adath said as I dismounted and strode into the tent, “good of you to join us. I trust you had enough rest? Nothing to… distract you?” A sly grin tugged at his lips.

“I slept great, thank you.” I fixed him with an expressionless stare which only made his grin broaden to a full smile. “What did I miss?”

“We were just about to go over the battle plan one last time,” Sir Galfred told me.

“I’m all ears.” I stepped up beside the table and stared down at the map of the city wall. It didn’t depict the entire wall, but just the quarter-mile stretch we had to defend. It was broken into five sections, each with a different color.

“As you were saying, Adath?” Sir Galfred said, turning to the bald, black-bearded Grey Hunter.

“Right,” Adath said with a nod. He pointed to the city wall behind him. “Thanks to the additional lumber brought in by the Dragonrider, we were able to not only raise the barrier along the wall another foot, but we were able to craft a few dozen of those shields you’d asked for. Sir Galfred has explained their purpose to the men who will wield them, and though they were skeptical at first, they got the purpose.”

He returned his attention to the map and tapped on each of the five colored sections.

“Commander Illidor’s White Guards will hold the wall, with the new recruits to lend support. They will be spread out among each of these sections according to the enemy’s advance, with an additional twenty kept in reserve in case the situation grows dire.”

“My archers will also be spread out among the companies,” Grendis added. “They will fire until the enemy closes the distance to the wall and continue firing until either the enemy retreats or manages to reach melee range.” He didn’t mention the fact that the archers were likely to run out of arrows soon. “They will then fall back and join the reinforcements to be used among the sections of wall as necessary.”

“Where do you want me?” I asked.

“Wherever you are needed,” Sir Galfred replied. “As you said, you are best-suited to plug the gaps in our defenses. I believe assigning you to a single position would be an inefficient use of your abilities.”

“I’m happy to hit the shit out of whatever needs hitting,” I said with a grin. Adath smiled, but the other three seemed as somber as the stone beneath their feet. A battlefield clearly wasn’t the place for humor in their minds.

“Until we can collect enough murloc spines to arm our people,” Commander Illidor put in, “the White Guards will use the spears we have collected, as well as the makeshift polearms fashioned by Adath’s workmen.” The commander had a deep, booming voice that was a perfect match with his air of authority and stern demeanor.

“What about the magical weapons Irenya brought back today?” I asked.

“Your companion is seeing to the division of those,” Adath put in. “Ah, here she is now with her report.”

I turned and my eyebrows shot up as I caught a glimpse of Rizzala. She wore a simple leather bikini, and her long, curling black hair hung in tight braids around her strong face. Her powerful shoulders and arms were bare, and the muscles in her forearms were visible as she gripped the long, double-headed spear that had been in Irenya’s treasure haul.

I was surprised to find her moving among the men of Whitespire with the almost familiar air I’d seen among cops, firefighters, and warriors. It seemed impossible to believe she had been a dragon just a few hours earlier.

“Commander Illidor, the weapons have been distributed among your White Guards,” Rizzala said. “They were given to those best-suited to wielding them, as per your instructions. All but this.”

In her left hand, she carried the longbow Irenya had brought from her haul earlier. Taller than even I was, it looked like it would have been carried by an English archer during the Battle of Agincourt. Two golden gemstones similar to the one in my shoulder pauldron were set just above and below the bow’s grip.

She held the weapon out to Grendis. “I believe this would be best in your hands, archer.”

Grendis hesitated before taking the longbow. He held it with reverence, almost as if afraid to touch it.

“What does it do?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“It fires arrows,” Rizzala replied, her tone dry and just shy of mocking.

Grendis turned a military-grade scowl on her, but she didn’t flinch from the rangy man’s displeasure.

“Press the gemstones,” she told the Grey Hunter.

With hesitation, Grendis pressed the two golden stones. I felt a rush of unfamiliar magic as they clicked into place, and the gemstones flared to life with the brilliance of an LED flashlight. The gemstones produced two powerful, focused beams of light that reminded me of both a spotlight and the laser pointers used on handguns.

“Gold stones harness the magic of light,” Rizzala told him. “These two beams will blind your enemies and help you sight your shot.”

“Goddesses,” he breathed, then raised the bow and pointed it at the city wall. Even from this distance, the two magical lights were visible shining on the stone.

I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and felt for the magic in the stones, but the presence I sensed beyond the city wall drove all other thoughts from my mind. There was no mistaking that metallic, biting edge of Zaddrith’s magic.

One became two, then ten, then a hundred, and still more. There were so many of them out there in the darkness, moving toward us at a steady pace.

A moment later, the peal of an alarm bell rang out across the city.

The Zaddrith’s army had reached Whitespire.
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Chapter Six

The command tent burst into life at the clanging of the alarm bell. I was the first one to turn and run out, but Rizzala, Grendis, and Commander Illidor were hot on my heels as I raced toward the wall and climbed the stone steps to the parapet. I peered through one of the arrow slots in the wooden barricades and scanned the darkness for the enemy.

My gut tightened as I saw them. Hundreds of the hopping frog-like monsters, with their spiny backs and eyes that seemed to glow bright red in the moonlight. I could feel the metallic tang of their power in the back of my mind, and I knew there were hundreds more behind them. Somewhere in the distance, far at the back of the line, I sensed the unmistakable presence of Zaddrith. The darkness hid the dragon from my view, but not from my magical senses.

“Come and get us,” I growled at the enemy.

An eerie silence hung over the approaching army. They made no sound, carried no weapons, and wore no armor to clank. The only noise from beyond the wall was the soft plop of their frog-like toes trampling the farmland and grassy fields.

“More to the south!” came a call from down the line.

I turned to study the forest bordering the southernmost section of Whitespire’s wall. Hundreds more of the strange hopping monsters surged through the trees. The noise of their approach sounded like a thousand trees rustling in the wind.

All around me, men and women tightened their grip on swords, shields, spears, bows, and sharpened sticks. Pearl white, gryphon-emblazoned breastplates clanked as the White Guards took up their position on the wall, while the raw recruits in their boiled leather armor spread out behind them and on the ground.

“Archers to the wall!” Grendis shouted. The rangy Grey Hunter stood on the wall a few yards from me, his magical bow held in a white-knuckled grip.

A hundred archers clattered up the steps and onto the parapet all along the length of the ramparts. There were only twenty bowmen per section, which seemed such a meager force in the face of our enemy. Yet they were all we had, so we’d make them work the best we could.

Two bright rays of light shot across the distance as Grendis sighted his longbow. From my favorite historical fiction novels, I knew the British longbow had a range between three and four hundred yards. In the hands of an experienced archer like Grendis, it could wreak havoc and devastation on an enemy. If even a few of his archers were half as good with a bow as him, they could put a serious dent in Zaddrith’s forces. Until their arrows ran out, of course. When that happened, we’d have no choice but to face the enemy head-on.

A tense silence gripped the wall as the men waited for their orders. I glanced at Grendis, who was still sighting his shot using the magic of his bow’s gemstones. Adath charged up the stairs behind him, his limp all but gone. On the city streets below, Sir Galfred was walking toward the gate as fast as he could manage.

So much had happened since my journey to Frosdar’s lair that I’d forgotten the serious wound Sir Galfred sustained in battle with the Snow Killers. No matter how much he wanted to fight, he’d be putting himself at real risk if he actually closed with the enemy. Less than two weeks had passed since he sustained his wound, nowhere near enough time for it to heal completely, so it was better that he command the battle from the ground.

“Goddesses,” muttered Adath beside me. His bearded face twisted into a grim expression. “That’s a bloody lot of ‘em.”

“Good thing we’ve got a wall on our side, right?” I slapped his back. My voice held more confidence than I felt, but I knew that being worried wouldn’t make things better for anyone. One problem at a time. One battle at a time.

“I have complete confidence in you, Ethan,” Nyvea assured me. “Not only are you incredibly handsome, but you are also incredibly charming and excellent in bed.”

“Uhhh, those qualities aren’t going to help me in war, Nyvea,” I thought as I lost count of the frog-monsters.

“Oh, well, yes, but you are also smart and brave. So there.”

“Archers, draw!” Grendis shouted, and I pushed Nyvea’s voice to the back of my mind.

A hundred bowstrings pulled tight along the length of the wall, and a hundred bowstaves bent beneath the strain.

“Loose!” Grendis called.

There was the clatter of bowstrings snapping forward, followed by the hissing of a hundred arrows speeding through the air. Darkness hid the shafts from sight, and Zaddrith’s murlocs never knew that death hurtled toward them at a hundred and fifty miles per hour.

Croaking cries suddenly burst from the advancing enemy, and I saw dozens of them collapse beneath the hail of arrows. The magical presences of the murlocs faded from my senses as the arrows snuffed out their lives.

“Draw!” Grendis shouted, and the archers nocked arrows and bent their bows. “Loose!”

Again, the wave of arrows sped through the air to rain steely death onto the heads of the enemy. Again, dozens of murlocs fell. The croaking cries of the frog-like creatures filled the air, and wounded monsters hopped, staggered, or simply collapsed as their bright green blood stained the grass, crops, or mud beneath their feet.

The army of murlocs in the fields below seemed confused, disoriented, as if they didn’t understand what was killing them. However, if my encounter with Emroth’s ghoulins had taught me anything, it was that Zaddrith would soon take control of her army and give them battle orders. We had a matter of seconds, minutes at most, before the murlocs would come charging.

“Archers on the south, pick your targets!” Grendis shouted.

I glanced over to see the men on the southernmost section of wall draw, nock, and release their arrows into the murlocs surging between the trees. Grendis’ order would ensure that the archers used their arrows as efficiently as possible, without wasting them hitting tree trunks, branches, or leaves.

The rest of the archers, however, sent another volley of arrows en masse at the murlocs coming up through the open fields. The third flight of missiles brought down a score or more frog monsters, but when I glanced at Grendis, I saw a thunderstorm brewing in his expression.

“It’s not enough!” he growled, then raised his voice to a shout. “Hold fire!”

The wall fell silent as the archers lowered their bows.

As I’d feared, a semblance of order returned to the murlocs, as if Zaddrith had used her magic to take control of them. All but the wounded and dying frog monsters turned and began hopping at an impressive speed toward the city wall. With only a few hundred yards separating us from them, I knew we would be fighting for our lives within a matter of minutes.

“Archers, pick your targets and fire at will!” Grendis called. He pulled back his bow, sighted for a second, and loosed. The light from his magical gemstone shone on the forehead of a murloc, and a moment later the creature collapsed with the shaft of Grendis’ arrow protruding from between its gleaming red eyeballs.

The thrumming of bowstrings continued for another ten or fifteen seconds as the enemy closed the gap to the wall. I felt my gut clench as I saw the charging murlocs, and I drew my ice shield and fireman’s axe in anticipation of battle.

Suddenly, the front ranks of murlocs stumbled and collapsed, as if smacked down by an invisible hand. Beside me, Adath barked out a harsh laugh.

“Suck on that, you bastards!” he snarled.

More and more of the murlocs stumbled, staggered, and collapsed. The air filled with their croaking eyes, and I saw a few sagging on broken limbs. My eyes flew wide as I realized what was slowing them. My idea with the bricks and stones was working beautifully.

“Good thinking, lad,” Adath said and clapped me on the back. “That’ll slow the buggers down.”

“See? Smart, brave, muscular, handsome, and good in bed. You are the complete package, handsome. Your idea really helped them.”

I grinned and turned my attention back to the battle. There were at least three or four hundred murlocs below us, but something about it seemed off. Zaddrith’s horde numbered in the thousands, so where were the rest? And, worse, where was Curym with her forces?

My mind raced as I tried to recall every military battle and story I’d read. When an army first met its enemy, it didn’t simply charge headlong into combat. I drew in a sharp breath as I realized what this was.

“Grendis!” I shouted as I turned and raced toward the Grey Hunter. “Grendis, wait!”

The tall, rangy man loosed another arrow then shot a glance my way. “What?” he barked. “Bit busy here.”

“This is a test!” I called. I skidded to a halt in front of the man and thrust a finger at the approaching enemy. “There are too few of them for it to be a full-on assault.”

“Too few?” Grendis snapped. “There are hundreds of the bastards”—

“In an army of thousands,” I insisted. “Irenya said that Zaddrith’s a coward; that she won’t fight unless she knows she can win. She’d want to test our defenses to see what our odds of holding her off are.”

Grendis’ eyebrows knitted together and his mouth pressed into a frown that made his narrow face look even longer.

“If we waste all our arrows now, we’re going to be fucked when the real battle comes,” I said. “If we want to make her commit all her forces to the battle, wouldn’t it be best if we appear weaker than we really are? And conserving our arrows means we’ll have more for the real battle.”

After a moment, Grendis nodded. “You sure about this?” he demanded.

“As sure as I can be without actually seeing the enemy,” I replied with a shrug. “But I can sense Zaddrith’s minions out there, and I know she’s only committed a portion of her forces to fighting.”

“Right, then.” He turned and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Archers, fall back!”

“What?” Adath shouted. The black-bearded man abandoned his position behind the barricade and charged over to us. “Sir Galfred’s battle plan”--

“Was for the real battle,” Grendis said, and jerked a thumb at me. “The Dragonrider thinks this is just a probe.”

Adath turned to me with a questioning glare.

“There are too few enemies,” I told him. “Zaddrith is holding the rest back. You said we need to make her throw her whole army at us if we’re going to have any chance of winning. So we’ve got to convince her that we’re easy pickings. Lure her in by appearing weaker than we are.”

Adath’s brow furrowed in contemplation.

“They’re still coming, sir!” a man in the armor of a White Guard shouted from behind Adath.

“Damn it!” growled Adath, then he threw up his hands. “I hope you’re right about this, lad. Goddesses know we’ll find out soon enough.” He turned to stride down the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Grendis demanded.

“To let my men know we’re holding off on the defensive measures,” Adath replied. “We’ll need them for the full-on assault. If this is just a probe, our shields and spears ought to be enough to hold them off. But I’ll make sure they’re on standby in case Zaddrith decides to commit her whole army. Keep your archers ready, Grendis.”

“Aye,” the rangy Grey Hunter said with a nod. He turned to me. “Good luck here, Dragonrider. I’ll pray to the Goddesses you don’t need it tonight.”

On the street below, I saw Adath talking to Sir Galfred, and both men turned to look up at me. After a moment, Sir Galfred gave a hesitant nod. Evidently he’d come to the same assumption as I had.

“Shields and spears, ready!” came the booming voice of Commander Illidor of the White Guard.

All along the wall, men reached to lower the solid wooden barricades Adath and his builders had erected. In their place, they raised flimsy-looking shields five feet tall and three feet wide. The shields were cobbled together, with panels of plywood that seemed too weak to stop an arrow or a murloc spine. But that was the point of the shields. We needed more weapons to fight the enemy, and this was the best way to gather them.

For every man that gripped a plywood shield, there was a second wielding one of the crude wooden spears. The tips had been sharpened and hardened by fire, and they glistened in the moonlight. I smelled something that reminded me of beeswax. Adath or one of the woodcutters must have had the idea to coat the improvised spear in wax, which would protect the wood from the acid for at least a few minutes. Anything to lengthen the lifespan of our weapons could turn the tide of battle in our favor.

“Brace yourselves!” shouted Commander Illidor.

I raced back to my spot on the wall just in time to see the murlocs charging toward the line of stakes. Or, the spot where I knew the stakes began. In the dim moonlight, I couldn’t see the sharpened logs driven into the ground, almost as if some clever mind had decided to paint them black.

The murlocs hit the sharp defensive barrier at full speed, and it looked as if a giant invisible hand stopped them in their tracks. More croaking cries echoed up from the field below as the frog monsters were impaled on the stakes by the momentum of their charge or those charging behind them. My stomach twisted as I watched the creatures writhing and twisting like grisly trophies pinned on display.

But the stakes could only slow the enemy. The murlocs clambered around or between the spiked barrier, and with no arrows or stones to bring them down, they got through with only a handful of casualties. More than three hundred of the original force survived to charge the stone wall.

I saw their frog legs curl up beneath their humped bodies, then they leaped high into the air toward us. I was shocked as the murlocs soared twenty or so yards off the ground. I knew frogs could jump, but this was far more than anything I’d expected.

The leaping frogs thumped against the wall, then slid down to land on the soft ground below. I had no doubt a few were crushed by their comrades, but not enough to make a real dent in their forces. The second wave of jumpers managed twenty-five yards off the ground, and one actually leapt high enough to latch its clawed fingers onto the wall right in front of me.

With a snarl, I whipped my axe up and brought it down in a one-handed blow right onto the frog’s hand. The sharp tip of my axe head sliced through moist skin and bone, and one of the creature’s arms fell away. With the other, it began pulling itself upward to clamber onto the parapet.

Suddenly, a fiery double-bladed spear drove past my left arm and punched into the murloc’s gleaming red eye. Acid and flesh sizzled, and the stink of burning flesh assaulted my nostrils. Rizzala shoved the creature hard to send it toppling backward over the wall, dead.

I stared at the twin fiery heads of her spear. The flames burned away the acid before it could damage the steel. Why hadn’t I thought of that earlier?

I tapped into the fire magic coursing within me and summoned a flame to my finger, then pointed it at the head of my fireman’s axe. The droplets of acid on the steel sizzled and popped as I burned them away. With relief, I saw the metal was undamaged.

“Thank you,” I said to Rizzala.

“You told me what happens to my magic if you die,” she replied. “Keeping you alive is my best option.”

“Damn,” I said with a shake of my head, “and here was me hoping you actually cared a little.”

She fixed me with a hard stare but said nothing for a long moment, then turned and went back to her place on the wall a few yards away.

“Is it just me, or is she a lot more stubborn than either Irenya or Arieste?” I asked Nyvea.

“Definitely more stubborn,” Nyvea purred, “but definitely a valuable asset once you can convince her to join you. There’s a strength in her that Arieste’s cool calm and Irenya’s fiery passion will never match.”

“I guess I’ll have to find a way to show her the truth,” I sent back to the voice in my amulet. “But not right now. I’ve got to focus on staying alive.”

The murlocs had continued their leaping attack, but thankfully the walls were too high for them to reach us. However, when the next wave of jumping frogs flew through the air, I saw them hunch over and puff up like a bullfrog.

“Spikes!” I shouted a warning to the men fighting beside me.

The White Guards ducked behind their shields just as the first of the murlocs’ long red spines shot out of the backs of the creatures flying toward the wall. There were a hundred loud impacts of bony spikes on wood as the missiles punched into the shields. A few cries of pain echoed from along the line before the rain of spines stopped flying.

The next wave repeated the attack, and the third wave, and the fourth. The White Guards fighting beside me quickly learned to get behind cover, and the last two volleys of spines thunked harmlessly into the plywood shields.

“They’re pulling back!” came the shout from somewhere to my right.

I glanced over the stone parapet, and relief flooded through me when I saw the murlocs hopping away from the wall. They were retreating, and we had survived the first battle.

Cheers erupted along the length of the city wall, and the White Guards rattled shields and spears in defiance of the fleeing enemy. Adath pushed through the defenders along the wall to stand beside me.

“Good call, Dragonrider,” he said with a grin and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Let’s hope that convinced Zaddrith,” I replied, and tried hard not to let my relief echo in my tone. “If she thinks we’ve got solid defenses but no real way to bite back beyond our arrows, she might just be convinced that it’s worth taking a shot at us.”

“And when she does,” Adath said, “we’ll be ready for her.”

“Damn straight!” I grinned and turned away from the retreating enemy.

I walked along the wall and inspected the shields Adath had crafted. The spines had punched halfway through the plywood, and there were more than a few men with wounds on their arms, faces, and torsos from the sharp spikes. One unlucky man lay silent on the ground, a massive hole in his shield and three spines driven through his chest.

I let out a long breath as I saw that he was the worst of the casualties. Aside from a few dozen wounds and one ankle sprained by an archer hurrying down the stone steps, we’d gotten out of this battle relatively undamaged. We would have almost full strength and new murloc spike weapons to repel the enemy with when they attacked again.

A familiar figure moved among the wounded. Even in the light of the flickering torches, Princess Selene’s long hair shone like spun gold, and her smile was radiant as she knelt among the injured. She dressed cuts, carried supplies, and offered what help she could.

In that moment, I saw her in a new light. This wasn’t the spoiled daughter of a king sitting at a fancy dinner like I’d known in the past. This was a young woman concerned for the welfare of her people. She moved among the soldiers with grace and poise, yet she treated each with kindness and genuine affability. She would one day be the ruler of Whitespire, and what I saw of her now made me believe that she’d be a good one. Age and experience would teach her a lot of things, but empathy was an innate skill that would serve her well.

I descended the stone steps and strode toward where Sir Galfred stood.

“Good call today, Dragonrider,” the knight said, and his plate mail clanked as he turned toward me. “We’ll need more quick thinking like that if we’re to survive this.”

The look on his face reminded me of the way Howley, Station 52’s Fire Chief, had stared at the fire on my first call. Like a man who wanted to be in the action, but knew his place was to command from behind the front lines.

“Your plan was solid, Sir Galfred,” I told him. “When the enemy hits us hard, it’ll be that very plan which keeps us going.”

“But I’ll need your eyes and ears on the wall to make adjustments to the plans.” Sir Galfred’s expression turned musing. “Commander Illidor’s a staunch man, but he’s never been in battle before. I’ll have him pass the word along that your orders are to be followed without question.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. Until just a few weeks ago, I had never been in any kind of fight, much less one that involved two armies and hundreds of men.

“There are two types of commanders,” Sir Galfred said and fixed me with a piercing gaze. “The kind who learns battle from a book, and the kind who learns it through instinct and experience. Both types of commanders are valuable, but both are needed to lead. With your instincts and my learning, we’ve got the best chance of survival.”

For the first time, I realized I didn’t know a lot about Sir Galfred beyond the fact that he was a knight of Whitespire. In all the days we spent on the road together, I hadn’t asked him about himself.

“Where did you learn?” I asked. “Was that part of your knight training?”

“Indeed it was,” Sir Galfred said with a nod. “Courtesy of the king, in fact.”

I raised an eyebrow and leaned forward, my curiosity piqued.

“My father was Sir Fastos, one of the knights of the city,” he said. “Back when Obragar’s father still ruled, the king and I spent our days training. Me at weapons and Obragar at the duties of a king. When Obragar’s father discovered I had a knack for weapons and the ways of war, he insisted on hiring tutors to teach me all the skills both martial and academic required to be a knight of Whitespire. When he died, Obragar continued to finance my education.”

“How many knights of Whitespire are there?” I asked.

“One.” He fixed me with a solemn expression. “The last knights, my father included, fell in battle with Riamod forty years ago. Since that day, none have braved the strict training and exacting education required to become a knight. Indeed, I would have given up if Obragar hadn’t forced me to continue.”

“Forced you?” My brow furrowed. “You don’t look like the kind of guy anyone could force to do anything.”

Sir Galfred grinned. “My king used the simplest means of strong-arming me: he promised I would be able to serve him as my father served his. For a knight, serving his king and his city is the greatest honor there is. And, he promised a chance for vengeance against Riamod, the foul wyrm that killed my father. That alone was enough to convince me.”

“And a good thing that is!” I said and clapped him on the back. “Thanks to you, Whitespire’s got a real chance of winning this.”

“You and your dragons will also prove instrumental.” Sir Galfred’s voice grew heavy, and I noticed him shooting a glance toward the palace. Toward where he knew Irenya was.

“Is it difficult?” I asked him. “For you to look at her and know what she once was? What she did?” I’d been so focused on carrying out Barodan’s mission and protecting the humans of Iriador I hadn’t really given much thought to how those humans felt about the dragons.

“Yes.” Sir Galfred’s voice was heavy, his words slow. “More than once, I have found myself wanting to hate that woman for the suffering Riamod inflicted. Yet every time I look at her or hear her speak, I cannot help but see the human side of her. I do not know if she is Riamod still or a part of the dragon exists within her. That is your area of expertise. But I do know that without her, Whitespire may fall. For the sake of my king and my city, I can put aside my feelings. Perhaps one day I will be able to forget who and what she was. For now, it is enough to know she is the means of our survival and our triumph.”

The knight’s words surprised me, and I found I had a whole new level of respect for him.

“You’re a better man than anyone realizes, Sir Galfred.” I gave him a grin as I thrust out my hand. “And I’m honored to fight by your side to save this city.”

Sir Galfred gripped my hand and met my eyes. “The same to you, Dragonrider.” After a long moment, he dropped his gaze and a smiled played on his lips. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must meet with Adath about”--

The ringing of the alarm bell cut off the rest of his sentence. A moment later, the cry of “They’re coming back!” echoed along the wall.

We hadn’t won the first battle; we’d just bought ourselves a reprieve.
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Chapter Seven

“What the hell?” I whirled and raced back up the stairs onto the wall. Sure enough, a horde of spiked, hump-backed murlocs were hopping at impressive speed toward us.

“The retreat was a feint!” Adath shouted.

Of course. I should have known that Zaddrith wouldn’t use her minions like an army of humans. Human soldiers needed to rest between attacks, and they could be broken or demoralized by heavy losses. But dragons controlled their minions using the magic which created them. Emroth had hurled tens of thousands of ghoulins at Windwall and had only pulled back her minions after they sustained eighty or ninety percent casualties. If Zaddrith truly was as cowardly as Irenya said, she would attack hoping to catch us off guard and overwhelm our apparently weak defenses.

“Looks like our deceit worked,” I told the bearded Grey Hunter with a grim smile.

“A little too well, perhaps,” Adath said with a shake of his bald head. “Looks like she’s throwing everything she’s got at us.”

I reached out with the Mark of the Guardian and sensed the presence of thousands of minions moving toward us. The biting, metallic tang of her magic swarmed at us from both the south and west, and frog-like monsters hopped up the open fields and farmlands and pushed through the forest.

“Archers!” Grendis shouted. “To the walls!”

“Don’t waste your men,” Adath said with a shake of his head. “They’ll be upon us before you can get three volleys off, and we’ll waste valuable time pulling them back to give the White Guards room.”

“Damn it!” Grendis swore. “Sir Galfred’s plan”--

“Our commander taught you the first rule of battle just as he taught me,” Adath snapped. “The enemy’s always going to fuck up your battle plans. That’s when it’s time to improvise and adapt. For now, that means pulling your archers back and giving us room to work.”

With a growl, Grendis nodded. “Archers, fall back!” he shouted, then nodded to Adath and me. “Goddesses smile on you gentlemen.”

“Be ready,” Adath said. “We may need your men to reinforce us if things go bad.”

“We’ll keep an eye out for you,” Grendis said, then turned and stalked down the stairs behind the last of the archers.

“Looks like it’s down to us,” Adath said with a grim smile. “Let’s just hope you remember everything I taught you about using that axe of yours.”

“I’ve picked up a few new tricks.” I shot him a confident grin and tapped into the fire magic within me to summon a small flame to my hands. My brow wrinkled in concentration as I forced the flame to pass from my hands to the steel head of the axe. I didn’t know how the gemstones in the magical weapons anchored the spell to the steel or wood, but I could feel the fire licking at the oxygen in the air in order to burn brighter. It wanted to consume the steel head and wooden shaft of my axe, and it took a focused effort to constrain it. To my surprise, I found the fire magic was much easier to wield than it had been in Ironfast. The fire bent to my will without resistance, and I could shape and control it with far less effort. Was it possible that destroying another altar and adding new powers gave me better control over the magic?

I turned back to the wall just as the foremost murlocs stumbled on the stones and brick chunks Adath had sown among the fields and farmlands around the city. More pressed on behind them, only to stagger as they, too, encountered the uneven ground. A few of those that survived the obstacle found themselves shoved onto the spikes by their comrades. Too few, sadly, and there were hundreds that survived to leap at the wall.

“Barricades up!” Adath shouted.

The spike-ridden shields had been hauled away, and now the White Guards and recruits hurried to reinforce the barricades as the murlocs began to jump at us. The elevated wooden defenses shuddered beneath the impact of heavy murloc bodies. When I risked a glance through an arrow slit, my jaw dropped as I saw what the creatures were doing.

The murlocs had learned they couldn’t jump as high as the wall, so they leapt onto their comrades’ backs, then used the combined strength of their legs to propel them higher as they jumped in tandem. The murloc on the bottom barely managed to jump five feet in the air, burdened beneath the weight of their companions. However, those few feet gave the murlocs atop them the altitude needed to hit the barricades.

A wooden barrier to my right collapsed, and a heavy frog body crashed onto the parapet. I charged the creature and swung the pick side of my axe into its bright red eye. The creature thrashed about as it died, then collapsed off the side of the wall onto the street below, where its spikes impaled a recruit unlucky enough to be standing there.

“Watch out for its blood!” I shouted to Adath, who had come running up behind me. “It might be strong enough to eat through the soles of your boots and into your feet.”

“Thanks for the warning!” Adath called back as he leapt over the small puddle of green blood that stained the stone.

A murloc managed to grab onto the wooden barricade in front of me, but in doing so exposed its soft underbelly. I drove the fiery head of my axe through the nearest arrow slit with enough force to punch the head through its moist skin. Acidic blood sizzled and flesh burned, and the creature collapsed with a high-pitched croak that sent a shiver down my spine.

Another frog monster actually cleared the wooden barricade completely and flew high over our heads to land on the street amid a cluster of wounded. My heart froze as I saw Princess Selene crouched not five feet from where the murloc lay dazed by its impact on the hard paved stone street. I knew I couldn’t reach it before it climbed to its toad-like feet and wreaked devastation on the recruits, archers, and healers below.

Suddenly, fire blossomed in the darkness, so bright I had to shield my eyes. A red-haired figure clad in a splendid dress of bright crimson strode down the street, and a thin stream of flames poured from her hands and crashed into the monster that had landed next to the beautiful princess.

Irenya’s jaw was clenched, her teeth gritted as she kept up the fire. It had to be taking an enormous amount of effort given how little magic she had, but she didn’t stop until the murloc lay dead, its body a smoking mass of charred flesh.

“Heroic timing!” I shouted down to her.

She waved and swept a little curtsey. “I certainly thought so.”

“Thank you!” Princess Selene said, her face pale as she grabbed Irenya’s hand “You saved me. You’re my hero!”

“You’re welcome, Princess,” Irenya said, and I saw a new sparkle in her eyes.

“We could use a hand up here, Irenya, if you’re up for it.” Even as I said it, I turned back to the wall to cut down a murloc that was trying to rip the wooden barricade apart using the claws on its forelegs.

“Be right there!” Irenya called.

After I hacked down the murloc, I had a moment to breathe, so I risked a glance in both directions.

To my right, Adath wielded one of the improvised spears with impressive skill. He drove the fire-hardened end into one murloc’s eye, then brought the blunt end down on another’s head hard enough to knock it from its perch on the barrier in front of him. Beyond him, toward the southern end of the wall, the barriers had remained solid, all but the one hole created by the first murloc to get over the wall.

To my left, Rizzala was swinging the magical spear around her head and using its fiery blades to hack down any murlocs that managed to get onto the raised barricade. I found myself mesmerized by her skill. She’d been a dragon just yesterday, but she spun, twisted, and whirled the spear with the grace of someone that had spent a lifetime training. The long braids of her hair whipped about her face and complemented the ferocity of her expression.

The western section of wall wasn’t faring well. The murlocs had managed to bring down three separate sections of the barricade, and there were five of the frog-like creatures fighting on the parapet. Even as I turned toward them, one of the murlocs hunched over, blew out its cheeks, and shot its spikes into a cluster of recruits. Six long, red spines flew through the air and punched through simple leather armor like a hot knife through plastic wrap. Eight recruits fell beneath the hail of spines, and I felt my stomach drop.

Irenya appeared on the wall beside me, and I saw the worry in her eyes as she spotted the embattled defenders.

“We need to help them!” she shouted.

“Let’s go!” I raced in front of her with my shield held out to protect us both. Barely thirty yards separated us from the murlocs on the wall, but by the time we reached them, two more recruits had fallen to the sharp teeth, claws, and spines of the frog monsters.

I let out a furious growl as I reached the first one. The flaming blade of my fireman’s axe whipped around in a powerful one-handed blow that chopped the creature’s frog-like face in half. I tore the axe head free of the dying murloc and swung it at the next enemy. Sizzling acid sprayed into the monster’s eyes a moment before my axe sheared through its forepaws and the creature staggered backward before it toppled over the edge of the wall.

I tapped into the fire magic within me, summoned the flame to my hand and then shot a flaming pillar at the next murloc in line. The creature’s skin sizzled and blackened in an instant, and it died before it could turn toward us. The fourth murloc fell back before the flames, right onto the spear of a White Guard. The man cried out as a drop of acid splashed onto his face, but he refused to let go of his spear. His cry of pain turned into a roar of anger as he shoved the dying murloc over the wall.

The last murloc opened its mouth wide, and I could see it preparing to spit a thick stream of acid toward me. I couldn’t dodge, not with Irenya and other defenders behind me, but my shield was caught on the body of another dead murloc.

A soft, warm hand rested on my shoulder, and I acted on instinct. The fire magic surged through my body, up to my shoulder, and through my skin into Irenya. I heard her little gasp of delight at the presence of magic, and once again there was that unmistakable rush of pleasure as the burning power joined us as one.

Time slowed to a crawl as two gobs of acid flew from the murloc’s mouth toward me. At the same moment, two little balls of fire whipped past my head straight toward the flying acid. The fire struck the acid, flared bright, then sizzled away to a puff of foul-smelling smoke.

I shot a glance at Irenya. “That’s twice you’ve saved me,” I told her.

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to repay me,” she said with a coy smile.

For a reply, I wrapped my axe arm around her waist, pulled her close to my chest, and brought my shield up in one quick motion. I felt two solid thunks against the ice-covered shield as a pair of spines slammed into it. I spun, dropped Irenya, and charged the murloc that had climbed onto the wall behind her while I was occupied with the other five. Instead of bringing my axe around, I simply drove the spines embedded in my shield into its back.

The creature gave a croaking scream as the spikes punched through its skin. Acidic blood spurted over the protective layer of ice on the shield, and it began to sizzle and smoke. I tore the spikes free, then kicked the murloc hard to knock it back over the edge.

“How’s that?” I called back to Irenya.

“That’ll do!” she shouted from behind me. Once again, her hand rested on my shoulder, and I poured magic through my body into her. As my magic transfered, I kept my shield up and my axe ready for the next murloc scrambling onto the wall, and she tapped into the fire magic to guard my back.

I sensed more creatures approaching the wall and lifted my eyes to scan the night. The sight before me sent a chill down my spine. Five huge snakes, easily thirty feet long and five feet thick, slithered up the hill toward the wall. They were the same bright green as the frogs, but with blue and white bands at intervals down their long bodies. I felt two serpentine eyes lock onto me, and the snake opened its mouth wide to reveal a forked tongue and two fangs as long as my arms.

“Aren’t you afraid of snakes?” Irenya asked.

“No,” I groaned. “I just really, really don’t like them.”

As if to prove my point, one of the snakes opened its mouth and sent a stream of green saliva shooting toward the wall. It hit with the force of an exploding water balloon and splashed liquid across the barricade and one of the White Guards behind it. The man screamed as the acid ate through his armor, clothes, and the skin of his shoulder.

“Grendis!” I shouted into the chaos with the desperate hope the Grey Hunter could hear me. “We could really use those archers of yours about now!”

“You could always turn me into a dragon,” Irenya said from behind me. “I could rip those things apart in seconds.”

“I can’t,” I replied. “We need to lure her in, and revealing you is just going to scare Zaddrith off. But let’s see what you can do about the damned things in this body.”

As I spoke, I summoned as much of the fire magic as I could and poured it through my body into hers. I felt her shudder as the power raced into her body, and she stepped around me to extend her right hand toward the nearest serpent.

The giant snake saw us and opened its mouth to spit, but the massive pillar of fire that poured from Irenya’s hand engulfed the monster’s head. Scaly flesh, forked tongue, and serpentine eyes were burned to ash in an instant. Irenya moved her hand to send the flames downward across the snake’s body toward its tail. The dying monster collapsed, writhing, and crushed a dozen hopping murlocs around it.

The fire faded from Irenya’s hand, and in that moment I saw three murlocs leaping high into the air. I knew they wouldn’t clear the barricade, but their bodies hunched and puffed up to shoot their spikes.

“Look out!” I shouted and pulled Irenya to the parapet. Half a dozen spines whipped past my head, so close they ruffled my hair, and we hit the floor hard. Irenya landed atop me, and I saw a glint of fear in her burning amber eyes.

“That makes us even,” she whispered, then pressed a kiss to my lips.

“The battle’s not over yet,” I told her once we came up for air.

“More fun for me!” Irenya gave me a bright smile as she stood, then used her fire magic to torch a murloc flying toward us.

I leapt to my feet in time to bat aside a murloc spine flying toward her, then whipped my axe around and drove the pick side into a murloc’s brain. Too late, I realized the magical flames on my axe head had gone out when I stopped concentrating, so I tore the axe free and used a burst of fire to burn away the acid before it could damage the steel.

Behind me, I heard a loud crunch of breaking wood, and I whirled to find a murloc leaping off the wreckage of what had once been a ballista. The beast had knocked it off its perch, and the massive crossbow-looking weapon was a mass of splinters and broken rope.

I rushed the murloc and cut it down before it hopped two steps, only to find myself surrounded by four more frog monsters that clambered onto the ramparts. A glance over my shoulder found three more of the huge, humped creatures coming toward me. If Zaddrith had pinpointed me as the greatest threat, her minions would want to stop me at all costs.

There was no way I could dodge their acid spittle or blood as I cut them down. Even if my flaming axe could survive the assault, no way my ice-covered Blackguard armor would. I had an instant to think of some way to protect myself as the murlocs opened their mouths to shoot saliva at me.

My eyes took in the flame-sheathed head of my axe, and a wild idea burst into my mind. Fire would neutralize their acid, so what if I could summon the fire to shield me as I used the ice?

Time slowed to a crawl as I tapped into the fire magic surging within me. It roared through my veins and raced toward my fingertips with the force of an inferno, and I could feel its desire to be free. But instead of releasing it in a pillar or blast, I gritted my teeth and forced the fire to form a swirling wall around my body. The fire wanted to burst free or fade away, but I kept a tight grip on the magic to keep it controlled.

Four streams of acidic murloc saliva hissed toward me, and I heard a loud, angry sizzling as the liquid touched the roaring flames. Smoke puffed in the air and I caught a whiff of charred acid as the fire destroyed the acid in an instant.

A roar of laughter burst from my throat as I swung my axe, its entire length encased in flame, at the nearest murloc. The frog died with a pitiful croak, then I whirled and drove my flaming shoulder into the next monster’s underbelly. As the creature staggered backward and fell off the wall, I swung my axe to cut down the two murlocs left in front of me.

More hissing and popping sounded from behind me as the murlocs spat their acid harmlessly at the wall of flames covering my body, head, arms, and axe. I whirled, summoned as much fire as I could grasp at once, and released it into the faces of the three remaining murlocs. The frog monsters croaked in agony as their bodies were engulfed by the brilliant flames. They collapsed in writhing heaps of sizzling skin and burning flesh, and their eyes gave a loud pop as they burst.

“Damn!” Irenya breathed. “That was more power than I’ve ever felt, even when I wielded the fire magic as Riamod. How did you do that?”

“The idea just came to me, and I made it work,” I said. “It was harder than wielding ice, but I think I’m getting the hang of using the magic.”

My attack seemed to break the enemy’s spirit, and no more murlocs hopped onto the ramparts. The giant snakes hesitated to join the push, given the fate of their massive comrade. I glanced over the wall and found the frog monsters hopping their way back toward the forest and down the hill. Hundreds of green, humped bodies lay on the ground, impaled on spikes or cut down by the wall’s defenders. I noticed a few with limbs, spines, and heads crushed by rocks, and found Adath shouting for men to bring more of the heavy stones up to the wall.

“Let them conserve their strength,” I called down to him. “The enemy is fleeing.”

“They’ll come back,” he shouted up. “And when they do, by the Goddesses, we’ll be ready for the bastards!”

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the land beyond the walls of Whitespire for the magical presences of the enemy. I felt hundreds of smaller pulses of energy that could only be the murlocs, with a dozen or so larger pulses, likely the giant snakes. Somewhere, far in the distance, I could detect a massive knot of power. I knew it was Zaddrith hiding at the rear of her line and sending her minions to fight in her stead.

“Coward!” I growled. If I could just lure her into the open, I could use Irenya to bring her down once and for all. But as long as she remained in the trees, I had no way to get at her. Irenya’s flames could start a forest fire that would devastate all of Whitespire. We’d just have to keep whittling down her armies until she had no choice but to retreat or join the fight herself.

A few yards away, I found Rizzala leaning on her double-headed spear and gulping down deep breaths. She had extinguished the flames of her spear head and looked exhausted from the fight, yet a triumphant grin spread on her face.

“Rizzala,” I called out as I strode toward her. “Are you hurt? Did any of the acid get on your clothing or skin?”

The warrior-woman studied her body, then shook her head. “I am unharmed.”

“I saw you fighting,” I said. “That was damned impressive!”

“Yes, it was,” Irenya put in from behind me, and I saw surprise written on her face. “Did you learn to fight like that in the last day?”

“I…” Rizzala hesitated. “I do not know. The moment I gripped this spear, it was like my body knew what to do.” She stared down at the double-headed polearm in her hand. “I cannot explain it.”

“Whatever it was,” I said, “It was awesome. We’re lucky to have you fight with us.” I held my hand out to her.

She studied it for a long moment, then reluctantly handed me the spear.

“No, no,” I said with a laugh. “I’m not asking for your weapon back. You’ve proved you’re the one best-suited to use it.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “I do not understand.”

“It’s something the humans do. They touch their hands together to signify camaraderie,” Irenya said, and she looked to me as if for confirmation.

“Close,” I said. I gave back her spear, then reached out with my left hand, took her right hand, and placed it in mine. “It’s called a handshake. You squeeze my hand and I squeeze yours.”

Her grip tightened around mine, and I was surprised by her strength.

“The point isn’t to crush an enemy’s hand,” I told her. “It’s sort of a way of saying ‘I recognize and appreciate your strength’. It’s acknowledging that we’re allies, or friends.”

She loosened up her grip on my hand, and I nodded encouragement as I shook it.

“Good.” I grinned at her and let her go. “Thank you for your help here.”

“You made your wishes clear,” she replied, her tone as stiff as her spine. “I was to fight or die.”

“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I said if we don’t fight, we’re all going to die when Zaddrith’s army overwhelms our defenses. Not that I’d kill you if you don’t fight.”

“Oh.” The tension in her posture softened, and her face relaxed.

“I want you to fight with us, but I’m not going to force you to do it,” I told her. “I’d like us to be allies, not me threatening or blackmailing you into doing what I want. I need your help to win this battle, and I know you could be useful to helping us defeat Zaddrith. Your magic has proven very effective already.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she shot a glance at Irenya. I had no doubt she’d seen the red-haired woman using her fire powers, so that had to set her thinking. If I was in her place, I knew I’d be thinking about how I could get the one controlling my powers to give them back.

As her brow wrinkled, I noticed two dark spots just below her hairline. They looked like burn marks, maybe from the acid of the murlocs’ blood.

“You should get those looked at,” I said and pointed to her forehead. “Acid burns can be really painful and leave nasty scars if they damage the flesh too much.”

She touched the burn marks and winced. “I will,” she said with a nod. “Thank you.”

“No, Rizzala, thank you.” I emphasized the words as I met her dazzling green eyes. “You saved a lot of lives tonight. You are a hero.”

Her spine straightened, and it seemed she held her head higher as she walked down the steps toward the healer’s tents.

“Was I a hero, too?” Irenya asked me.

“You were my hero, that’s for sure,” I told the red-haired woman with a wink. “You kicked some serious ass with that fire magic.”

“We make a good team, don’t we?” Irenya’s amber-colored eyes held mine, and though she smiled, there was a deadly earnest tone in her voice.

“We do.” I took her hand and squeezed it. “Hard to believe it, but I can’t imagine my life without you.”

“It would certainly be a much more boring place,” Irenya said with a little grin.

“On that, we definitely agree.” I chuckled as I turned back toward the wall to stare out into the night. My eyes roamed the darkened fields and farms, but it seemed the murlocs and snakes had retreated out of sight.

Something about the whole thing nagged at the back of my mind as I scanned the bodies of Zaddrith’s minions lying on the battlefield. We had killed hundreds of murlocs and even three of the giant snakes. Yet I knew I was missing something important about the battle.

Then it struck me like a bolt gun between the eyes. Curym and her minions! They had never joined the battle. I saw Curym’s minions in the Crystal River, but why would the dragon use the river that ran fifty miles away from the city she was trying to invade?

Irenya’s words from the previous day flashed through my mind. “Zaddrith will be the visible threat, but we cannot underestimate Curym. She will find a clever way, the way we least expect, while Zaddrith is throwing her forces straight at our walls.”

Horror gripped me, and icy feet danced down my spine as an idea struck me. Water was the key.

I turned and raced toward the spot on the wall where Adath stood directing the White Guards and recruits in rebuilding the defenses.

“Adath!” I shouted.

The bearded man turned toward me with a curious expression. “Ethan, what’s”--

“Water!” I skidded to a halt in front of him, breathless. “Where does the water in Whitespire come from?”

His brow furrowed in confusion. “Why?”

“Just answer me!” I shouted.

“From what I’m given to understand, it’s brought to the city via aquifers,” he said.

“But where does it come from?” I asked. “The mountains, a lake, where?”

“The Crystal River, as far as I know.” His eyes suddenly flew wide as if the implications had just hit him. “You don’t think...?”

“You were there when Irenya said Curym would find the way we least expect!” The words poured from my mouth in a rush. “That is the last place any of us would think to look.”

“Goddesses!” he gasped.

“Where in the city do the aquifers open up?” I demanded. “Where does the water come into the city?”

Adath turned and pointed a stiff finger at a massive four-story building half a mile into the city of Whitespire. “There, in the Hall of Cascades, but”--

I was running down the steps before he finished the sentence, and my boots pounded on the paved stone road as I raced toward the nearest picket of horses. I nearly ripped the reins from the hitching post in my hurry to get them free, then I leapt into the horse’s saddle and dug my heels into its ribs. The horse reared up for a moment before leaping into a gallop.

Anxiety thrummed within me as I charged through the streets of Whitespire. It was the only answer that made sense, given what we knew about Curym. I had to hope I wasn’t too late.

The horse protested as I sawed at its reins to turn it down the broad avenue that led to the Hall of Cascades. The hall was easily a hundred yards wide and long and stood four stories tall. I rode between the broad, pillared archways in the entrance, into the building, and through tiled halls lined with flickering oil lamps. The sound of my horse’s hooves echoed loudly in the hallways, but all I could hear was the distant rushing of water and the hammering of my own pulse in my ears. I had to reach it before it was too late.

The horse charged through another pillared archway and out into the open-air mouth of the aquifer. I threw myself from its back and raced toward the stone stairs that descended toward the bubbling, flowing water.

I held my axe in a white-knuckled grip, and my blood ran cold as I saw the first monstrous head poking above the water’s surface.
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Chapter Eight

The sight of Curym’s minions caught me by surprise. The creature had a nearly human face, with sparkling blue eyes, pale skin, and a slightly flattened nose. Long white hair flowed around a feminine face, down past sleek shoulders and two ample breasts barely covered by blue scales. Her curving waist met a fishy tail, exactly like I imagined a mermaid looked.

But the comparison to mermaids ended the moment she opened her mouth.

Three rows of needle-sharp teeth filled the creature’s maw, and she let out a loud piercing sound when she saw me. Her tail was more serpentine than piscine and ended in a spiked tip rather than two fins. Her long, well-muscled arms ended in long fingers tipped with claws that looked sharp enough to carve flesh.

I raised my hand and tapped into the fire magic coursing through my body. Flames licked through my veins, up my arm, and out of my fingers in a thick pillar that engulfed the creature’s head. The monster’s shriek was cut off as red-hot fire consumed it, and steam rose from its body as it crumpled backward to splash into the water.

Two more monster-mermaids rose from the water, followed by a third behind it, and I saw the water lashed white as more and more of the minions swam toward the surface. I had a single second to act, just enough to raise my shield to deflect the slashing claws of the water monster. I heard steel screaming as its claws raked its surface. I had no time to light the head of my axe on fire, but I swung a hard blow that chopped through the slim neck of the creature on my right. Pale blue blood misted in the night as the creature collapsed.

I blocked the next raking attack and then drove the shield straight into the monster’s human-looking face. It fell back, stunned, and I brought the pick side of my axe whipping around to bury it deep in its skull. On my sixth heartbeat, I reached for the fire magic again and hurled a thin line of flames at the third monster to emerge from the water. Instead of an engulfing pillar, the line of fire simply burned like a welding lance through its chest. The creature fell back into the water, and its cries of agony disappeared beneath the surface of the water.

But those seconds had given more monsters a chance to rise from the depths. There were three stone stairways leading from the water’s edge to the building above, and if they got past me, the monsters could attack the city’s defenders from behind.

There was no way we’d be able to hold off a battle on both fronts.

I reached for the ice magic to freeze the water of the aquifer, then cursed as I remembered I used it to transform Arieste into the white dragon. It had seemed the better choice at the time as she was better-suited to bringing reinforcements while Irenya’s fire would prove useful in protecting the city. Now that I needed Arieste’s ice powers, I had only a trickle. It was enough to shield my body from the monsters’ raking claws but not much more.

So be it, then. Adath had to be right behind me, and he’d be bringing reinforcements. We’d have to hold the aquifer until we could find another way to keep Curym’s minions out.

As if on cue, I heard a shout behind me and glanced up to see Adath charging toward one of the stone staircases leading up from the water’s edge. He wielded his long sword with devastating efficiency, and the red gemstone set into the sword’s pommel kept flames burning along the sharp edge. He hacked down one mermaid, turned aside another’s swiping claw, and then severed the monster’s arm with a quick slash. A moment later, the creature’s head rolled from its shoulders.

To my right, another flaming weapon whirled in the darkness of the aquifer. This one had two steel heads and was wielded by a dark-skinned, dark-haired woman whose eyes glowed bright green in the light of her fire-edged spear. Rizzala had come to join the fight.

“Need a hand, handsome?” Irenya’s voice echoed from behind me, and I felt her hand on my shoulder.

I planted my feet and held my shield steady. The stairs were too narrow for the water monsters to get around, so they’d have to get through me if they wanted out of the aquifer. No fucking chance I was going to let that happen.

“Light ‘em up,” I told Irenya as I tapped into the fire magic and sent it through my body and into hers.

I slammed my shield into one water monster’s face, and as it stumbled backward down the stairs Irenya lobbed a ball of fire at it. The falling monster collapsed atop the two behind it, and the three were incinerated by the scorching heat of Irenya’s flames. Another mermaid-looking monster climbed over the burning corpses of its comrades, only to meet the swinging pick side of my axe. The sharp tip punched through the roof of its fishy skull and the monster crumpled to the stone steps.

Bright light suddenly flared in the surrounding air, and my heart leapt as I felt the familiar surge of ice magic. A moment later, a massive dome of ice winked into existence across the entire surface of the aquifer. Two water monsters were caught halfway out of the dome, and they shrieked as the ice simply chopped their bodies in half. Only one more slithered up the stairs toward me, and it died beneath a faceful of Irenya’s fire.

I looked up in time to see Arieste swoop low over the Hall of Cascades, her dragon eyes fixed on the frozen-over aquifer, and I let out a whoop of relief as she circled overhead. I cast a glance at Rizzala and Adath, who held the other two stairways up from the aquifer. Adath faced four of the monsters while Rizzala was just finishing off one of the three wriggling up the stairs toward her. They had things in hand, which left me free to focus my attention on —

A loud crack echoed across the aquifer, even above the sounds of shrieking water monsters. I glanced down at Arieste’s ice dome and saw fifteen or twenty of Curym’s minions hacking at it with their sharp claws. Cracks had begun to appear in the ice, and I knew we had seconds before they’d break through.

“Arieste!” I shouted. “Again!”

The white dragon swooped down to land on the paved courtyard beside the aquifer, and the gemstone in her forehead glowed a brilliant white as she tapped into the ice magic. Another layer of white ice popped into place atop the cracking dome, and the muffled, watery howls of Curym’s water monsters were muffled by the reinforcement.

But I knew it was just a matter of time before the ice cracked and the monsters got through. Arieste couldn’t keep throwing up more domes, or she’d tire herself out long before Curym ran out of minions. It was time to find another solution.

My mind flashed back to what she’d done when we crossed the Iron River beneath the city of Windwall. She’d managed to freeze the surface of the fast-flowing river to provide us a bridge to cross. What if we could do the same here, but instead of forming a bridge, use ice to plug up the aquifer completely? A thick enough layer of ice could make it impossible for Curym’s minions to get through. At the very least, it could hold them off a day or two.

“Arieste!” I called and passed my axe to my shield hand as I turned to race toward her. “I’ve got an idea, but I need to take back the magic I gave you.”

The dragon’s pale blue eyes narrowed, but she dipped her long neck so I could reach the gemstone set into her broad forehead. The ice magic flowed out of her body as if eager to return to me, and I gasped at the icy chill that spread through my body as Arieste’s form shrank and shifted from the forty-foot dragon to the tall, lithe woman clad in only the thin white shift that was the remnants of her scales.

Exhaustion showed in the circles around her eyes and the lines on her face. I hesitated for a moment. I didn’t want to ask her to exert herself, not after she’d fought Emroth and her ghoulins and flown more than a thousand miles.

“I need to freeze the surface of the water like you did in Ironfast,” I told her, “but I can’t ask you to do it.”

“I can weather the strain,” Arieste said.

“No, I won’t put you at risk,” I told her. “Explain to me how you did it, and I’ll do it myself.”

Arieste seemed ready to argue, but I cut her off with a shake of my head.

“You’re exhausted, and I won’t take any chances that you’ll burn yourself out by overusing your magic,” I said. “Let me do this, just tell me how.”

After a moment, Arieste nodded, and I saw relief shimmer in her eyes.

“Come,” she said. “It will be easier if we are close to the water.”

“But Curym’s minions”-- I began.

“They won’t get through in time.” Her voice held an edge of cold steel. “Not if we hurry.”

I took her hand in mine and together we ran down the stairs, careful not to slip on the blue blood of the water monsters, to the edge of the ice-covered water. The blue eyes of the water monsters followed our movements, and hate filled their expressions as they bared their teeth and attacked the double layers of ice with renewed determination.

“Adath!” I shouted. “Watch our backs.”

“Right behind you,” the Grey Hunter called from the staircase he’d held, where the four water monsters now lay dead.

I crouched on the lowest step and reached out a hand to touch the shimmering surface of Arieste’s ice dome. The cold seeped through my fingertips, and I could feel the shuddering impacts as the water monsters clawed at the underside of the domes. Even as I touched it, I felt the crack as the first dome shattered and was dragged away by the water flowing through the aquifer.

“We need to do this quickly!” I told Arieste with a glance over my shoulder at her. “Tell me how to do it.”

“You can feel the ice magic moving through you,” Arieste said in the same calm voice she’d used when first teaching me to use my powers that seemed so long ago. “It wants to be formed into a barrier of ice. The magic does not care what shape the barrier takes, provided it is a solid shield.”

As I tapped into the ice powers, I could feel it exactly as she described it. It wanted to be solid, as if it knew that it needed to transform from a flowing liquid magic into a solid, as freezing temperatures turned water into ice.

“The key to using the power in this way is to will it into existence beneath the surface of the water,” Arieste said. “Reach down through the ice and feel the vibrations of the water passing beneath it, rubbing up against it.”

I closed my eyes so I could concentrate on what I was doing. I could feel the current through the layer of ice, and it flowed far slower than the fast-moving water of the Iron River.

“It’s moving slowly,” I told her. “Like a trickling creek or stream instead of a rushing river.”

“Good!” Arieste said, and a grin split her face. “That means the water will be less resistant to your efforts to turn it solid.”

“Tell me how I do that,” I said.

“Just will the magic into existence beneath the surface, but keep extending it as far as the water will permit,” she told me. “Instead of pulling moisture from the air to form the shield, send the icy magic down into the water and use it to form the solid ice.”

I reached for the magic and felt the tattoo on my left bicep grow cold as I pulled the ice power from deep within my body and force it through my fingertips and into the dome of ice covering the water’s surface. But instead of releasing the magic, I imagined myself pushing it down, through the layer of ice, and into the slow-moving water. I suddenly felt the water moving past my magical senses, almost as if I’d submerged my entire body. The moment I sensed the water, I released my hold on the ice magic. Not all at once, like making a solid ice shield, but a little at a time.

It was as if I could feel the molecules in the water slowing down as they came in contact with the ice magic. They slowed so much that they simply stopped in place, then began to cling to the small ball of ice I’d formed with the release of magic. That seemed to trigger a chain reaction, and more and more molecules turned solid, which in turn expanded the ice shield. I simply kept pouring magic into the center of the ice to chill the water, and the laws of physics did the rest of the work for me.

Using the ice magic drained me far faster than I expected. The magic wanted to be solid, and the fact that I continued releasing it in a small stream was like trying to fight against the ice power’s nature. It seemed barely a second passed before the flow of ice magic cut off and I fell to the stone stairs, exhausted.

Arieste’s eyes were wide and fixed on the aquifer. Behind and above me, I saw Adath’s face pale, and even Rizzala and Irenya seemed stunned. Though it took every shred of energy I had, I managed to lift my head and look at the water’s surface.

Solid white met my eyes. Where there had once been flowing water beneath a thin layer of ice was now a single block of ice. When I reached out and touched the shimmering surface, I could barely feel the vibrations of the water flowing beneath.

“Damn!” I heard Irenya say from behind me, and her eyes went to Arieste. “I never knew she could do that.”

“I can’t,” Arieste said with a shake of her head. “That was all Ethan.”

“That’s right, hero,” Nyvea purred. “You are very powerful, and you will continue to grow more powerful as you destroy more altars. I can’t wait.”

I pushed myself up to my feet with a monumental effort, and it felt like I carried a thousand pounds on my back as I climbed the stairs.

Adath hadn’t yet recovered from his shock as I came up beside him, and he looked at me with wonder sparkling in his eyes. “Well, that’s one way to do it.”

I grinned weakly and nodded. “Thanks for having my back,” I told him, then turned to Irenya and Rizzala. “Both of you.”

Rizzala nodded, but said nothing.

“I told you I’d watch that ass of yours,” Irenya said with a bright smile that seemed to light up the darkness of the Hall of Cascades. She glanced at Arieste. “But really, I think the real hero here is Arieste. She’s the one who saved the day.”

Arieste’s eyebrows shot upward, and I couldn’t help feeling the same surprise. Not days before, Irenya and Arieste had been sniping back and forth at each other, but how Irenya was complimenting Arieste? Had our conversation about becoming Arieste’s friend really have that much effect?

“It appears you have kept things in hand while I was away,” Arieste said, and she gave Irenya a smile that seemed far less chilly than usual. “I had a chance to see you fighting, and you proved quite adept with your fire powers.”

“Just as I thought. They are trying to get along better. Soon they will be friends, then they will share their feelings, then they will want to share your bed at the same time.”

“Uh, not to be a spoilsport,” Adath said in a slow voice, “but this does raise a new problem of sorts.”

“What problem?” I asked as I turned to the Grey Hunter, whose face was creased into a frown.

“You just froze over Whitespire’s main water supply,” he said. “Our only real water supply, for that matter. We’ve got enough stored in barrels to keep us on our feet for a week or so, but once it runs out…” His words trailed off, and none of us needed to hear the end of that sentence.

“How long will that ice hold?” I asked Arieste.

Her brow furrowed as she thought. “If there is cloud cover to diminish the heat, we can hope for four days. If the sun is bright two, three days at most,” she said.

“Then we won’t have to worry about water running out,” I told Adath, “but we’ll be back to dealing with the problem of Curym’s minions. Irenya, you said Curym wouldn’t leave the water?”

“No,” the red-headed woman said with a scowl. “Curym will remain far underwater, doubtless in the deepest section of the Crystal River. She would let her merslayers and Nagia attack us.”

“Merslayers?” I asked. “That’s what these things are called?” Definitely like mermaids, but far deadlier.

“Yes,” Irenya said. “And we were fortunate she didn’t send Nagia for this attack.” She gave a little shiver that had nothing to do with the chill wafting up from the icy surface of the aquifer. “That is an enemy I hope never to face in this human body.”

“Well, for now we’ve got to keep our focus on the enemy outside the gate,” Adath said.

“I agree.” I turned to the bald Grey Hunter. “Can you send a squad of recruits to keep watch on the aquifer around the clock? The moment they see any signs the ice is weakening or the merslayers are getting through, call me or Arieste to deal with it.”

“Aye, Dragonslayer, a good plan.” Adath cocked an eyebrow at me. “Now, if you’d be willing to heed the advice of an old warrior, you might want to find a place to get a bit of respite while you can. I’ve seen corpses with more life and color than you, lad.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but I found I was far too tired to put up a valiant effort. Arieste had collapsed after freezing the Iron River, and evidently I’d used a lot more magic than she had. I’d managed a few hours of sleep with Irenya, but I could definitely use a few more.

I glanced at Arieste and found she looked as exhausted as I felt. I knew there was no way she could turn back into a dragon right now, which meant one of our most powerful weapons was out of commission until she rested.

“Looks like we arrived just in time,” came a familiar voice from behind me.

I turned to see a tall, broad-shouldered man with long, braided black hair and the black scale mail of a Windwall Blackguard. He snapped a salute, then gave me a friendly smile.

“Captain Daxos! Or is it General now?” I felt my tiredness retreat at sight of the man. “I was hoping they’d send reinforcements, but I never expected the Military Councilor himself.”

The captain winced and his smile faltered. He hadn’t been elected to the position, but chosen by the Council of Four, one of whom was his father, after the untimely death of that asshole Councilor Warrald. He’d been hesitant to accept, but from what I’d seen of him, he was the man for the job. Especially if that job involved leading the Blackguards from Windwall to help us fight the dragons.

“My sergeant made a compelling case for our sending aid,” Captain Daxos said. “I knew I had to make the journey and offer what help I could. I would not order any of my men into a battle I was not willing to fight.”

And there was proof that I’d been right to believe in him. He was a true leader, and a hell of a fighter. With the flaming sword he’d found in the tunnels beneath Windwall, he’d prove a valuable ally on the wall.

Sergeant Dai stepped out from behind the captain and tensed as he caught sight of Rizzala leaning on her double-headed spear. His hands dropped to his mace and short sword, and I could see the war in his eyes. Until just the previous day, the woman had been Emroth the Dusky, the black dragon that had laid siege to the city of Windwall for hundreds of years. The enmity he felt would not be so easily overcome. As long as he didn’t make any overt threats, however, I saw no reason to intervene.

“How many did you bring?” I asked.

“Myself, the Sergeant, and four more,” Captain Daxos said.

“I tried, Ethan,” Arieste quickly put in, “but the distance was too great to carry more on my back.”

“Trust me, Arieste,” I said with a shake of my head, “you’ve done more than enough to save all of us today.”

“Perhaps if there was a way to carry them in my claws”-- Arieste began.

“Not a bloody chance!” Sergeant Dai growled. The normally taciturn man seemed as surprised by his own outburst as the rest of us. After a moment, he grunted and spoke. “Too far to fly gripped in dragon claws.”

“That is a place even the bravest of Blackguards would hesitate to go,” Captain Daxos said with an apologetic grin. “I’m not ashamed to admit I’d rather stay as far away from dragons’ claws as possible. That leaves the army making the journey on horseback, which will take weeks.” His eyes darkened, and I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what he was thinking: Whitespire might not have weeks.

“Might be another means of carrying them,” Adath put in.

All of us turned to look at the bald Grey Hunter.

“She carried a canvas in her claws to haul back all those weapons,” Adath said and pointed to Irenya. “Maybe be she could do the same, but with men instead of swords.”

My tired brain raced as I tried to think of something that could work. In the Fire Academy, I’d learned to use rescue slings and webbing harnesses to lower victims from high buildings. Somehow, I doubted any of the Blackguards would want to fly five hundred miles dangling in a harness. That could be fucking uncomfortable, especially for any male Blackguards.

But what if I didn’t go with a harness for each man? Instead, what if we could make some kind of webbing-like sling to carry all of them at once? Or, better still, something like a hammock with two solid sides? My eyebrows rose as I remembered I had two dragons.

Immediately, my mind began working at the idea of building a hammock that they could carry between them. If Irenya and Arieste could work together, they could hold both ends of the hammock and transport a lot of men at a time. It would be a terrifying, dizzying ride, but it was the only hope we had of getting any kind of reinforcements.

“Adath, how hard would it be to get our hands on netting, say fifty feet long and twenty wide?” I asked.

“Netting?” Adath’s eyebrows shot up. “Canvas we have aplenty, but netting”—

“Canvas will do,” I said. My mind was working a hundred miles an hour as I tried to solve the problem. “If we could secure a length of canvas to two lengths of wood, then run a rope from the wooden ends to wrap around a dragon’s leg, you could haul a much heavier load.”

I found a patch of muddy ground at the top of the stairs and knelt to draw my illustration of a hammock-style conveyance with two wooden sticks at either end.

“If Arieste and Irenya could fly at the same speed and altitude, they could carry double the weight, which means a lot more Blackguards!” I said, and excitement coursed through me.

Arieste and Irenya exchanged glances.

“It might work,” Irenya said after a long moment.

In dragon form, Irenya was nearly twenty feet longer and could fly much faster than Arieste. It would be challenging for them to match their pace, but they’d have a five hundred mile journey to Windwall to figure it out.

“If we could integrate some sort of harnesses or straps to hold the people in the canvas in place,” Adath said, “it might go a long way toward putting them at ease.” He turned to Captain Daxos. “Do you think your men will be willing to ride?”

“If Sergeant Dai travels back with them and relays my orders,” Captain Daxos said, “they’ll do it.” He shot a pointed look at the sergeant.

Sergeant Dai glanced at Irenya, but finally nodded and gave his usual grunt of acceptance.

“I’ll get the builders working on it at once,” Adath said after a long moment studying my crude drawing. “But they’ll need time to put it together.”

“No problem,” I said. “Arieste needs to rest before she does anything.”

Arieste looked ready to argue, but her fatigue seemed to win over her stubbornness. “Yes, I do,” she said with a tired nod.

“Adath, anywhere nearby she can sleep in peace and quiet?” I asked.

Adath pondered for a moment. “Two streets down, there’s a house belonging to the Merchant’s Guild. Tell them who you are and they’ll make sure you have a place. If they don’t, they’ll answer to me.”

“Thank you,” I said, then turned to Irenya. “If you need to rest as well”--

“I’ll be fine,” she said with a shake of her head. “I slept enough last night. Besides, I think I’ll stick with Adath and make sure his builders get this thing of yours right. I doubt they’ve built anything sized for two dragons before.”

“Good.” My eyes fell on Rizzala, who had stood quietly throughout the conversation. “How do you feel, Rizzala? You fought like a badass on the wall and here. Are you hurt, or do you need to rest?”

The warrior woman seemed surprised by my question, as if my concern was something she couldn’t understand. “I… am unharmed and do not need sleep,” she said after a second of hesitation. “I will return to the wall and keep watch for a renewed assault.”

“Thank you,” I told her. “You’ve saved a lot of lives tonight.”

Her expression revealed only mild surprise, but she nodded before turning and strolling out of the Hall of Cascades.

I followed Adath’s instructions to the nearby Merchant’s Guild, and one mention of my name and rank was enough to convince the portly man at the door to let us enter. Within minutes, we were led to a comfortably furnished room with a soft couch, a wooden table, and a queen-sized bed. As I turned to close the door, I found myself aching to climb into the bed. Using that magic had taken a lot more out of me than I’d expected.

Arieste, however, seemed to have recovered some of her energy. The moment the door was closed, she turned toward me with a hungry look in her eyes. She slipped the scant dress off her shoulders and dropped it in a heap to the ground. I felt like the luckiest man on earth as Arieste stood beside the bed stark naked. I drank in every detail of her body, from the smooth skin of her graceful neck down to her perfectly rounded breasts with their light pink nipples to her smooth stomach and the soft swell of her hips.

I stripped off my clothes and crossed the room to her in two strides. She melted into my arms with a fiery passion that was so at odds with her usually icy demeanor. After just a few seconds of hot kisses, she pushed me onto my back on the bed. I could feel her hot and wet as she climbed on top of me.

She closed her eyes and sighed in pleasure as I slipped inside her, and her hips ground against mine as she began to rock back and forth. Slow at first, but faster and faster as her pleasure mounted. I reached up to cup her supple breasts in my hands, and her nipples went erect in delight at my touch. She let out a little moan of delight that only grew louder as our passion continued.

I could feel the burning heat of her desire racing through her body, and it made her skin almost hot to the touch. She guided my hands down her sides to squeeze her hips, and I pressed my thumbs into the crease of her leg and thigh. She let out a little gasp and rocked harder and faster.

“Oh, Ethan!” she cried. “Yes, just like that!”

My right hand went up to the side of her neck, and she leaned her head toward it as I gripped it. I pushed downward at the same time as I thrust upward with my hips. Her breathing came fast and hard, and her hips ground downward in time with my movements. She came within seconds, but I didn’t slow. Faster and faster I thrust until her back arched in pleasure and her cries echoed off the wooden walls of our room. Finally, after she had climaxed twice more, I gave in to my pleasure and climaxed as well.

Then we lay still in each other’s arms until our hearts slowed.

“I missed you,” I whispered in her ear as I felt sleep trying to take me.

“I missed you too,” she sighed. “I feared something would happen to you. Perhaps it is a foolish fear, but you tend to risk your own life for others.”

“That is what heroes do,” I replied as I smoothed back her platinum blonde hair from her forehead.

“You are no mere hero, Ethan,” she said as she gave me a sliver of a smile. “You are so much more. Every time I see you, I… well.” Arieste cleared her throat and then blinked her eyes a few times. “Perhaps we should get some rest. I feel very relaxed now. Thank you.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” I whispered. “I enjoy every second I spend in your arms.”

“Hmmm,” she sighed as she stared deeply into my eyes. Then she stroked my cheek, gave me a light kiss, and pressed her face into my chest.

Half a moment later, her body was twitching against me, and I felt a gentle warmth fill my chest. I knew she was about to tell me that she loved me, and I knew that my feelings were the same for the beautiful woman. I also felt the same way about Irenya. Even though we were in the heat of a war, and our chances of survival were slim, I knew I could do anything with the women of ice and fire by my side.

Those thoughts carried me to a deep sleep, but I dreamed of dragons, magic, and endless power that shaped the world into anything I wanted.
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Chapter Nine

The sound of a bell snapped me abruptly out of my slumber. My body kicked into high gear and I leapt out of bed, raced for my clothing, and snatched up my armor before my freshly awoken brain caught up. That wasn’t an alarm bell, but a smaller one, much closer to me. When it came a moment later, I realized it sounded like a doorbell to the room.  I set the armor back down knowing the danger I thought I was responding to wasn’t actually there.

I opened the door to find an older gentleman in simple merchant’s clothing standing outside my bedroom with a wheeled cart piled high with plates of food.

“For the Dragonslayer,” he said with a smile, “compliments of the Merchant’s Guild.”

“Thank you,” I said as I eyed the food. Sausages and bacon lay piled high next to fried eggs, fresh bread, baked beans, roasted potatoes, and a wonderful-smelling herb and tomato sauce atop it all. Two mugs of coffee sat on the cart beside them, along with a bottle of chilled wine, a glass pitcher of cold milk, and a large tankard of beer.

I thanked the man again and pulled the cart into the room. Arieste’s eyes went wide at the sight of the feast when I set it on the table and gestured to it like a model showing off a new car.

“They expect us to eat all of that?” she asked.

“We’ll certainly give it a heroic try, won’t we?” I said with a grin.

She took a delicate bite of a sausage, but it seemed she was hungrier than she realized, since she wolfed down the rest and plowed halfway through the bacon before I even finished a piece of toast.

“Flying all that way must really take it out of you,” I said.

“You have no idea!” Arieste said around a mouthful of bread. “When I was Frosdar, I could eat a whole cow in one sitting and still be hungry. That is why dragons sleep so much. Magic can sustain our bodies while we rest, but when we move around a lot, we have to eat to keep up our energy.”

“Good to know,” I replied with a nod. “I’ll make sure there’s a feast waiting for you and Irenya when you get back.”

Her expression grew somber. “You are certain that is the wisest plan?” she asked. “With our help, you could wipe out Zaddrith’s minions far more quickly.”

“Yes,” I said with a shake of my head. “Zaddrith has to know you and Irenya are here, but as long as she doesn’t actually see you joining the fight, there’s a chance she’ll commit her whole army to the attack in the hopes she can overwhelm us. And as Sir Galfred made it clear, we need her to throw everything she’s got against us. It’s the only way we can defeat her once and for all.”

“Why not simply fly to her lair, sever her connection to the magic, and wait for her to retreat?” Arieste asked. “That would deal with her once and for all.”

“Yes, it would,” I said. “But what about her minions? There are thousands of them roaming the land of Whitespire. It would take way more troops than we have to hunt them down and kill them or drive them out of Elloriel. Think of all the damage they would cause, all the people who would be hurt or killed. But if we make her commit her forces to an attack, we’ve got them all driving at us. We can whittle them down until there are too few of them to be a problem for the kingdom. That is when we’ll strike at Zaddrith.”

“I see.” Arieste’s face showed her displeasure, but hopefully she understood the benefit of this plan. There were just too many enemies for us to deal with. The only way to wipe them out was to make Zaddrith send them all right at us.

Silence descended on the room as we finished our breakfast. Arieste put away the entire pitcher of milk, two-thirds of the eggs, and most of the potatoes. I didn’t complain, because she had done the hard work of flying to Windwall and back yesterday, and she’d do it again. The more energy she had, the faster she’d get back with more Blackguards.

Neither Arieste nor I touched the tankard of beer. I couldn’t bring myself to have such a thick, malty, grain-heavy drink so early in the morning. The chilled wine was a nice touch, though, and brought back memories of brunching with friends on the beautiful shores of Lake Michigan.

Finally, the last plate was clean and Arieste leaned back against the headboard with a sigh.

“That sure hit the spot,” she said with a sigh of delight.

“I think I ate too much,” I groaned. “I’d better get up and walk it off, or else I might end up too full to fight.”

I slipped into my armor, strapped the shield to my back, and picked up my axe from where I’d left it leaning against the wall the night before. When I turned, I found Arieste wearing a simple white dress, which she’d pulled from the pack she always carried when traveling in dragon form. The pre-dawn light leaking through the window accented her ethereal grace and beauty, and it made her pale skin and platinum blonde hair look otherworldly.

“You look stunning,” I told her with a smile.

“You are not too bad yourself,” she returned, and her smile matched mine.

I took her hand and together we strode from the bed chamber into the Merchant’s Guild building. The old man accepted our thanks with a nod and a deprecating wave of his hand, then we were out in the streets and headed back toward the city wall.

The closer we drew to the wall, the more tension I felt in the air. There were no new casualties to add to last night’s tally, and men were sleeping in chairs or on rolled-up blankets on the floor. Perhaps there hadn’t been another attack after we pushed back Zaddrith’s forces and prevented Curym’s surprise assault from the rear.

“These people need you, hero,” Nyvea said. “They would have woken you at the first sign of the enemy. I’m glad they didn’t though. You needed your rest, and I needed to watch you have a good time with Arieste.”

“Ha!” I laughed to the voice in my amulet. “You are too much, Nyvea.”

“I think I’m just perfect, and I know you think that too, handsome.”

“Maybe,” I replied, and it was hard to keep the smile off my face.

Arieste didn’t seem to notice my grin, and we found ourselves hurrying to the command tent a few blocks from the battle front. Sir Galfred was dozing on what looked like a camping cot while Adath sat nursing a steaming cup of coffee in a canvas chair. His face brightened as he saw us enter, but even his smile was tired.

“Did you sleep?” I asked.

“Grabbed a few winks here and there,” he said. Even his voice was heavy with fatigue. “Someone had to keep an eye on things while the knight rested. Nearly collapsed, he did. Took Commander Illidor, Grendis, and myself to force him to rest.”

“Don’t make me do the same for you,” I told him with a frown. “I can take over so you can get some sleep.”

“Aye, I’d thank you for that.” He nodded as he pushed himself to his feet with a little groan. “But not until I show you what our builders prepared for your dragons.”

My heart leapt as I quietly followed the bald-headed Grey Hunter from the command tent, and down a side street away from the city wall. To my surprise, I found Adath had converted an old, crumbling warehouse into a builder’s yard, and the sound of blacksmiths, woodcutters, fletchers, and farriers echoed off the wooden walls and ceilings.

I caught a glimpse of bright red hair and an equally crimson dress standing over a group of six builders. Irenya was shouting orders to the builders as they put the finishing touches on the hammock-like dragon troop carrier I’d invented last night.

“How’s it looking?” Adath called to Irenya as we approached.

Irenya looked up and smiled at the sight of the three of us. “Good. Ready for us to try, I’d say.”

I studied the contraption the builders had created. Fifty feet long and twenty feet wide, it was made of three layers of tent canvas stacked atop each other, with two lengths of wood rolled up at the ends. Two long loops of rope, more than wide enough to slip onto a dragon’s leg, extended from either end. The thing had to weigh at least seventy pounds, but if it worked, it would allow Irenya and Arieste to combine their strength to haul more than a few Blackguards at a time.

“Then let’s get it outside and take it for a spin,” Adath said, then looked at me. “If you’re rested up enough for it.”

“Oh, it’s not me you should be asking,” I told him and pointed to the two women. “Arieste and Irenya are going to be doing all the heavy lifting.”

“I’m up for it,” Arieste said without hesitation.

I shot a glance at Irenya. She’d had a few hours of rest the previous night, and I saw no tiredness in her eyes, only eager excitement.

“Let’s do this!” the redhead said.

Adath and I helped the builders to drag the canvas and wood contraption out of the warehouse and load it onto a wagon. The massive hammock weighed a little over a hundred pounds, but that was more than light enough for Arieste and Irenya to carry. The real weight would be the Blackguards they carried.

Adath drove the cart up the side street toward the nearest broad avenue, and while the builders helped him to spread it out, I drew the red and white gemstones from my pocket and went to the dragon women.

“I don’t like leaving you here alone,” Arieste said in a low voice. “Not with Rizzala wielding that spear. I don’t trust her yet.”

“If she was going to kill me, she’d have done it already,” I said with a shrug. “She saved my ass twice last night. That goes a long way toward earning trust in my books.”

“I believe you are right, handsome,” Nyvea said in my mind. “Besides, she knows that if she kills you, she’ll be stuck as a human forever. Or she might even die.”

“Still,” Arieste protested, “I would rather stay here and fight beside you. Our magic could save a lot of lives.”

“Yeah, that ice shield of yours could stop a lot of those murloc spikes,” Irenya put in.

Arieste seemed surprised by the red-haired woman’s compliment. “Th-Thank you,” she said. After a moment, she added, “And from what I hear, your fire proved instrumental in saving lives.”

“Both of you are absolutely invaluable,” I told them. “Not only to me, but to the whole city. I want to keep you near me so we can fight together, but we need the manpower to hold off the enemy until Zaddrith commits to a full-scale assault. This is where you are making the most difference.”

“Just promise me you’ll be careful,” Arieste said, and worry sparkled in her eyes.

“Yeah,” Irenya added, “we’d rather you were alive when we got back.”

“I’ll do my best,” I told them.

“No foolish, unnecessary risks,” Arieste insisted.

“No heroics that could get you killed,” Irenya said and shook a finger at me.

The conversation struck me as a bit hilarious. Not long ago, the two women had gone at each other. Now, they were ganging up on me?

“I promise!” I said and threw up my hands and gave them my patented DePaolo smirk. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good enough?” Irenya asked as she turned and shot a glance at Arieste.

“Perhaps,” Arieste told the red-haired woman. “Though I think we’d best hurry before he forgets his promise.”

Irenya turned back to me with an expectant grin. “So, are we going to do this?”

I had a distinct feeling that the balance of power had just shifted, and I was suddenly outnumbered by two very strong-willed women. I quickly pressed the gemstone to Arieste’s forehead and pushed the ice magic through the stone into her body.

Now that I was rested, the magic came easily and with none of the discomfort from the previous night. I felt a little hollow as the icy power flowed out of me, but I forced myself to continue until Arieste was fully in her dragon form. Again, I felt that sensation of being drained when I fed fire magic through the red gemstone into Irenya’s body, and the builders let out stifled gasps as they caught sight of the dragon that had been Riamod until just a week ago.

Adath managed to snap them out of their terrified shock before they outright fled. However, they couldn’t stop shooting hesitant gazes at both dragons and all but refused to go near their massive legs and razor sharp claws.

I knelt to slip one loop around Irenya’s left leg, while Adath slipped the other loop around Arieste’s right. The two dragons let out a little rumble of displeasure as the conveyance pulled at their legs, and they turned to look at each other.

“Now, the key to making this work is flying together,” Adath told them in the tone of a mother lecturing an ignorant child. “We made it long enough so your wings don’t get tangled up, but you’ll have to stay close enough that you don’t stretch or rip the canvas.”

“I was there when it was being built, remember?” Irenya rumbled. Her deep voice and the burning of her golden eyes were a lot more terrifying in this form. Irenya the fiery-spirited redhead could be a whirlwind, but Irenya the sixty-foot dragon was a force to be reckoned with.

“Right, silly me,” Adath said with a broad grin. He was one of the few people in Whitespire almost able to relax around the two dragons. He was far less hesitant or ginger when they moved around him, and he actually looked excited to see them. Perhaps one day soon, I’d take him riding on their backs and give him a chance to experience the thrill first-hand. That would eliminate any traces of fear remaining.

“Back up,” Arieste rumbled. “Give us room to make this work.”

Adath and I gave the two huge dragons as wide a berth as we could. The broad street had more than enough space for us to clear out as the dragons adjusted to the contraption around their legs, and after a few moments, Irenya turned to Arieste and growled, “Let’s go.”

Arieste’s white dragon head dipped, then the two of them crouched in anticipation of take-off. I was struck by the strength and grace of their massive scaled bodies. The muscles of their legs, back, and neck bulged as they leapt high into the air, and their wings snapped out to the side to catch the wind. The canvas contraption made things a bit tricky at first, but within a minute or so, they managed to get the hang of flying in tandem.

“Wow, they figured it out quickly, Adath said.

“If any two could have made this work, it’s them,” I replied. “The only person I know that could out-stubborn Arieste is Irenya.”

“A match made in the oddest of heavens, isn’t it?” Adath gave a little chuckle and shook his bald head.

“You know it.” I turned to the black-bearded man. “Now, it’s time for you to get your ass into a bed and rest.”

Adath looked ready to argue, but I held up a hand. “As a knight of Iriador, I’m ordering you to do it. You can’t say no to the Dragonrider.” A smile ruined my expression of mock-seriousness. “Seriously, though, the city needs you alert and on your feet. Get some rest while you’ve got a chance.”

After a moment, Adath nodded. “Might be a few hours of shut-eye would do me some good. Goddesses know I could use it.” His eyes met mine. “You’ll send word the moment anything happens?”

“If I hear even a murloc fart, I’ll send all the king’s messengers to let you know.”

Adath snorted. “This knighthood and title has really ruined you, lad!” He rolled his eyes theatrically. “You save two cities and suddenly you think you’ve got the bollocks to order everyone around.”

I laughed and wrapped an arm around his broad shoulders as we walked back toward the city wall. “Who knows, maybe when this is all over, you’ll walk away Sir Adath, too. How about Sir Adath the Pot-Bellied? Or Sir Adath of the Whiskers?”

“How about Sir Adath of the Shoves His Foot Up Your Arse?” he growled in a tone of mock anger.

“Nah, I don’t think that has quite the ring to it,” I laughed.

Just then, we came in sight of the command tent and I caught a glimpse of a man in black armor striding toward the wall.

“Captain Daxos!” I called out.

The dark-haired man glanced over his shoulder, saw me, and turned to stride back toward us.

“Get some rest,” I insisted to Adath. “Zaddrith isn’t done with us yet.”

“Aye.” With a nod, Adath turned and entered the command tent, hopefully to find a quiet place to rest for a bit.

“Sir Ethan,” Captain Daxos said as he approached. “I trust you’re well rested.”

“I am thank you.” I shook his hand in greeting. “I take it the rest of the night was quiet?”

“Indeed,” the Blackguard captain said with a nod. “It seems we arrived in time to sit around and do a lot of nothing. Zaddrith appears to have pulled her forces back out of sight.”

I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and scanned the farmlands, forest, and fields outside Whitespire. The acid bite of Zaddrith’s magic was distant, but not so far away I couldn’t feel it.

“They’re out there, waiting,” I said. “But for what, I don’t know.”

“I must admit, from what I’ve heard of this Zaddrith, she shares some similarities with Emroth.” As Captain Daxos spoke, his eyes went to the dark-skinned woman sitting on the wall. “Emroth had an abundance of minions at her disposal, and it seems Zaddrith also has a vast army. I fear the few casualties sustained in last night’s skirmishes are but a fraction of her forces.”

“Yeah, we’re looking at more than two thousand,” I said. “And those giant snakes of hers are going to be a pain in the ass to deal with now that I don’t have my fire magic.”

Captain Daxos shot me a curious expression. I hadn’t explained the mechanics of my magic or how it related to the dragons, so he had no idea how I did what I did or how it all worked. I gave him a quick explanation of how I had to sacrifice the magic to turn them into dragons. I skipped the part about Barodan, the altars, and my mission. Now wasn’t the time to get into those details.

“Intriguing,” the Blackguard captain said after I finished. “That answers many of the questions which arose during our journey into Ironfast. But that also raises the question whether or not we’ll be able to defeat a full-scale assault without your magical powers. If, as you say, the murlocs’ and snakes’ acid melts steel as it melts flesh and clothing, we do not stand a chance if they somehow manage to get over the wall.”

“Which is why we’re going to keep them on the outside,” I said. “Come hell or high water.”

“I must admit I was surprised when your man Adath explained about the murloc spikes,” the captain said. “A clever idea, and the last thing I would have thought of.”

I noticed more than a few of the recruits and White Guards milling around the wall had traded in their spears, swords, and axes for the dark red murloc spikes. Some bright soul had the idea to wrap one end in strips of leather, similar to a sword hilt. It wouldn’t be a long-term solution, but it would help the soldiers grip the long, straight spikes without risking cutting their hands.

“I notice you don’t have any spikes,” I told the captain. “I trust you brought your sword, Fireblade?”

Captain Daxos gave a little wince at the name. The priestesses of Windwall had given it to him after our defeat of Emroth. The name had come with a prophecy: Peace and plenty will return to this land. With the Dragonrider, Fireblade, and Braveheart, mankind will find safety and hope for a better future. I had no doubt I was the Dragonrider, but I couldn’t figure out who was Braveheart.

The most likely candidate stepped out of the command tent at that very moment. Sir Galfred’s face was lined with lack of sleep, but his eyes were bright and his step brisk as he strode toward us.

“Sir Ethan, Captain Daxos.” He inclined his red-haired head in a respectful bow.

Sir Galfred the Bold was as brave a man as I’d ever met. He’d been willing to fight a dragon even though his chances of success were slim, and he’d taken on a Snow Killer alone. Perhaps he was the one the priestesses had named Braveheart.

“Sir Galfred, I hear you nearly collapsed last night,” I said. “How is that wound of yours healing?”

Sir Galfred’s expression grew grim. “It is fine,” he said and tried to wave it away. I could tell by the stiffness in his movement that the near-fatal wound he’d sustained in a battle with a Snow Killer hadn’t yet healed.

“I’d like to take a look at it,” I told him. “Just to make sure it’s healing properly. Too much exertion can slow down the healing and risk infec—”

The sound of the alarm bell and the shout of “They’re coming!” cut off the tail end of my sentence. In that moment, my magical senses detected thousands of Zaddrith’s minions racing toward the city, so I sprinted toward the wall, pounded up the stone stairs, and arrived at the parapet in time to see the bright green bodies pouring out of the forest, through the fields, and up the sloped hill around Whitespire.

“Grendis!” I shouted. “Get the archers up here!”

I whirled and scanned the streets below for any sign of the tall, rangy Grey Hunter. Before I could shout again, Grendis rushed from a small house beside the city gate and sprinted toward me. Seconds later, men carrying longbows and quivers of arrows burst from more buildings and clustered onto the wall. Less than thirty seconds passed between the sound of the alarm bell and the archers’ arrival.

Grendis took one glance at the charging enemy, then whirled to his men. “Nock!” he shouted.

I was surprised by how quickly the archers responded. Though more than a few faces had gone pale at the sight of the approaching murlocs, all of Grendis’ men drew an arrow and nocked it to their bow.

“Draw!” Grendis shouted, and the archers obeyed. “Loose!”

A hundred shafts sped toward the murlocs. A forest of arrows blanketed the fields and farmlands around the city, and murlocs dropped by the dozens. Some died where they fell while the wounded filled the air with their strange croaking cries that nearly drowned out Grendis’ orders.

Three seconds later, a second organized volley hurtled through the air, and more murlocs fell.

“Fire at will!” Grendis shouted. “Pick your targets and conserve arrows!”

The murlocs were hopping far too fast for the archers to hold off, but they could bring down as many as possible before they hit the wall. A steady stream of arrows poured toward the enemy, and the number of murloc casualties surpassed a hundred, then two hundred. But there were too many. The archers’ quivers were emptying far too quickly. It seemed just a few more seconds before Grendis shouted, “Fall back!”

The last missiles dropped onto the murlocs, then the rain of arrows fell silent. The sound of clattering armor accompanied the archers’ departure.

Grendis didn’t follow his men from the wall. Instead, he drew one of his few remaining arrows and nocked it to his bow. The magical gemstone in his longbow sent a laser-like beam of light at the enemy which he used to sight and loose. His hands were a blur as he emptied the last ten arrows in his quiver and felled ten murlocs with pinpoint distribution.

“Good luck to us all, lads,” Grendis said as he unstrung his bow, slung it on his back, and drew one of the dark red murloc spines.

Before I could argue that we needed him with the archers, the first of the hopping murlocs reached us. Again, they used that strange leap-frogging tactic from the previous night, and soon murloc spikes began to rain down on the wall. Thankfully, Adath’s barricades were far stronger than the plywood shields we’d used to gather the spines. The hail of murloc spikes brought down a few men, but the barrier held.

The wooden structures began to shudder beneath the impact of heavy murloc bodies. Green, frog-like monsters clung to the upper edges of the raised barrier or shoved their way through the ragged gaps in the wall, and a few of the weaker sections began to crumble as the enemy hit the wall with everything they had.

I hacked down one murloc with my axe and drove my ice-covered shield into another’s face hard enough to knock it off the wall. When a third frog monster hopped onto the ramparts beside me, I hit it with a blast of fire right in the ugly face. The creature fell backward with a croaking cry, and I heard more cries as it landed on its fellows below. I kicked the fourth enemy so hard my steel-toed fireman’s boot crushed its lower jaw, snapped a dozen needle teeth, and lifted it bodily off the wall.

I caught a glimpse of Captain Daxos twenty feet to my right, with a handful of his Blackguard helping to reinforce a section held by recruits rather than White Guards. To my left, Grendis drove his murloc spine into the bright red eye of a frog monster trying to pull its humped body over the wall. The creature gave a croaking shriek before plummeting out of sight. Grendis hissed as a drop of acid splashed on his hand.

Beyond the Grey Hunter, Rizzala whipped her flame-tipped spear around to cut down any murloc that dared to assault her small stretch of territory. I couldn’t help marveling at the ferocity and grace of her movements. They reminded me of a panther which matched the strangely feline appearance of her dragon form. She was most definitely a warrior, with the temperament and agility to match.

Any murloc that assaulted my stretch of wall met my ice-covered shield or the fiery head of my axe. I might not have enough fire magic left to generate a blast of fire, but I could control a flame to sheathe the steel axe head. The stink of burning acid filled the air and twisted my nostrils as I hewed down the oncoming murlocs.

The grunts, cries, and shouts of battle filled the air, and a faint hope blossomed within me as I realized our defenses were holding. The murlocs were throwing themselves at the barriers, but Adath’s constructions were strong enough to keep them out. With the murloc spines, we had weapons that could hurt them back.

A moment later, my hope came crashing down as I saw three massive serpentine heads appear above the barriers. One glance through an arrow slit in the wooden barrier in front of me revealed something that sent a chill down my spine.

The giant snakes could climb the fucking wall.
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Chapter Ten

The massive bodies of the three serpents were literally clinging to the rough surface of the wall, and their powerful coiling muscles propelled them upward toward the wooden barrier at the top. As I watched as their broad viper heads rose above the wall, and their open mouths streamed two long sprays of acid. White Guards and recruits screamed as their skin, clothing, hair, and armor began to sizzle, and the stink of burning metal and flesh filled the air.

I whirled to Captain Daxos. “Captain, I’ve got to go after them!” I shouted and thrust a finger at the two giant serpents.

“Go!” he shouted. “We’ve got this.”

I raced toward the massive serpents as they crashed through the wooden barrier on top of the wall and they quickly slithered onto the parapet. A trio of recruits were crushed beneath their long, sinewy bodies, and another was sent flying off the wall when one of the two serpents lashed out with its tail. The second snake snapped forward so fast a black-armored Windwall soldier was brought down before he even realized the danger. The snake’s two foot-long fangs punched through the man’s armor and pumped acid into his body. He fell with a scream and died a few moments later as the vitriol ate him from the inside out.

“Shit!” I cursed as I raced toward the nearest giant snake. It was fifty feet from where I stood, and I had to dodge fighting men and flying murloc spines to reach it. By the time I got within ten yards, the snake had brought down two more White Guards and had coiled its long green body to snap out at a recruit.

A shout burst from my mouth as I summoned the fire to my axe and leapt high into the air. The flame-covered axe blade slammed into the serpent’s head even as it struck for the fallen recruit. The man froze, wide-eyed, as the snake’s massive body flopped to the parapet not two inches from his head. Its fangs snapped off as its open mouth hit the stone wall hard, and its coils twitched as it died.

I tore my axe free and whirled to face the other snakes, but to my satisfaction I found the defenders fighting back. Those surrounding the snakes raised their polearms and thrust sharpened wooden tips and steel spear heads at the serpents’ coiling bodies. A loud, angry hissing echoed from the snake’s throat as it retreated from the wall of wood and metal, only to find more men pressing it from behind. It chose the only way out: down into the city.

Horror roiled through my gut as I watched the snakes slither down the stone steps set into the wall, right toward the waiting recruits and the healers tending to the wounded. I had seconds to act before they broke through our lines and got into Whitespire itself. They could wreak all sorts of havoc in the broad streets and tall buildings of the city, and with everyone on the wall fighting the murlocs, there’d be no one to stop them.

No one, but me.

I turned to scan the defenders for Rizzala and found the beautiful dusky woman locked in battle with a murloc that had hopped up onto the wall. Even as my eyes fell on her, she drove her double-headed spear into the frog monster’s eye. Acid sizzled and popped as the flaming steel burned it, and she kicked the creature backward over the wall.

She could take care of herself. I had to protect the people of Whitespire.

I took two steps and leapt off the edge of the wall. My hand flashed out to grab the rope hanging from one of the pulleys Adath had rigged to haul stones onto the parapet. In the instant my fingers closed around the rope, I summoned what little ice magic I had and used it to coat my hand in a thin sheet of ice. The protective layer kept my hands from being rubbed raw as I slid down the thirty yards to the ground, but melted in time to slow my descent. My knees protested as I landed hard on the paved stone street, yet I raced toward the nearest snake as fast as I could manage.

The serpent seemed to sense me coming, for its massive head whipped around and its serpentine eyes fixed on me. With a flick of its forked tongue, it darted toward me with the speed of a striking thunderbolt.

But I was ready for it. Even as its head whipped forward, I tapped into the ice magic again and pulled up an ice dome five feet in front of me, right in the path of its wide-open mouth. Its fangs punched through the dome like a knife through an eggshell, but instead of striking me, its broad snout bounced off the street. The impact stunned it for a moment, long enough for me to bring the pick side of my fire-covered axe onto its head directly between its eyes. The sharp steel point punched through its serpentine skull and into its brain. Then the beast thrashed twice as it flopped onto its side.

Acid sizzled as I tore the axe head free, and I felt the fire magic winking out as I ran out of power. The magic would take six seconds to recharge, but as I spun toward the other serpent, I found I didn’t even have two seconds. The second massive snake was poised to strike, its red eyes fixed on me.

Something struck me hard from the side and hurled me out of the way of the serpent’s attack. I rolled to my feet in time to see Adath hack at the serpent’s snout with his steel long sword. The blade carved a bloody furrow into the side of the snake’s face, but I could hear the sizzling of steel as the acid ate away at the metal.

“Look out!” I shouted.

Adath threw himself away from me, barely in time to avoid the snake’s lightning attack. But I had seen it coming, and before the snake could recoil, I brought my ice-covered shield whipping across to slam into the side of its head. The impact knocked it off balance, and Adath drove his sword into the creature’s coils, just above where its heart should be.

The snake gave a loud, chilling hiss and whipped about in an effort to dislodge the sword from its body. Its thrashing caught Adath a glancing blow to his armored chest, and he stumbled backward into the side of a building. The serpent raised its head to strike, and I could see Adath had no time to dodge.

In that instant, I felt the return of the fire magic, and I tapped into it as I wound up my axe for an overhand blow. I poured the fire down the axe handle and around the steel head as I brought the pick side down onto the snake’s spine with all the force of my arms, back, and legs. There was a sickening crunch of bones, then the snake flopped to the ground dead.

My heart hammered in my lungs as I tore my axe head free of the snake’s spine. Adath’s face was grim and pale as he stared at the blood seeping out of the monster’s wounds toward his boots. He had to climb over the round serpentine body, careful to avoid the acid as he came toward me.

“Looks like I got here just in time,” he said with a shake of his head. “And I was having such a nice dream, too.”

“You saved me,” I told him and thrust out a hand. “I owe you one.”

“We’re even,” he said as he shook my hand. “Call it payback for saving the city from Riamod.”

My heart sank as I saw two additional long, sinewy bodies disappearing into the streets of Whitespire. More snakes had gotten over the wall and passed the reinforcements waiting below. Thankfully, they were on the opposite side of the broad avenue from where the healers had set up the tents for the wounded, but they’d still cause all kinds of damage to the unprotected people sheltering in their homes.

“We’ve got to go after them,” I told Adath as I pointed to the snakes.

“What about the wall?” He shot a glance toward the parapet where the White Guards, Blackguards, and recruits were locked in a bitter struggle with the murlocs. A few more had managed to climb onto the wall, but for the most part, the defenses were holding.

“Rizzala and Captain Daxos will keep them fighting,” I said. “But we can’t let those snakes kill innocent people.”

“Right,” Adath said, then looked down at the stump of a weapon in his hand. The snake’s acidic blood had melted the steel to slag, and only two inches of the sword remained undamaged. He tossed it aside, then scanned the street for a weapon.

My eyes fell on a long polearm that lay discarded on the ground, doubtless by a wounded White Guard. The polearm had a curved sword on the end and a single red gemstone set just above the grip.

I picked it up and tossed it to him. “This might come in handy.”

With a grin, he pressed the gemstone into its setting, and a tongue of fire licked up the long blade’s edge. “Let’s do this, then.”

I raced in the direction I’d seen the snakes go. Whitespire was a big enough city that thirty-foot snakes could disappear into the broad streets, three-story warehouses, and mansions. But the magic that brought it to life couldn’t hide from my magical senses. The Mark of the Guardian tugged me to the right, toward the now-empty marketplace.

I caught sight of one of the snakes slithering through the abandoned wooden stalls, headed directly toward a two-story trading building. The red brick building’s double doors were closed, but I saw dozens of childish, wide-eyed faces in the upstairs windows.

“Goddesses!” Adath cursed behind me. “We can’t let it get in there!”

The king had ordered the non-combatants of Whitespire to take shelter during the battle. The trading building was sturdy enough to provide protection from arrows or hurled murloc spines, but no brick wall or wooden door would keep out one of those giant serpents. Within seconds, it would reach the doors and begin its massacre. We wouldn’t reach it in time.

A desperate plan formed in my brain, and I acted without hesitation.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Hey fuck-face!” I knew snakes had no ears to hear, so I drummed the wooden shaft of my axe against a nearby stall to attract its attention with vibrations. Then I grabbed a pole from one of the abandoned market stalls and threw it at the serpent. The improvised missile bounced off its scales harmlessly, but it had the desired effect. The serpent’s slithering slowed and its head turned toward me.

“Over here!” I continued banging on the stalls. “Come and get me!” I waved my arms until its serpentine eyes fixed on me.

The serpent’s body coiled on top of each itself, then its sinewy head turned toward me. I felt a little tightening in my gut as my brain reminded me that I really didn’t like snakes. Especially not serpents large enough to crush me or swallow me in a single bite.

Too late to back down now, I realized as it began slithering toward me.

“Get around it!” I shouted to Adath. “I’m going to draw it away, so be ready to strike when the snake stops.”

Confusion stained Adath’s face, but he nodded and ducked out of sight behind a wooden push-cart. I could see only the faintest wisps of smoke rising from the flaming edge of his glaive, so hopefully the snake wouldn’t see him. As long as it was fixed on me, it wouldn’t notice Adath attacking it from the rear.

The snake was moving far too fast for my comfort, and its massive body crushed more empty carts and stalls as it plowed through the marketplace. I moved away from Adath’s hiding place as I continued making noise to keep its focus on me. It drew closer, twenty yards away, then fifteen, and then ten.

It coiled its body like a massive spring and opened its mouth wide. Its forked tongue flicked in and out as it prepared to strike. In that moment, I tapped into the camouflage magic I’d taken from Rizzala. I felt it surge through my body, and the cells of my skin instantly changed. I didn’t need to look down to know my hands, face, and arms now blended into my surroundings as my skin magically matched the colors of the marketplace and the buildings behind me. To the snake’s poor eyesight, I had all but disappeared.

Its forked tongue flicked out and began vibrating, which I knew was the snake’s attempt to find me through smell rather than its limited eyesight. But that pause was exactly what I’d told Adath to be ready for. In the monster’s momentary confusion, the bald Grey Hunter leapt out from behind the push cart and brought his glaive whipping around in a powerful two-handed stroke. The flaming edge sheared through the side of the serpent’s neck, just a few inches below its head. Acid sizzled and hissed as the flame burned it to a crisp, along with the bone, soft tissue, and muscles beneath the scaly skin. The snake writhed for a few long seconds before it sagged and lay still, its burning red eyes still fixed on the spot where I had disappeared.

Adath pulled the flaming glaive free of the snake’s neck and turned toward me, but confusion twisted his face. “Ethan?”

I turned off Rizzala’s magic, and the Grey Hunter gave a little gasp of surprise as I appeared suddenly right in front of him. Which, to his eyes, I guess I had. He hadn’t seen Rizzala’s camouflage magic in action like I had.

“Damn!” he said with a shake of his head. “You’ve got to teach me that trick sometime.”

“You got it,” I told him as I tapped into the power of the Mark of the Guardian. I sensed the biting, metallic magic just a few blocks away and gestured in that direction “Come on, we’ve got one more to deal with.”

We raced up the streets of Whitespire and away from the marketplace. Our chase led us through a section that appeared to be mostly residential, with more of the tall buildings with whitewashed walls, red-tile roofs, and narrow spires. As we rounded a corner onto the broad avenue that led from the market to the city gate, I caught sight of our enemy.

This snake was unlike the others. The three we’d killed had been bright green vipers, but this one was much larger with olive green and red and brown spots. It also moved more slowly and its coils banded with powerful muscles.

The snake was slithering toward the section of Whitespire that had been set up for the healers to care for those too gravely wounded to return to the fight. Bleeding and bandaged men lay on rows of pallets beside a surgeon’s tent, and healers in white robes moved among them to offer water, salves, and dressings.

My gut tightened as I saw the serpent wriggling at a steady pace toward the camp. There were no guards to hold it off, not even recruits to face it with crude spears. I forced myself to run faster, but I had a sinking feeling in my gut as I watched the fast-moving serpent slither nearer the tents. I wasn’t going to make it in time.

A solitary figure stepped into the middle of the street between the snake and the tent.

I immediately recognized Sir Galfred’s bright red hair and beard, his glimmering plate mail, and the double-headed axe in his hands. Flames licked along the sharp edges of the axe as he strode toward the serpent with grim resolve in his eyes.

My heart stopped. Sir Galfred couldn’t hope to defeat the snake alone, not in his condition. A Snow Killer claw had come inches from tearing a hole in his heart, and he was still on the mend. His wound would slow him down, and the serpent monster was far too large for him to deal with. He’d buy a few moments, but at the cost of his life.

My legs burned as I sprinted at full speed toward the knight and the serpent, and my heart hammered against my ribs. I had to reach Sir Galfred before the snake killed him.

I didn’t want my friend to die, but I was too far away, and all I could do was watch as my running legs burned with my efforts to reach him.

With a mighty shout, the knight swung the weapon in a powerful blow toward the snake. The serpent slithered out of the axe’s path, then whipped its heavy body forward to slam into Sir Galfred. The knight staggered backward, pain written on his face, but caught himself and prepared to strike again. The giant serpent’s tail lashed out to slam into him from behind, and he stumbled forward.

Sir Galfred managed to strike the snake’s scaly side with the axe, and acidic blood spurted from a deep wound. But even as he pulled the blade free, I could see the pain on his face, and he hunched to protect his still-healing injury.

He knew he was doomed, but he refused to back down. He was Sir Galfred the Bold, knight of Whitespire, and he would face death if it meant he could save the lives of the men under his command. The bravest of warriors, he fought the massive serpent with every ounce of strength in his limbs.

Yet he fatigued after just a few swings of the heavy axe, and the snake used its thick-muscled body to strike at him. All the while, it wrapped its coils around him and pulling tighter with every sinewy movement. When Sir Galfred’s arms tired and dropped, the giant constrictor coiled about his waist and chest. The knight struggled to break free, but his body was still not fully recovered and the serpent was too strong. His face grew red, then purple as the constricting coils blocked the flow of blood to his brain. He’d be dead in seconds.

But that was when I reached him.

“Galfred!” my shout echoed down the street, and the eyes of both knight and serpent darted toward me.

I reached for Rizzala’s camouflage magic and felt the cells of my skin shift to match the paved street and whitewashed walls around me. I kept the power flowing through my body as I ran toward the serpent and Sir Galfred.

The serpent’s head whipped around toward me, but it couldn’t seem to figure out where I was. It lashed out with a powerful tail strike that nearly caught me in the head. I threw myself into a forward roll, barely managed to keep the camouflage magic active, then leapt to my feet and crossed the last five yards to where the snake was squeezing the life out of Sir Galfred.

At the last instant, I let go of the camouflage magic and tapped into what little fire magic I had. Flames licked down the handle of my axe toward the steel head as I brought it swinging around. The axe bit deep into the snake’s flesh and bone, and the creature let out a loud hiss of pain.

The coils around Sir Galfred loosened slightly, just enough for the knight to draw in a gasp of air. The redness of his face diminished as blood resumed its flow through his body. He even managed to pull his axe hand free of the constriction and attacked the snake. It was a feeble blow, but it distracted the serpent enough that I could tear my axe free and strike again. This time, the tip of my axe sheared through the spiked tip of its tail. Blood sprayed on the paving stones of the street as the snake tried to retreat, but without its tail, it struggled to maneuver.

No way was I letting the snake get away. I activated Rizzala’s camouflage magic again and raced along its slithering side until I was within striking distance of its head. I wound up in a one-handed baseball swing that buried the pick side of my flaming axe through its skull and into its brain. The massive serpent collapsed to the street, dead before it hit the ground.

“You foolish, stubborn, pig-headed fool!” Adath’s voice echoed in the street behind me. I turned to find him running toward Sir Galfred with a glower that would have made Grendis proud. “Thinking you can fight in your condition, you’ll get yourself killed!”

Sir Galfred had to struggle to answer. “Better me… than them,” he said, and thrust his chin toward the wounded men lying on the ground around the surgeon’s tent less than twenty yards from where the snake now lay dead. “They can’t… fight… in their condition.”

Adath caught the knight before he collapsed. “Neither can you, you idiot.” He grunted beneath the weight of Sir Galfred’s tall frame and heavy plate mail. “You heard the king. You’re to command the battle, not fight it.”

“Couldn’t stand… by... and let them… die.” Sir Galfred was gasping for breath now.

“Set him down,” I told Adath. “Quickly.”

I helped the Grey Hunter lower the knight to the street, then together we stripped off the heavy plate mail armor. Worry flared through me as I felt along his sides. If the snake had broken a rib, it could puncture a lung and he could drown in his own blood.

“You’re a damned fool!” Adath growled. “And a bloody hero for slowing that bastard down.”

“Don’t be too hard on him,” I told Adath. “You’d do something just as foolish if it saved lives. You were running right behind me.”

Adath colored, but nodded. “What a fine company of idiots we make, eh?”

We laughed, but Sir Galfred’s chuckle turned into a groan and a wince as he clutched his side. I let out a sigh of relief as I reached the last of his ribs and found them all intact. However, there was a trickle of blood from the wound he’d sustained in Frosdar’s lair. His exertion must have reopened it, and I didn’t have a needle or thread to stitch it up. Only one thing to do.

I summoned the fire magic to my hands and pressed a finger to the bleeding wound. Irenya had done something like this in the streets of Windwall when we’d saved Jian, Captain Daxos’ sister and the daughter of People’s Councilor Danikel. If I could control the fire, I could use it like a cautery pen to stop the bleeding. A burn would heal far faster than a puncture wound.

I gritted my teeth and allowed a small trickle of heat to flow out of my fingers. Instead of letting it all go at once, I held it just beyond the surface of my skin, right up against Sir Galfred’s side. I kept pouring more and more heat until I felt the flesh begin to melt and heard the sizzle. Sir Galfred grunted in pain and clutched at Adath as the heat intensified. With a final burst of magic, I poured all the heat I could control into the wound, just deep enough to burn the top layers of skin without damaging the epidermis beneath.

“There! That should do the trick.” I let out a sigh as I sat back on my heels and frowned at the knight. “But if you want to get actually healed, you’ve got to stay out of this battle. I can’t expect you’ll actually get any sort of bed rest, but no fighting. Healer’s orders.”

Sir Galfred’s face was twisted in pain, but he nodded. “Understood,” he gasped out. He seemed too exhausted to say more. When Adath and I helped him to stand, we had to support him to keep him from sagging. The fight with the snake had taken more out of him than the proud knight would care to admit.

“Let’s get you back to the command tent,” Adath said in a voice that was surprisingly gentle. “You can direct the battle from there.”

Sir Galfred nodded and tried his best to walk, but leaned on the two of us for support. Though the command tent was just a few blocks away, it took us nearly ten minutes to reach it because we had to match the knight’s slower pace. Sir Galfred let out a relieved sigh as he slumped into the camp chair in front of the tent.

“Thank you,” he said, his face pale, his eyes lined with exhaustion and pain. “Both of you. For being willing to put your lives at risk to save mine.”

“We’re just following your lead,” Adath said, and gave the knight a smile that held genuine warmth. “If there were more men in the world like you, Sir Galfred, Iriador would have hope for a better future.”

The words brought back the memory of the prophecy spoken by the priestesses of Windwall. They had literally said those same words when speaking of Fireblade, Dragonrider, and Braveheart. Could they have been referring to Sir Galfred?

“We’ve got to get back to the wall,” Adath said, and rested a hand on Sir Galfred’s shoulder, “but if I find you anywhere beside this chair or that bed back there, we’re going to have words, you and I. I’ll even drag Ethan into the arse-kicking if that’s what it takes to get it through that stubborn head of yours.”

“Not necessary,” Sir Galfred said with a little gasp as he hunched over his side. “I find myself in quite the sitting mood at the moment.”

“You feel that mood changing, just remember what’ll happen.” Adath shot him a grin, but genuine concern sparkled in his eyes. When we’d traveled to Frosdar’s lair, Sir Galfred had been the knight in charge of the expedition and Adath simply one more Grey Hunter. Yet it seemed they had formed a friendship over the last few days. The threat of death did tend to have that effect on people.

I strode out of the tent, and Adath followed a moment later. He fell in step beside me as I jogged back toward the wall.

“Stubborn fool,” Adath muttered. “Going to get himself killed.”

“Headstrong seems to be going around these days,” I said, and shot him a pointed look. “If you don’t rest, you’re going to collapse.”

“That little dust-up pushed the cobwebs out of my brain,” Adath told me with a shrug. “We’ve got to hold the wall, no matter what.”

At that moment, we came into view of the city gate and the wall. My heart stopped as I saw the bright green, humped bodies with long red spikes clambering over the wooden barrier and onto the parapet. It wasn’t just one murloc, but a dozen, and they had claimed a section of wall to the west. They were pushing back the White Guards and recruits and Captain Daxos’ Blackguards were locked in battle with a dozen more murlocs trying to get another foothold on the wall. A short distance from where Adath and I stood, three murlocs were racing down the stone steps to the city streets.

Zaddrith’s minions had gotten inside Whitespire.
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Chapter Eleven

I raced toward the wall and reached it just as the first murloc hopped off the stone stairs onto the street. Before it could move, I whipped my fiery-headed axe around in a powerful blow that nearly split its humped head in half. As if by some nerve reflex, the murloc’s spikes shot out of its back as it died, and three of the five-foot long spines launched through a murloc right behind. As that second murloc collapsed backward dead, it stumbled into a third minion coming behind it. The two creatures toppled off the stone steps to crash to the stone street. Adath’s glaive sheared through the last living one’s clawed hands a moment before the pick side of my axe crushed its skull and pierced its brain.

Cries of alarm sounded all along the length of the wall, and I looked up to find more murlocs clambering over the wooden barrier onto the parapet. Without hesitation, I dragged the dead murloc off the stairs and raced up the stone steps.

The top of the wall was a chaotic madhouse. Men in white and black armor were locked in furious combat with slimy, hump-backed murlocs. In the distance, I caught sight of Rizzala shoving a murloc off the wall as Captain Daxos brought down another before it could strike her from behind. The Blackguards and White Guard were holding their own, but the recruits were being cut down by the flashing claws, needle-sharp teeth, and long murloc spines.

“Get to the west!” I shouted to Adath as I hacked at a murloc trying to climb onto the wall. “I’ll help the southern sections.”

“Goddesses smile on you,” Adath said before he turned and sprinted into the clusters of fighting men and monsters.

I caught sight of two more giant serpents slithering toward the wall, but I had no time to deal with them, since three murlocs hopped up onto the parapet in front of me. I kicked one hard right beneath its massive frog mouth, and the force sent it staggering into the murloc behind it. My flaming axe hacked off the third murloc’s right arm, and then I drove my shield right into its face with a satisfying crunch. The monster gave a little croaking cry before falling backward off the wall, and I heard more croaks as the plummeting monster tumbled into more of the creatures below.

I turned to face the two remaining murlocs, just in time to catch a slashing blow on my shield. Wood and steel shuddered beneath the force of the attack, and it would have broken without the thin layer of ice covering it all. I could feel the magic of the shield waning beneath two more blows, followed by a loud crack as the ice gave way.

But the shield was just intended to hold off their attacks as I prepared my counter. I thrust the blunt head of my axe in a short jab which crushed one murloc’s eye. As the creature staggered, croaking in pain, I whipped my axe across to cut a deep furrow into the second murloc’s head. The monster fell from the parapet onto the streets below where three recruits with crude wooden spears and murloc spikes finished it off. I brought down the last murloc with an upward swing that drove my axe’s pick through the roof of its open mouth and into its brain.

Acidic blood sizzled and hissed as I tore my axe free, and I found myself struggling to maintain the flow of fire magic. I had to take a break and to shut it off. The moment I released my hold on the fire, the flames on the axe head winked out, but the drain on my energy shut off. I took a few deep breaths and counted six heartbeats before summoning the fire magic again.

The few hours of rest I’d gotten had done wonders to restore my reserves of energy and my ability to channel the magic. I used what little ice magic I had to reinforce the coating on my shield, but before I used the fire power to coat my axe head, I had an idea. It would be much easier to bring down the enemy if they couldn’t see me coming.

It was a risky proposition at best. The camouflage magic shifted my body’s cells, but I didn’t know if it would have any effect on my armor. The defenders would probably freak out if they saw a floating coat of armor, shield, and axe running toward them. There was always the chance someone would accidentally hit me while trying to bring down a murloc.

But the sight of the two giant snakes slithering up the wall decided it for me. Without a second thought, I reached for the camouflage magic I’d taken from Rizzala.

The energetic, shifting magic sent a tingle through me as it changed my body to blend in with my surroundings. With so much movement around me, it felt like a thousand jumping bugs beneath my skin as the magic tried to keep up with the dynamic environment. I glanced down at my hands and found the flesh change to the same grey stone as the parapet, the white of the White Guards’ armor, and the green of the murlocs behind me, all in a matter of two seconds. It was the weirdest thing I’d ever seen, but it felt amazing.

I sheathed my axe and gripped the handle of my shield in two hands. I couldn’t get bogged down attacking individuals, but this would only work if I didn’t stop moving. I took a deep breath, crouched, and flexed my leg muscles.

“You’re crazy, you know that?” Nyvea purred in my mind. “It’s what makes you so… you.”

With a laugh, I dug my toes into the parapet and broke into a run. I couldn’t sprint for fear of running out of energy, but I had to move fast enough for momentum to work in my favor. It felt like charging a line of NFL linebackers as I crashed into the first murloc, but only for a moment. The weight of my body and shield added to the force of my forward motion knocked the frog monster off its feet and over the wall. A step and another monster, then two steps and a third. My legs pumped as I pushed myself forward with as much strength as I could muster.

Shouts of surprise echoed behind me, but I had no time to slow. A wooden spear carved a line of fire down my arm as I rushed past a White Guard, and only my firefighter-trained reflexes kept me from stumbling over a fallen recruit. The thump, thump, thump of heavy murloc bodies rattled my shield and set my shoulder aching, but I gritted my teeth and kept moving.

Twenty yards. Thirty. Fifty. Five murlocs. Ten. Twenty. My legs pumped and my body leaned forward to drive the shield into the murlocs with every shred of my strength. I was moving so fast I was hardly aware of my split-second changes in course, yet something about the shifting camouflage magic flowing within me kept me moving. Almost as if the power that sped up the changing of my skin’s cells accelerated my muscles and cardiovascular system as well.

I crashed into something solid, unyielding, and my head struck the rim of my shield as I rebounded. Pain flared in my skull and my shoulder ached as if I’d bruised the bone. I staggered backward just as the giant serpent turned its eyes toward me. It let out a loud hiss and darted its head forward, but I leapt backward, and its head smacked into the stone parapet.

A White Guard slipped past me and struck out with a murloc spike. The long, red spine punched through the snake’s lower jaw, and the serpent let out a loud hiss as it coiled up for a counterattack on the man. Even as its body whipped forward, I swung a one-handed blow and summoned the fire magic to my hands.

Flames licked down the handle of my axe and engulfed the steel head just as the pick punched through the snake’s side. Snake bones snapped and acidic blood gushed from the wound as the spiked end of my axe tore open its heart. The White Guard stumbled backward, off-balance from the snake’s foiled attack, and would have fallen from the parapet had I not hooked my shield around his shoulder and yanked him back onto the walkway.

The giant snake, however, was thrashing about wildly, and I could hear the hissing cries of the murlocs below as it rolled off the wall to crash atop them. A glance over the wall revealed nearly a dozen of the frog creatures crushed beneath its bulk.

I let go of the camouflage magic and turned to face the White Guard I had just saved. To my surprise, I found it wasn’t any White Guard, but Commander Illidor himself. The grizzled man nearly leapt out of his skin as I seemed to appear right in front of him. The White Guards and recruits behind him looked equally stunned.

“Good timing, Commander,” I said with a grin.

“I’d say!” Commander Illidor replied, and his booming voice echoed above the din of battle. “Things could have gone truly sideways if you hadn’t arrived.” His expression was puzzled as if he was struggling to figure out everything that had just happened.

“Looks like we’ve got them on the run,” I said as I glanced over the wall. Though a few murlocs were still stubbornly trying to hop up onto the parapet, most had joined the three remaining giant snakes in retreating down the hill and into the forest. The few that had made it over our defenses fell to swords, spears, and improvised murloc spike weapons.

“Not a moment too soon,” Commander Illidor replied, and then he winced as he saw the state of the defenders. Too many corpses lined the battlement, impaled by murloc spines, hacked open by claws, crushed by the giant snake, or burned by acid. The wounded had to number easily in the hundreds; fully one third of our defensive force. If things kept on as they were, we’d be in serious trouble.

“Let’s get the wounded down to the healers and work on restoring these defensive barriers,” I told him. “I’ll get Adath and his builders working at once.”

“I’ll set the recruits to helping the injured and keep the White Guards on watch,” Commander Illidor said with a nod. “The men’ll have to rest in shifts.”

“I’m sure Captain Daxos and his Blackguards will be willing to pitch in wherever we need.” I searched the wall for my friend. The dark-haired Captain was kneeling over a fallen Blackguard, his head bowed in a silent farewell or a prayer to the goddesses. “Once he’s seen to his own men, of course.”

“Aye, we’ll be glad for their help.” Commander Illidor’s expression was grim. “Let’s just hope those reinforcements arrive before things get too dire.” By the look on his face, I could tell he knew it was little more than a faint hope. Even with Irenya and Arieste flying at top speed, they couldn’t be back from Windwall for another six or seven hours. If Zaddrith decided to press the attack, we’d be in serious trouble.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the countryside for any sign of the dragon. There were still thousands of minions hopping or slithering through the forest and out of sight down the hill, but I sensed Zaddrith herself somewhere far to the west, though too far away for me to pinpoint.

I hated the idea of fighting this defensive battle. Every military commander from Sun Tzu to George Washington had echoed the adage, “the best defense is a good offense.” I wanted to be out hunting Zaddrith down, not hiding behind these walls and waiting to be attacked. Unfortunately, we didn’t have any other choice. The kingdom needed its forests and farmlands, which was probably why Zaddrith had chosen to hide there.

To win this battle once and for all, we had to wipe out enough of Zaddrith’s minions that the green dragon would retreat. Once she was out of the territory of Elloriel and back in her swamp, I could fly Irenya overhead and rain down holy hellfire. Roasting her minions was just the first step of our counterattack, which ended when I found her lair, shattered her altar, and took her power.

But that meant surviving the waves of attackers and finding a way to bring them down. Thanks to their resistance to the acid, the murloc spikes had proven a handy offensive weapon. But that was only in melee combat. Grendis and his archers were nearly out of arrows, and we would soon have to find a new way to fight back at long range.

My eyes wandered toward the ballistas mounted on the wall. Two had been destroyed in the fighting, but I could see at least one in working condition.

I scanned over the men along the wall until I found the bald, black-bearded Grey Hunter. He stood just above the barred city gate, busy shouting orders for the builders to set to work repairing the barriers.

“Adath!” I called out as I hurried toward him.

He turned to me and a broad grin widened his face. “Ethan, of course you made it through with little more than a scratch. You’ve got Roassa’s own luck, you do.”

I touched a hand to my forehead and winced at the tender skin. Oddly enough, my fingertips came away with barely a trickle of blood. The rim of my shield had struck me hard enough to gash the skin, yet somehow the wound had healed faster than normal.

“Could this be a side effect of Rizzala’s magic?” I asked Nyvea. “The shifting cells adapt to their environment faster, so does that mean they repair faster, too?”

“You always were a clever one, hero,” Nyvea purred. “It’s what makes you so alluring.”

“Seriously, though,” I pressed. “How fast can I heal?”

“You’ve got an expert right there,” the voice in the amulet replied. “Why not talk to Rizzala about it? That’s why you spared her life, isn’t it? So she can teach you?”

I saw Rizzala sitting on the parapet a few yards away with her back against the stone, and her spear across her lap. She looked exhausted, but the fire of battle burned in her eyes.

“You’re right,” I told Nyvea. “But first I’ve got to make sure we’re ready for the next attack.”

“Adath, did your engineers manage to produce any ballista bolts from the lumber I brought yesterday?” I asked.

“Ballista bolts?” The Grey Hunter’s bushy eyebrows knitted together in thought. “Damn, must have slipped my mind. All the lumber went into building up the wall.”

I ground my teeth. “We can’t keep fighting the murlocs hand to hand, not with the damage their blood and spines can do. And, we need a way to keep those snakes back as well. The ballista would have been the perfect solution.” I racked my brain for another option, one that we actually had the materials to produce.

At that moment, my eyes fell on Captain Daxos, who was helping a wounded Blackguard down the stone steps toward the healer’s tent. I flashed back to a memory of the battle atop the Windwall, and the defenses the Blackguards had used to drive back Emroth’s ghoulins.

“How much pitch do we have in the city?” I asked, and my heart beat an excited rhythm in my chest.

Adath cocked an eyebrow. “Not a lot of call for pitch in a landlocked city. Now, back in Whaleport, we were drowning in the stuff. Useful for caulking ships, but there won’t be much here other than what’s used to make torches.”

I cursed as I tried to think of another solution. “What about lamp oil?” I asked. King Obragar’s palace used lamps rather than candles or torches, as did many of the other buildings in Whitespire.

“Now that, we ought to have plenty of.” Adath’s brow furrowed, which formed lines all the way up to the top of his bald head.

“How many barrels of the stuff can we get our hands on right now?” I asked.

“The Lamplighters’ Guild would be the ones to talk to,” Adath said with a shrug, “but I’m certain they’ll hand it over after a bit of convincing.”

“Then get it all here as quickly as you can,” I told him. “Get a few of Grendis’ archers to help with the heavy lifting.”

“You’re thinking of using the lamp oil to burn the buggers off the wall?” Adath asked.

“Damn right!” I said with a grin. “The Blackguards at Windwall had a trick where they soaked the outside of the wall with pitch, then set it on fire when the ghoulins got too close. Lamp oil won’t work as well as pitch because it won’t stick to the murlocs, but a solid wall of fire ought to do some serious damage once the enemy comes back for another attack.”

“Clever!” Adath said with a nod of his head, and I could see his mind working. “Douse the walls and the ground below in lamp oil, then light it up before the next attack.”

“No,” I said. “During the attack. We lure as many in as possible, then light it up once the murlocs are climbing the walls. With enough oil, we could kill hundreds of them at once.”

“And what about the forest and farms?” Adath asked. “All it takes is one flaming murloc hopping its way back into the trees or across the fields of wheat, and it all goes up like tinder.”

“Grendis and his archers!” The idea struck me in the instant that he asked the question. “We have them standing by on the wall not to fire at the advancing enemy, but to keep any burning monsters from retreating. They bring them down before they can set the forest or the fields on fire.”

It was a dangerous plan, one that hinged on the skill of the barely trained archers, but if we pulled it off, it could seriously turn the tide of battle in our favor. At least we’d eliminate a lot of Zaddrith’s minions and take one dragon off the battlefield.

Thoughts of the two enemies we faced made me think of last night’s battle at the Hall of Cascades.

“Have you heard from the men stationed at the aquifer?” I asked Adath. “Is the ice holding up?”

“Aye,” the bald-headed man said. “Whatever you did, it’s working still. And the architects I set to searching the rest of the city for more vulnerabilities have yet to report anything. Curym had to have been counting on that aquifer. If it wasn’t for your ice, we’d have had no way to stop her.”

“Good. As long as we don’t have to worry about another sneak attack from the rear, we can focus all of our men on the wall.”

“With that in mind, I’ll be off to strike some of the Goddesses’ own fear into the Lamplighters’ Guild,” Adath said with a grin. “I’ll get that oil from them even if I have to wring it out of their blubbery bodies myself.”

I chuckled as the Grey Hunter descended the steps and began shouting orders at the builders under his command. Within seconds, he had them scurrying about at full speed. He might have once been a mercenary paid to hunt dragons, but he had become a surprisingly capable commander. Grendis, too, for that matter. Both of the Grey Hunters had adapted well to their positions of leadership in Whitespire.

I scanned the crowd to be sure I didn’t see any sign of a red-haired knight moving among the people. Sir Galfred needed rest to heal, and he risked infection if he overexerted himself.

I felt Rizzala’s presence beside me, and I turned to regard the dark-skinned woman. She had changed since the first time I saw her. Then, she had been far more terrified, though she tried to hide it beneath a mask of defiance. Now, the fear was gone, replaced by true confidence. Though she had been human for just two days, the fact that she’d immediately been thrust into a fight for her life had helped her to adapt far more quickly than Arieste or Irenya had. The other two women had been gradually eased into it, but Rizzala had been dropped into the deep end.

She moved with lithe grace and far more familiarity with her new body than either Irenya or Arieste. Perhaps the fact that she’d been the smallest and weakest of the dragons on Iriador had worked in her favor. As Emroth, she’d had to adapt to new threats from enemies stronger and more powerful than her. She’d adapted to her new body as well, limitations and abilities both. Her impressive fighting skills had saved a lot of lives.

“How are you?” I asked Rizzala in a quiet voice.

“Unharmed,” she replied in a tone that revealed nothing of her thoughts. “I felt what you did with my magic, the way you used it to conceal yourself on the wall. Though it was not what I would have done as Emroth, I will admit it took a great deal of bravery to do.”

“No more than you fighting beside the people of Whitespire,” I told her, and shot a sidelong glance at her.

“You gave me a choice to fight or face death from Zaddrith’s minions.” Her words were matter-of-fact. “Both the human and dragon parts of me refuse to consider any other choice than battle.”

“So you’re feeling it?” I asked. “The part of you that was the dragon and the part of you that’s now human?”

“Yes.” She gave me a strange look as she nodded. “It is a strange sensation, one I find difficult to process. Two halves at such odds with each other. Is this how it was for the others?”

“For Arieste and Irenya?” I asked. “In many ways, I think it still is.”

Her brow furrowed, and she fixed me with a curious stare.

“Irenya has been human for less than a week, and Arieste for no more than two,” I told her. “Both of them have spoken of struggling with whom they once were and who they now are. According to Arieste, Frosdar’s life revolved around accumulating treasure and hating Riamod. Irenya said that Riamod took what she wanted without caring for the wellbeing of others. They still feel those things, and they are still struggling with what it means to be human.”

“I feel those emotions as well,” the warrior woman said with a slow nod of her head.

“I figure some of that is because of your change, but some emotion is just human nature,” I told her with a little smile. “All of us humans want to find a place where we belong, the people we belong with, and the reason for our existence. The question of ‘Who am I?’ is the single most human thought of all. We all feel like outsiders, like we’re different from those around us, like no one can understand us. No matter how confident someone may seem, on the inside they’re searching for meaning and purpose.” My smile broadened to a grin. “Welcome to being human!”

She frowned, as if this information disquieted her. “So it will never go away?” she asked. “The feeling of being trapped in a foreign world among people who cannot truly understand you?”

“It does,” I said, “but it takes time. Time to find your place in the world, and to find people who understand you. People like Arieste and Irenya who are going through exactly the same thing.”

Something inscrutable flickered in her eyes. “They were Emroth’s enemies.”

“Sure, but they also hated humans,” I told her with a shrug. “And they hated each other more than anything else. Yet look at them now. They may not be best friends, but they’re working together to help save these people. They’ve found a purpose, a way to make a difference. Humans still look at them with fear, but that will pass once they realize that they are dragons fighting to help rather than destroy. And what about you?”

“What about me?” Rizzala said, her tone as hard as the stone beneath our feet.

“You’ve spent the last two days fighting to save the humans you once wanted to destroy.” I pointed to Captain Daxos, Sergeant Dai, and the other Blackguards. “You saved their lives today. Emroth would have torn them to shreds, but how does Rizzala feel about that?”

She hesitated for a long moment. “Good,” she said slowly.

“That’s a part of being human,” I told her with a grin. “Dragons are solitary creatures, but humans need each other. Not just for survival or protection from enemies, but for companionship. We need brothers, sisters, parents, children, and friends. People who make us feel like we belong that give us a sense of connection. That connection is one of the best things about humanity and one of the driving factors behind our actions.”

Her expression grew pensive again.

“When you started fighting, you did it to stay alive, right?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Now, why are you still fighting?” I asked. “You said you saved me to protect the source of your magic. But what about Captain Daxos, Adath, and all the others you’ve saved today? They have no magic to give you. So why did you help them?”

“Because…” she began, then trailed off. After a moment, she lifted her head and spoke in a strong voice. “It felt right. I didn’t want to see them hurt.”

“Even though you don’t know them personally?” I asked.

“The thought never entered my mind,” she replied without hesitation. “I simply acted because it felt like what I should do.”

“Humans are impulsive, emotional creatures like that,” I said with a grin, “but that’s what makes us who we are. And now you’re one of us.”

She fixed me with a piercing stare, and the silence stretched on for a few seconds. “Indeed I am,” she said finally.

With a nod, she turned and descended the stairs. As I watched her go, I couldn’t help thinking about how different she was than the Rizzala I’d spoken to just yesterday. That Rizzala had been calculating, defiant, hard, but this Rizzala had softened. She was still a warrior, with the strength of steel, but far less self-protecting. Hopefully, she could come to see that I and the other humans weren’t a threat, just as Irenya and Arieste had.

“You will convince her, hero,” Nyvea purred. “You have a way of bringing beautiful women around to your way of thinking.”

“Ha, thanks, Nyvea Although I just realized I forgot to ask her about her healing.”

“You can do it later,” the seductive voice whispered. “The talk you just had with her was impactful, and I’m sure the next conversation you’ll have will be in your bedroom.”

I laughed again at Nyvea’s one track mind, but I realized that she was correct. The conversation with Rizzala had been far more important than any talk of magic. I was starting to build a friendship with the dragon-woman.

And if I was going to survive my quest and save this world, I’d need all the friends I could get.
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Chapter Twelve

I spent the next few hours working with Adath’s builders to repair the wooden barriers protecting the battlements, but we didn’t have enough lumber to do more than throw up a few improvised shields and patch up the sections destroyed by the giant snakes. The defenses were growing thin, and they were held together with a few nails and a prayer. However, they’d just have to hold off long enough for Zaddrith’s minions to crowd around the wall where the fire would make short work of them.

It felt good doing manual labor. I’d spent a few years working construction jobs before joining the CFD, and I found I missed the simplicity of building something. All I had to do was make sure the posts were straight, and the nails driven in deeply, a much more straightforward task than trying to figure out how to defeat dragons or use magic.

Even with a rotating watch, I found myself using the Mark of the Guardian to scan the land around Whitespire every few minutes. I didn’t want to be caught unawares, not with so many holes in our defenses.

I returned to the wall and continued helping prepare the defenses, but kept an eye on the land outside the city for any sign of the enemy. I began to get worried when the sun started to set and Zaddrith hadn’t attacked again. The dragons were up to something. Maybe Curym was trying to find another way to get around behind us, or Zaddrith was coming up with some new threat to overwhelm our defenses. I sent a runner to check on the Hall of Cascades, but even after they reassured me the ice hadn’t melted, I still felt uneasy. The dragons hadn’t given us this much respite since the attack began the night before.

Hard to believe it had been fewer than twenty-four hours since the first battle. Just the previous day, I’d flown into Whitespire on Irenya’s back and brought the news of the dragons’ impending arrival. So much had happened since then.

The surrounding men moved sluggishly, exhausted by multiple battles and a lack of rest. If we didn’t catch a break soon, the White Guards and recruits would start to collapse. The Blackguards were fresher but still needed rest as much as any other human. Captain Daxos was lending a hand in the repair efforts, his men alongside him. They spoke not a word of complaint even though they had lost two of the four men who accompanied Sergeant Dai and Captain Daxos. The Military Councilor of Windwall had chosen his companions well.

Relief surged in my chest as I heard a familiar voice shouting at people to clear the way. Adath rode atop a wagon laden with six enormous wooden barrels, and a second wagon followed behind with six more. The Grey Hunter leapt from the wagon before it had come to a complete halt and began shouting orders for the recruits and his builders to get the barrels onto the wall.

The rope-pulleys creaked under the weight of the barrels as they hoisted them, then were rolled along the parapet to be distributed along the length of the wall. At Adath’s shouted instructions, the builders pried off the barrel heads and set about pouring the strong-smelling lamp oil down the outside of the wall.

“I see you convinced the Lamplighters’ Guild to give you what you want,” I said with a grin as I approached the bald-headed Grey Hunter. “I trust you didn’t have to crack too many heads or kick too many asses.”

“Just one or two,” Adath said, and his grin matched mine. “They learn quickly enough when they’re facing a squad of King Obragar’s White Guards led by Sir Galfred himself.”

“Sir Galfred’s up and around?” I asked. “He’s supposed to be resting, or else his wound—”

“You know how bull-headed knights can be,” he replied, then fixed me with a meaningful stare. “Takes a mallet and pick to get even the simplest ideas through their head.”

I scowled, which only made him grin.

“I made sure he didn’t exert himself,” Adath said with a shrug. “He’s back at the command tent preparing for the next battle.”

“Did you pass on our plan with the oil and Grendis’ archers?” I asked.

“Aye.” Adath nodded. “Galfred was concerned about the fire spreading out of control, but given the amount of lamp oil we have to work with, I doubt we’ve got much to worry about.”

“Is there not enough?” Worry thrummed through me. Our plan’s success hinged on that oil working, but if we didn’t have enough, we could be seriously screwed.

“These twelve barrels are most of what the Guild had in stock,” Adath told me with a frown. “They had four more lying around, and I’ve already sent men to commandeer them. However, given the amount of wall we have to cover, we might find ourselves running dry long before the enemy runs out of bodies to hurl at us.”

“Then we’ll just do the best with what we have and hope we can hold on,” I said. “Irenya and Arieste should be back in a few hours with reinforcements.” I shot a glance toward the fields and forests outside Whitespire as I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the countryside. They were out there, thousands of them, but what were they waiting for? A smart enemy would take advantage of our weakness to hit us hard.

“You can feel them?” Adath asked. “Like you did with those fire goblins?”

I turned to find the bald man staring at me with curiosity burning in his eyes. I hadn’t given him even a simple explanation of how I could do what I did, but simply expected him to accept it. I’d shown proof enough, yet if I were in his place, I’d probably want to know more.

“Look at this,” I told him as I tugged the collar of my armor down to show him the top of the Mark of the Guardian tattooed on my chest. His eyes went wide as he saw the tattoo with its dark, deeper-than-black lines. “This tattoo gives me the ability to sense the presence of any kind of magic. Every type of dragon magic has a unique feel to it. Arieste’s feels like an icy waterfall, and Irenya’s is like a lava flow. Rizzala’s is a bit difficult to explain. It feels like I’m trying to grab a cloud of vapor.”

“And what of Zaddrith’s?” Adath asked. “Or Curym’s?”

“Zaddrith’s magic has a sort of metallic bite to it, and Curym’s is like river rapids.” It sounded strange to put the sensations in words, but it was the best I could do. I rolled up my sleeves to show him the tattoos on my arm, including the one on my left bicep that normally held Arieste’s ice magic. “Each of these is like a vessel to store the magic I take from the dragons. Ice, fire, shadow, acid, and so on.”

“Goddesses!” Adath breathed, and his eyes flew wide. “Every tattoo?”

“Yes,” I said. “Twenty-four tattoos, one for each of the twenty four dragons on Agreon.”

Adath’s jaw dropped, and for a long moment he could only stare at me. “How?” he asked finally. “I’ve never heard of any tattoo artist who could do that sort of thing. That’s old magic, the sort we only heard of in stories.”

I didn’t know how to answer that question. If I told him about Barodan, I’d have to explain to him that I’d come from another world. It would lead to a million more questions which would be too hard to answer. After a long moment of pondering, I settled on the best response I could come up with.

“They were given to me by the one who gave me my quest,” I said.

“Quest?” Adath asked.

I breathed an inward sigh of relief. I’d hoped he’d be more intrigued by my mission than by the one who gave it to me.

“To free Agreon from the dragons and restore peace to the world,” I told him. “Starting with the five dragons of Iriador.”

“All of Agreon?” Adath’s eyebrows shot up so fast they nearly jumped off his face. “It’s a much bigger world than you’d expect, lad. It would take more than a few years to travel across its various continents and oceans even if you had the fastest of horses and sleekest of ships.”

His words caught my attention, and something he’d mentioned earlier only added to my curiosity.

“You mentioned some place called Whaleport,” I said. “Is that where you come from?”

“Aye,” Adath said, and his expression grew wistful. “Me and all the rest of the Grey Hunters. Except for Grendis. He’s from Winterton, a settlement a few hours south of Whaleport.”

“It’s not on the continent of Iriador, is it?” My brow furrowed as I tried to recall the names of the settlements in Elloriel and Kingshome, the only two human kingdoms on the island.

“No,” he replied. “It’s far across the Sapphire Sea on the island of Tahesh.”

“Tahesh?” I’d never heard of it before. “Tell me about it.”

“Small island,” he said in a slow voice. “Too small for dragons, it is. Not even one like Curym would bother with Tahesh. A rough land, home to rough men eking out a living from rocky soil, steep mountain lands, and a near-frozen ocean. Men that have grown to manhood there make good mercenaries and dragon hunters.”

“But if there are no dragons, how can you hunt them?” I asked.

“We go looking for them,” Adath said with a sly grin.

I rolled my eyes at his sardonic tone, which elicited a laugh from the bearded man.

“There was a dragon once,” he told me. “A smaller blue that went by the name of Antoris Deathswirl. Nasty fucker used to make whirlpools that could drag an entire fleet of whaling vessels underwater in seconds. Drowned half the men of Tahesh, so the story goes. But that was more than three hundred years ago, and the bastard hasn’t been seen since.”

“Did someone kill her?” I asked.

“Not as far as I know,” Adath said with a shrug. “But someone decided they could make it look like they had. They dragged the bones of a dozen whales and great white sharks onto land and carved them to resemble Antoris. It started off as a sideshow for the simple folks of the island, those willing to pay coin to gawk at the remains of a dragon, but traders are notorious gossips. Within a decade, word had spread to every land on Agreon about the dragonslayers of Tahesh. People came from far and wide, and our little island began to prosper. Eventually, another someone decided to try actually hunting dragons. That was Daettan Stormbreath, the founder of the Grey Hunters’ Guild.”

“When I first heard about the Grey Hunters,” I said, “Sir Galfred said you’d actually killed three dragons. He mentioned something about the skull of an old black wyrm in your underground headquarters.”

“Aye, that’s what the stories say,” Adath said, then shrugged. “More stories blown out of proportion by time and retelling.”

“So have the Grey Hunters ever actually killed any dragons?” I asked.

After a long moment, Adath shook his head. “There are few on Agreon as well-versed in the dragons and their minions, as we’ve dedicated our lives to learning everything we can about them. But no man’s ever actually defeated a dragon, not until you came along.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And you didn’t think to mention that when King Obragar hired you?”

“First oath we swear to the Guild is to keep our mouths shut,” Adath said, and something akin to shame flashed through his eyes. “Food is scarce on Tahesh, even when whaling season goes well. Some years, the only thing keeping our people from starving is the gold paid by foreign lands to the Grey Hunters to help them fight off the dragons.” He fixed me with a piercing gaze. “Sometimes a man’s got to be willing to do whatever he can for his family.”

“Family?” I asked. “You have a wife and kids?”

“Aye,” Adath turned away and leaned on the parapet. “Love of my life, is Nalia. Gave me two lads and a little girl. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to keep them fed.”

“Even scamming the king of Whitespire?”

“Even that,” Adath said without hesitation. “Back when we thought he was just another wealthy king willing to hire others to fight his battles for him, before we saw the state Whitespire was in.” He turned to look at me. “That’s why we stayed, you know. The king’s gold is good enough to feed our families, but I couldn’t walk away once I saw the truth of the situation. Call it guilt or atonement, all the same to me.”

“And what about your family?” I asked. “Will you bring them here to live with you while you’re serving the king?”

“Can’t,” he said with a grim shake of his head. “Nalia’d never leave Whaleport. Her whole life’s there. I couldn’t ask it of her.”

“Won’t you miss them?”

“Terribly.” Adath drew in a deep breath. “But we signed on to serve King Obragar for a year and a day, standard Guild contract. I can go that long without seeing my little ones if it means they’re fed, clothed, and warm.”

Such a strange turn for the conversation to take, yet I welcomed a chance to get to know Adath. We’d become friends during our trip to Frosdar’s land, and we’d saved each other’s lives there and again now. This little glimpse into who he was beneath the façade of a warrior was the mark of a true comrade.

“Maybe when this is over and Iriador is free, I could talk Irenya and Arieste into flying us to Whaleport to see your family,” I told him as I rested a hand on his shoulder.

His eyebrows rose again. “You’d do that?” he asked, surprised. “Even after you know the truth of what we’ve done?”

“Of course,” I said. “You’re human, just like me. We make mistakes. Shit happens. You’re making up for it. That’s enough for me.”

He turned fully toward me and gripped my shoulder. “You’re a good man, Ethan.”

“So are you,” I said with a grin, “Adatharan.”

He actually winced at the full enunciation of his name. “Only one person in the world calls me that,” he growled, “and I’m too old for her to be dragging me around by my ears.”

I laughed. “If it makes you feel better, my mother chose a pretty crap name for me, too.”

“Ethan?” Adath asked. “I’ve heard worse names.”

“Ethan’s actually my middle name.” I hesitated, then lowered my voice to a whisper. “My first name is Moonbeam.”

Adath’s jaw dropped. “M—”

I clapped a hand over his mouth. “My mother was…” I didn’t quite know how to explain the concept of hippies, so I went with “… free-spirited. Definitely not the best person to hand out baby names. But if I ever hear that name pass your lips, I will personally haul you a thousand feet into the air and drop you off my dragon’s back. Is that clear?”

Adath nodded, but I could see the barely controlled humor sparkling in his eyes as I lowered my hand. He was about to speak, but he hesitated when his eyes went to something behind me.

I turned to find Princess Selene standing on the wall, her eyes fixed on us.

“Ah, right, well, if you’ll excuse me,” Adath stammered, “I’ve got to make sure things with the builders are still on track. Knowing these men, they’ll be off to find a drink first chance they get.” He bowed to the princess. “Your Highness, Sir Ethan.”

As he walked away, I could swear I heard him chuckling to himself and muttering the word “moonbeam”.

“Sir Ethan, I’ve come to check on you, see if you require any assistance,” Princess Selene said. She was standing just close enough that I could smell her flowery perfume and feel the warmth radiating from her skin.

“I’ll wager she needs you to come back with her to the castle for a long bout of--”

“Assistance?” I asked the princess before Nyvea could finish speaking in my brain.

Princess Selene held up a roll of bandages with a grin. “Any wounds that need attending?”

“I think I am fine, Princess,” I said as I gave her my DePaolo grin.

“You think you’re fine?” The princess raised a slender blonde eyebrow, an expression that made her narrow face appear even more regal.

“Tell her that you have something you need her to attend to in your pants,” Nyvea whispered. “That’s what she wants you to say. I can see her desire plain on her face. Look at her fluttering eyelids and the blush on her cheeks. She wants you so bad, hero.”

“What I mean to say is no, I’m not wounded, thank you,” I replied to Selene as I fought to ignore the effect Nyvea’s words were having on my body.

“Good,” Princess Selene said, then stowed the bandages in her pack. “But perhaps you might be convinced to share a meal with me?”

She pulled a cloth-wrapped bundle from within the pack and held it out to me. My stomach growled at the smell of herb-laden bread. I’d eaten a hefty meal with Arieste that morning, but the exertions of the day had left me ready for more food.

“Of course, Your Highness,” I said. “I’d be honored.”

I cast around for something to use as chairs, but the princess solved the problem by simply sitting on the stone parapet. She unwound the cloth from the bundle to reveal a loaf of nut-crusted rosemary bread, a soft white cheese, and a handful of dried fruit. She pulled a small clay bottle from her pack, popped the cork, and offered it to me.

“Damn!” I recoiled as the potent smell of the liquor hit my nostrils. “What is this?”

“Kingswine,” the princess said with a little grin. “A Distillers’ Guild special, so I hear.”

I took a tentative sip and winced as the alcohol burned its way down my throat. The flavor reminded me of whiskey mixed with brandy and liquorice, but I found it surprisingly good once I got used to its kick. Another sip sent warmth flooding through my body, so I quickly returned the bottle to the princess. The last thing I needed was to get drunk before a battle.

Princess Selene took a sip and let out a little hiss, then corked the bottle and drew out a skin of watered wine. The vintage was light and fruity, with just a hint of oak aging, and it paired nicely with the nut-bread, cheese, and dried fruit.

We sat on the parapet in silence for a few minutes, both of us content to enjoy the beautiful, late afternoon view. The setting sun filled the sky with glorious shades of pink, red, and purple shot through with threads of gold. The fading light reflected off the low-hanging clouds, and I had an image of multi-hued cotton candy. A gentle breeze washed over my face, and I was struck with a feeling of tranquility, a welcome change after a day of unrelenting tension, anxiety, and battle.

“May I ask you a question, Sir Ethan?” Princess Selene fixed me with an intense gaze.

“Of course, Your Highness,” I said.

“Why are you here?”

The question caught me off-guard. “What?”

“Why are you here?” she repeated. “Not here on the wall, but here in Whitespire. You knew the enemy was coming for our city, and you could have just taken your dragons and flown to safety. Why come back and fight when you could end up dead?”

“Because he’s a hero,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Isn’t that why you slept with him, Princess?”

I ignored Nyvea with an effort. “Because I swore that I would help protect Whitespire,” I replied simply.

“Even against an impossible threat?” Princess Selene cocked an eyebrow. “I’ve heard the recruits talking, and they say there’s no chance we’ll even survive this, much less win.”

“Do you believe that?” I asked. “Because I don’t.”

“I don’t know what to believe,” the princess said with a shake of her head. “I hear Sir Galfred speak with such confidence, yet the grim look in his eyes makes me think we’re fighting a hopeless battle. Adath, Grendis, Commander Illidor, and all the others are doing their best to keep things going our way, but the wounded are piling up in the healers’ tents too quickly. Fewer than half of the White Guards and recruits are still in fighting shape. At this rate, we’re going to be overwhelmed in a matter of two or three days.”

“Even now, Arieste and Irenya are bringing reinforcements from Windwall,” I said. “They should be back in a few hours, and--”

“How many men can they carry between them?” Princess Selene asked. “Twenty? Fifty? Is that anywhere near enough to stop the thousands we’re facing?”

“No, but we have the city wall on our side,” I told her. “Zaddrith’s minions can’t break through the gate, so their only hope is to climb over it and overwhelm us. As long as I can fight, I will, and I know the rest of the White Guards, Blackguards, and even the recruits feel the same.”

“Tell me the truth, Sir Ethan.” She leaned forward until her face was a few inches away, and her eyes bored into mine. “Do not speak to me as if I am a young woman you need to protect. I am the princess, future queen of Whitespire. By ceding control of the city to you, Sir Galfred, and Adath, my father has shown me the truth of what it means to be a ruler. I must make the hard decisions and hear the hard truths. That is what I expect from you now. The truth, no matter how hard.”

Once again, I saw a new side to Selene, one I hadn’t seen when I first arrived in Whitespire. The princess I had met then was the only daughter of the king, a young woman who had spent her life living in luxury, her every need and desire met. Yet I’d come to learn that Riamod had demanded her as a sacrifice, and she’d been willing to go along with it for the sake of Whitespire. I’d watched her move among the men below to care for the wounded, and she’d carried herself with grace, elegance, and maturity beyond her tender years. Now this, her understanding of the burden she would bear, only added to my belief that she would make a fine ruler one day. Whitespire would be in good hands once she assumed the throne.

“The truth, Princess, is we’re fighting for our very lives,” I told her. “We’re facing an army that outnumbers us easily ten or twenty to one, with two dragons that want nothing more than to see us dead. We can’t directly counterattack because Curym is hiding in the deepest part of the Crystal River and Zaddrith is in the forest, where we can’t burn her out.”

“Please tell me there is a ‘but’ to that sentence, Sir Ethan,” Princess Selene’s quiet voice echoed with a hint of desperation.

“But,” I continued, “we’ve got a plan.” I pointed to Adath’s builders, who were busy pouring the barrels of oil over the side of the stone parapets. “A plan that has a chance of doing some real damage to the enemy. And, once Irenya and Arieste return with reinforcements from Windwall, we’ll have more men to fight with us. Not raw recruits, but real soldiers like Captain Daxos and Sergeant Dai.”

“And what of Rizzala?” the princess asked. “If she is one of your dragon women, too, what are her powers?”

“She can do this,” I said as I tapped into the camouflage magic, just enough to make the skin of my right-hand shift to match the grey stone of the parapet. The princess’ eyes went wide as she stared at my hand. “She’s also an amazing fighter in her dragon form. It took both Arieste and Irenya to bring her down.”

Emroth had given both the red and white dragon a run for their money, and only my destroying her altar had stopped her. Her panther-like form was a badass melee fighting machine, even if she couldn’t fly.

So what if there was a way I could use her? The question set my mind whirling. Rizzala’s magic ability gave us a chance to do something the enemy would never expect. Curym and Zaddrith had to have seen both Irenya and Arieste flying overhead, so they’d be ready for fire and ice. But the camouflage magic I’d taken from Emroth was a trickier sort, harder to detect. I just had to get Rizzala in the right spot, and we had a real chance to surprise our enemies.

In that moment, I sensed a flare of the acidic magic surging toward me. I leapt to my feet and stared over the wall to the west, the direction from which I’d felt the power.

I could feel the enemy closing in on us, but no alarm bell had sounded. Horror raced through me as I realized why. The light of the setting sun was too bright to make out any details.

Zaddrith had waited until the sun was in our eyes and chosen that moment to launch her attack. The enemy was coming, and no one in Whitespire could see them.

Except for me.
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Chapter Thirteen

I had to give Zaddrith credit for a clever plan. Her attack might have caught us off-guard, and she could have done some real damage. Unfortunately for her, she hadn’t counted on my magical senses warning of the attack before it came.

“They’re coming!” I shouted as loudly as I could. “Zaddrith’s coming back for another attack.”

The men on the wall sprang to life, and the sound of clanking armor and thumping boots filled the street below as any White Guard, Blackguard, and recruit able to stand and fight raced to take their place.

I whirled toward Princess Selene. “You need to get out of here, now!” I said. “Zaddrith’s army is going to hit us in less than a minute.”

“Let me help!” she said as she leapt to her feet. She picked up a cloth-wrapped murloc spike someone had abandoned on the parapet. “I’ve trained with Sir Galfred and I know how to fight.”

“I’m sorry, Princess, but I can’t let you risk your safety.” I shook my head. “Your father”--

“My father isn’t here!” Her eyes flashed, and grim resolve echoed in her voice. “He made the wise choice to remain in his palace, but I’m here, ready to fight. Let me help. We’re going to need all the hands we can get to repel this attack.”

“You are the princess, and as you just said a few minutes ago, you’re going to be the queen one day,” I told her. “But that day will never come if you die here. The people of Whitespire need you.”

“And if Zaddrith wins here,” she said as she shook the murloc spine at the wall, “there will be no people of Whitespire. Even one more fighter can make a difference here!”

“I admire you for trying to help, Selene,” I said, and a sense of urgency thrummed within me, “but you are too important to the future of this city to risk right now.”

“So be it,” she said in a stiff voice as her expression grew frosty and formal. “If you will excuse me, Sir Ethan, I’m certain there are more appropriate duties for me down below.”

I ground my teeth as she turned on her heel, spine rigid, and strode toward the nearest set of stone steps. She was pissed, no doubt about it, but right now I didn’t have time to worry about that. Zaddrith’s minions were about to hit us hard. The sooner she got to safety, the better.

“You made the right decision, Ethan,” Nyvea said as the princess stomped away from me. “She is not suited to be on the front lines.”

I was about to reply to Nyvea, but a large humped green body flew over the wooden barrier and landed on the parapet. The murloc’s red eyes locked onto the princess’ slender form and its mouth opened wide to reveal rows of needle-sharp teeth dripping acid.

The princess froze with the spike in her hand half-raised. She’d never get her guard up in time, and my heart dropped into my stomach as I ran toward her.

Before the murloc could leap, I summoned what little ice magic I had left and threw up a protective dome around the frog-like creature. It was a thin dome, with walls that would break as easily as glass, but it confused the murloc for an instant. Its eyes rolled around as if trying to comprehend what had happened, so I leapt around the princess and crossed the distance to the monster.

I summoned a thread of fire magic to burn on the head of my axe as I swung the pick side down onto the top of the ice dome. The flaming metal crashed through the thin wall of ice and buried deep within the murloc’s skull. The creature sagged like a sack of wet shit and died instantly.

I heard a gasp behind me and turned in time to see Princess Selene pulling the sharp tip of her spike from the eyeball of murloc clambering onto the parapet behind me. The creature gave a little croaking gurgle, then fell backward to land atop the monsters behind it.

The princess stared down at the weapon in her hands, wide-eyed, her face pale. Shock froze her in place, and I had to cut down another murloc before she recovered enough to lift her gaze. When I took her hand and dragged her toward the nearest set of stone steps, she followed without resisting.

“I-I killed it,” she stammered as I pulled her into the safety of a building a short distance from the city wall. “I killed the monster.”

“You did, and you saved my ass,” I told her. “But I need you to stay away from the battle. For Whitespire’s sake, Princess.”

She lifted glazed eyes to mine, then after a long moment gave a little nod. “Yes,” she said in a heavy voice. “Away from the battle.”

“You!” I said to a healer passing the building. “Keep an eye on the princess and keep her well back from the wall.”

“Of course, Sir Ethan,” the grey-haired man said with a nod. “It will be an honor.”

I recognized the first signs of emotional shock in the princess’ eyes. The psychological trauma of taking a life could manifest in many ways, including feelings of numbness and disconnection. She would recover, I hoped, but right now she needed someone to watch over her. I couldn’t be that person since I needed to get back to the main battle.

Princess Selene clung to my hand for a moment as I turned to go, then her fingers reluctantly released mine. I raced back toward the wall and pounded up the stairs, fiery axe ready to do some serious killing.

To my surprise, I found only a few murlocs were trying to hop up onto the wall. The rest were using their strange leap-frogging technique to gain more altitude in their jumps, but at the highest point of their jump they opened their mouths to send streams of acidic spittle hissing toward the defenders.

Acid splashed off wood, set metal hissing, and burned through flesh. One unlucky recruit took a stream of saliva full in the face, and his screams echoed loud as he stumbled forward off the battlements onto the murlocs below.

“Watch out for the acid!” I shouted as I summoned a thread of fire to coat my hands. I used the flames to knock one stream of acid out of the sky, dodged another, and burned a third before it splashed onto a White Guard. All around me, the men were trying to evade the murlocs’ saliva while holding off those assaulting the wall directly. The biting liquid splashed across the wooden barriers, and through the arrow holes onto the men beneath.

Then a dozen murloc bodies crashed through the section of the wall softened by the acid attack. Within seconds, the parapet was a mess of fighting men and monsters, and the corpses of fallen murlocs, White Guards, and recruits began to mount. Green and red blood mixed, and the stink of burning frog flesh filled the air as I hacked down a murloc from behind.

I threw myself into a forward roll as a murloc shot its spines toward me and came up to my feet in a rushing lunge. My shield slammed into the creature’s face and knocked it backward off the wall. I used the momentary lull in the battle to glance over the parapet at the enemy below. Hundreds of murlocs were hopping toward the wall though they had to slow to navigate the spikes and rubble-strewn fields beyond. But there were many more behind them. For my plan to work, we needed to lure them as close to the wall as possible. That meant holding off this attack for a few more minutes.

Heat scorched the air behind me, and I whirled to find Rizzala ramming her double-headed spear down the throat of a murloc. Her face twisted into a snarl as she ripped the fiery steel head free and kicked the monster away from me.

“We’ve got to hold them!” I shouted at her. “Just a little longer, until they’re crowded around the wall.”

“Got it!” She saluted with her spear, then whirled it around her head and brought it crashing down onto the head of a murloc clinging to the wooden barrier. Movement from behind her caught my attention just in time to see a murloc hunching over and blowing up its cheeks. Without hesitation, I threw myself forward, around Rizzala, and imposed my shield between her and the murloc. At the same time, I summoned an ice dome into existence around the monster.

The ice dome barely slowed the launched spines, and they punched through it like a hot knife through plastic wrap. However, the impact knocked one off course, and the spine flew off the parapet rather than punching through the black scale mail of Captain Daxos, who fought another murloc five yards away. I felt three quick thumps on my shield, and a sharp, stinging pain flared in my stomach. Looking down, I found one of the spines had driven through the ice coating, wooden shield, my Blackguard mail, and the padded gambeson beneath. I hissed as I pulled my shield away, and blood coated the last inch of the spine.

The murloc’s red eyes fixed on me, and it hopped high into the air with the intention of crashing atop me. Its weight would drive the spines fully through the shield and into my body.

But the minion hadn’t counted on Rizzala. The dark-haired woman whipped her spear through the air as the humped green body flew toward me. Like a high swing of a baseball bat, the heavy double heads cracked into the leaping murloc and knocked it away from me. The creature crashed atop the stone parapet, lost its footing, and stumbled backward off the wall with a pathetic little ribbit sound.

“Thank you!” I said to Rizzala. “I owe you one.”

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it up to me,” she said. For the first time, there was no hostility or defensiveness in her voice or her posture. She was talking in the same familiar way I addressed Sir Galfred or Adath. She really had come a long way in such a short time.

“Ohhh!” Nyvea gasped. “She is warming up to you, no doubt because of how handsome and heroic you are. After you have destroyed this wave of attackers, you should take her somewhere private and then pay her back by sliding your big, thick--”

“Ethan!” Adath’s voice echoed behind me and interrupted Nyvea’s fantasies. “We need to do this now!”

I turned and found the Grey Hunter holding a torch. Ten recruits raced east and south along the wall, each carrying a torch as well. I peered over the wall and studied Zaddrith’s minions below. The number of murlocs clustered around the wall now numbered in the thousands as most of them had gotten through the line of spikes and the rubble field. They were clambering onto each other’s heads to try that leap-frogging maneuver that would bring them over the wall. We couldn’t delay any more.

“Do it!” I shouted.

I whirled toward the wall and summoned all the fire magic I could access. I stretched out my hand as the flames roared through my body and out of my fingers. A thin line of fire streamed toward the nearest dark, wet spot on the outside of the wall.

The moment my magic touched it, the oil coating the stones burst into flames. I recoiled to evade the pillar of fire and smoke that shot upward as the flames ate their way up and down the wall. I heaved a sigh of relief as the flames stopped just short of the level of the parapet. Adath’s men had been careful not to spill any oil onto the wall itself, so we were safe.

More fires sprang to life along the length of the wall. The bright flames filled the air with heat, smoke, and the smell of charred flesh. The murlocs clustered around the wall found themselves engulfed in a blistering inferno. Adath’s oil had turned the ground beneath their feet to mud, and now the very earth itself roasted them alive.

Loud hisses rose from the giant snakes that were caught slithering up the wall. The oil dripping down the stone clung to their scaly bodies, and try as they might, they could not escape. They writhed and thrashed, but the greedy flames consumed them as surely as it devoured the murlocs.

Grendis and his archers charged onto the wall and spread out along its length. They had only a few hundred arrows remaining, and Grendis shouted a command to use them sparingly. They held their bows ready and scanned the battlefield below for any murlocs or serpents trying to escape.

Loud cheers rose all along the length of the wall as the embattled defenders watched their enemies burning. My plan had worked. Zaddrith’s minions had been clustered so close together that they were caught in the blazing inferno.

Well, all but those at the rear. The slower toad-looking monsters at the back of the line were out of the reach of the flames, and they quickly turned and fled back down the hill with the two giant snakes that hadn’t managed to get through the thick press of toad bodies.

Something clattered at my feet, and I looked down. A small clay bottle lay beside my boot, and next to it the white-and-blue checkered cloth Princess Selene had used to wrap the meal we shared. My mind flashed back to my days at the Chicago Fire Academy, and the manuals on the basics of arson detection we’d been given as extra-credit homework. One manual included methods of determining how to tell if a fire had been caused by a Molotov cocktail, an improved incendiary device made by filling a bottle with some flammable liquid. Most modern Molotov cocktails were made using gasoline, but I’d seen pictures of people throwing flaming vodka bottles.

All that mattered was that the alcohol burned, and I had no doubt the potent liquor Selene had called Kingswine would burn like a mother-fucker.

Instantly, I bent, scooped up the clay bottle, and pulled off the cork. I splashed a few drops of the Kingswine onto the cloth, then stuffed the other end into the mouth of the clay bottle. All it took was a single spark of my fire magic to light the cloth, then I hurled it onto the heads of the murlocs below.

My improvised incendiary device flew through the air to crash atop a trio of over-sized murlocs with six-foot spines. The moment the clay bottle shattered, the fire on the burning rag caught the potent alcohol. A bright orange fireball engulfed the frog monsters and turned their skin black in an instant. They tried to hop backward, out of the reach of the flames, but Grendis and his recruits brought them down with well-placed arrows.

“What the hell was that?” Adath asked from beside me, his eyes wide. “Some new magic trick of yours?”

“No magic,” I said with a grin. “Science, the fun kind. How many bottles or jars of strong alcohol can you get your hands on right now?”

“Now?” he asked.

“In the next two or three minutes, before the murlocs get out of range,” I said.

Adath’s brow furrowed. “Maybe fifteen, twenty.” He thrust a finger toward the buildings where the White Guards and recruits had been billeted for the battle. “Where there are soldiers, there will always be strong drink.”

“Then get them up here and do exactly what I did,” I told him. “Stuff a cloth into the mouth of the bottle, set it ablaze, and throw it at the enemy. When the bottle smashes, the droplets of alcohol ignite into a massive fireball.”

“Like from a bloody dragon’s mouth!” Adath said, and his eyebrows shot up his forehead.

“Just like that,” I said with a nod. “But we need them now, before the murlocs can pull back. Our range is only as long as the strength of our arms.”

“Got it!”

Adath whirled and began barking orders to a handful of recruits that had taken advantage of the fire to catch a breath. Though they were exhausted, they snapped to attention and quickly sped off down the stairs. Within minutes, three of them returned carrying an assortment of glass, ceramic, and clay bottles of varying sizes. Another raced back up the stairs with a bedsheet which he tore into long strips.

I helped Adath douse the cloth strips in whiskey, then stuffed them into the bottles and lit them with a spark of fire magic. The moment the flames caught, I whipped my crude Molotov cocktail over the wall and onto the heads of the murlocs.

The inferno had consumed hundreds of Zaddrith’s minions, and still more were ablaze, their skin blackened and charred by the fire that refused to die. Even with the little lamp oil Adath had been able to scare up, there was more than enough to coat the length of the wall and the mud below. I estimated the casualties of the fire to be more than a thousand of the frog monsters, plus nearly a dozen giant serpents. The arrows of Grendis and his recruits brought down scores more, and the Molotov cocktails added their deadly flames to the mix. Even as the rearmost murlocs and giant snakes retreated, I knew we had just turned the tide of battle in our favor. We must have killed nearly two-thirds of Zaddrith’s minions in the last few attempts on the wall. Perhaps we’d done enough damage to force her to retreat.

“Remind me to thank the princess,” I told Adath as he came to stand beside me and watch the flames consume our enemies below. “It was her bottle of Kingswine.”

“I’ll do that,” Adath said with a nod. “Right after I raid the Distillers’ Guild and get my hands on every barrel, keg, bottle, and pitcher I can commandeer.” He shook his head and shrugged. “There’ll be a lot of angry tavern-goers for the next few months, but it’s worth having a few dry months to save the city.”

“I’ll remind you of that next time you want to drink and can’t find anything,” I said with a grin.

He chuckled as he turned back to the wall. “You think Zaddrith will attack again?” he asked. “She has to have sustained heavy losses.”

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “She’s probably running low on minions, and she can’t summon any more this far from her lair.”

The bald-headed Grey Hunter shot me a strange look, one that reminded me how much I hadn’t told him about the dragons and their magic. Hell, there was still so much I didn’t know.

“If it was a human army,” I said, “this last blow would be enough to turn them back. But this is a dragon, and there’s no telling what’s motivating her to attack. If she’s desperate enough, she could keep throwing her minions at us until there are none left.”

“And you think she’s desperate?” he asked.

“I don’t know, and that’s what worries me,” I told him. “The dragons wouldn’t come all this way and attack Whitespire without a reason. We’ve just got to figure out what that reason is.”

“Think your friend might be able to shed light on the situation?” Adath asked and jerked a thumb toward Rizzala.

“Maybe,” I said as I walked toward the dark-skinned woman with Adath a step behind me. “Rizzala, have you ever fought Zaddrith before?”

“No,” she replied with a shake of her head. “Thanks to my tether, I couldn’t even get the few miles to Windwall, much less the hundreds of miles to the green dragon’s swamp.”

“Damn!” I clenched a fist in frustration. “Any idea why she’d be so far from home, why she’d want to attack us?”

Rizzala’s brow furrowed in concentration, an expression that actually served to enhance her beauty. After a moment, she gave a little shrug.

“Perhaps it could be that she fears the threat of Riamod and Frosdar united,” she said, her voice hesitant. “Curym and Zaddrith may worry that the power of the fire and ice dragons combined could overwhelm them, thus they united to combat the threat together.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but they were already on their way here before I defeated Riamod. They might have sensed Frosdar’s ice magic here, but would they be afraid enough of just one dragon to attack?”

“Not likely,” she replied with a shake of her head.

“Then it has to be something else.”

But what? Whitespire was a city of humans, with little wealth to offer. Riamod had been terrorizing the human lands for so long that the other dragons of Iriador would have to know the red dragon intended to claim it for herself. So why would a blue and green dragon come all the way here? What could they want in Whitespire?

Something nagged at the back of my mind all day long, and I realized what it was. Zaddrith had hurled her minions at the wall, but had Curym really given up that easily after we blocked up the aquifer? She left her watery home and crossed half of Iriador to reach us, so there had to be something driving her. No way she would let one setback stop her from getting whatever it was she wanted.

So where the fuck would she hit us next?

I reached for the Mark of the Guardian and used the siphon magic to search the surrounding lands for any sign of the blue dragon’s water magic. There was a near-overwhelming presence of Zaddrith’s acid magic with its metallic, biting tang, but my gut tightened as I sensed the rushing, fast-flowing magic of Curym.

I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on the Mark of the Guardian as I sought the source of the water magic. It was too small to be Curym herself, but it was far larger than the spark that invested life into the bodies of the murlocs, fire goblins, or ghoulins. Almost like the magic that brought the rock trolls, aswang, and giant serpents to life.

And it was more than one. Many, many more. As I searched the surrounding lands for the water magic, I sensed dozens of the creatures approaching. I shaded my eyes with my hand and squinted through the haze rising from the burning murlocs below.

A creature I’d never seen before slithered from under cover of the trees to the south. Long blue hair flowed down around its broad, strong shoulders, and the monster’s features resembled a beautiful pale skinned woman. But it was twice the size of the merslayers that had attacked the aquifer, with four heavily muscled arms instead of two. Its human hands gripped a longbow that had to be easily fifteen feet long, and a quiver of arrows hung from its back. Two curving swords hung from its feminine hips, but in place of legs, she had a long serpent’s tail covered with bright blue and white scales, which ended in a barbed spike.

“Goddesses!” Adath breathed beside me. “A Nagia!”

“Not one,” I told him, and I felt a sinking in my gut. “Scores of them.”

The serpentine creatures slithered from the forest, fields, and farmlands all along the length of the wall. Twenty, thirty, fifty, and still more came.

Curym Waterblade had joined the battle for Whitespire again.
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Chapter Fourteen

My stomach did a backflip as the foremost nagia drew an arrow from its quiver, nocked, and pulled back its enormous bow. I could almost hear the creak of wood from this distance as the serpentine monster raised the bow toward the sky, then loosed.

“Down!” I shouted.

A long black shaft whistled toward us, but the nagia’s aim was high, and the massive arm-sized arrow flew past our head and crashed into one of the stone buildings on the streets below. The entire southern-facing wall of the house simply caved in as the arrow plowed through whitewashed brick and wood, and cries of pain echoed from within the building.

I turned back in time to see seventy nagia pull back their bows, then seventy arrows hurtled toward us at terrifying speed. The rain of black shafts thumped into the city wall, and I could hear the crack, crack, crack of metal-tipped arrowheads chipping away at the grey stone.

A few of the arrows flew high and punched through the wooden barrier atop the battlements like a bullet through a paper door. One unlucky White Guard took an arrow to the chest, and the force of the impact lifted him from his feet and hurled him fifty feet backward. He was dead before he hit the stone street below where he hung suspended in the air by the massive bolt driven through his body.

Dread surged in my gut momentarily as I saw the nagia drawing back their bows again. They moved in perfect unison, their hands never stopping as they drew arrows, nocked, and pulled the string to their cheeks. They let loose, and seventy black shafts sped through the darkening sky to rain down on our defenses.

The first two volleys had been off, but the third struck its mark with deadly accuracy. Arrows tore holes through the wooden barriers and brought down any White Guards, Blackguards, or recruits foolish enough to remain standing. Five more men on the street below fell to the hail of missiles, and a healer screamed as a shaft bored through his leg and drilled into the street.

One arrow struck the parapet not two feet from my head. Shards of stone pelted me and there was an ear splitting crack as the metal-tipped shaft drove six inches into the battlement. I stared open-mouthed at the tip of the arrow beside me. It was nearly a foot long, made of black iron, and had what Grendis would call a bodkin point. That small, squared metal tip was designed to punch through scale, chain, and plate mail armor, and though the wound wouldn’t be anywhere near as large as that caused by Grendis’ broadhead arrows, the velocity and power behind those arrows would cause massive devastation. Hell, it had driven the point through fucking stone.

“Grendis!” I shouted in the silence between volleys. “We need to return fire!”

The Grey Hunter peered over the edge of the battlement, then ducked quickly as more arrows pelted down onto the battlements. The wooden barrier was torn to splinters like plywood in a hurricane, and the arrows that flew high landed on the streets below with enough force to bring down brick walls, horses, and wagons. A few of the shafts that sped high landed two or three blocks away, almost as far as Sir Galfred’s command tent.

When the last of the arrows had struck their targets, Grendis rose from his crouch, nocked an arrow, drew, and loosed all in one smooth motion. He aimed high, doubtless to test the extreme range of his longbow. Grendis watched the shaft speed toward the enemy, then ducked behind the stone battlements with a string of curses that outlasted the nagia’s next volley.

“Damned things are too far away!” he finally said, after he’d exhausted his clearly extensive assortment of invective. “They’re out of range.”

“You’re sure?” I demanded.

“I’ve been an archer for nigh on thirty years now,” Grendis snapped. “This magical bow has the longest range of any I’ve found. I can drive an arrow into a squirrel’s asshole from three hundred yards, and I’ve hit targets up to five hundred yards away. But the damned nagia are standing firm at close to seven hundred yards from the city wall. Even with the added height of the city wall, no way an arrow’ll fly that far. If I can’t do it, it can’t be done.”

I bit back a comment on his humility and instead directed my anger into finding a solution for the nagia. If we couldn’t hit them from this range, they could keep firing at us all day long. Their massive quivers had to carry at least twenty or thirty arrows, each the size of a fucking ballista bolt. Without the dragons, we couldn’t bring the ballistas from the palace roof to return fire. That meant we had to rely on our archers or remain hidden behind the wall. Unless we found a way to lure them closer, we were going to be like sitting ducks here. Their arrows could punch through stone, wood, steel, and flesh with deadly ease. The nagia could provide cover fire while Zaddrith’s remaining forces charged the wall. We were fucked unless we found a solution.

My eyes flashed toward Rizzala, who crouched in the shelter of the stone battlements not ten yards away. She couldn’t fly, and there was no way she was fast enough to dodge seventy arrows. Her camouflage magic might be enough to conceal her from the enemy though. If she would permit me to ride her back as Irenya and Arieste did, we might be able to bring the nagia down before they realized we’d hit them. They might be archers, but those swords on their hips definitely weren’t just for show. I had no doubt they would be fearsome fighters at short range, and their four arms would put me at a severe disadvantage.

My mind raced as I tried to think of everything I knew about siege warfare, which, I had to admit, was limited to the historical fiction novels I’d read during my younger years. The besieging army was usually the one with the long-range weapons, and they’d pound at the city wall until it crumbled or lob fiery projectiles to burn down the city. As long as the walls held, the defenders had a chance. We could remain crouched behind our defenses and grit our teeth as the nagia’s arrows pounded us. For any sort of counterattack, we needed to come up with a weapon that could match their range.

But we had one, I realized with a surge of hope. The nagia arrows were the size of ballista bolts, so what if we could actually use them in the ballista?

I ran in a crouch toward the nearest ballista, but cursed as I saw it was the one the murlocs had crushed in an earlier assault. A hundred yards separated me from the next siege weapon and the rain of nagia arrows hadn’t slowed. I drew in a deep breath as I peered above the ramparts in time to see the nagia pull back their enormous bows, aim, and fire. Their massive arrows whistled toward the city wall and slammed into stone and wood with shattering force.

I was up and running the instant the last arrow struck. I poured every shred of speed into my legs as I sprinted toward the next ballista, and I could see it had survived the assaults unscathed. The wooden stock was easily fifteen feet in length, with ten-foot arms that could fire a bolt with amazing force and accuracy. I had seen those ballistas shoot at Riamod as she attacked the city, and I knew they could punch through those nagia like a bullet.

A nagia arrow whistled through the air not two inches from my head, and I threw myself into a forward roll as more sliced past me. I was on my feet and running through the hail of missiles in an instant, and I crossed the remaining distance to the siege engine before the nagia sent their next wave speeding toward me.

A growl of frustration burst from my throat as I caught sight of the winching mechanism. The metal handles were gone, and without them, there was no way I could draw the bowstring tight to fire the bolt.

I ducked beneath the ballista as more arrows rained down onto the parapet, and my heart leapt as I saw the handles on the stone parapet. I scooped them up and, with relief, saw they hadn’t been melted by acid. They had simply snapped off, which meant I could repair the ballista. I summoned my fire magic, pressed the first handle to the winch, and I poured a thin thread of flame into the metal.

More arrows whistled down around me, but I kept as low as I could while I kept the magic flowing through my body and into the steel handle. The metal quickly brightened beneath the flames until it glowed red hot, and I could feel the steel begin to soften. Immediately, I shut off the flames so the metal would cool down.

“Damn you, Ethan!” growled a familiar voice behind me. “Going to get your fool self killed.”

I glanced up to find Adath and Captain Daxos standing over me, with a large wooden door held like a shield between them. Five massive nagia arrowheads had punched through the wood, and blood trickled down cuts on Adath’s arm and forehead.

“Hurry!” Captain Daxos said. “They’re starting to concentrate their fire on us.”

After six heartbeats, I tapped into the magic again and used it to heat the metal to weld the other handle back into place. Instead of waiting for the newly repaired metal to cool, I summoned a wall of ice to form around it. The ice hissed, sizzled, and melted, and the water quenched the metal like I’d seen Master Krastin do in his armory.

Captain Daxos grunted as more arrows thunked into their improvised shield, and Adath hissed as the sharp tip of an arrow sliced his forearm.

“Get down!” I said and dropped to the battlements.

The two of them released the wooden door and crouched beside me just as another volley of nagia shafts flew over our heads.

As I waited for the missiles to stop firing, I tugged at one of the nagia shafts embedded in the door. It took an effort to pull free, but the moment I wrenched it loose, I stood up, slid it into the ballista’s cradle, and began winding the handle as fast as I could. The bowstring slid back until it was pulled tight enough that I could lock it in place using the lever attached to the handle.

“Help me aim this!” I shouted.

Captain Daxos climbed up beside me and helped me to move the ballista on its swivel mount, then pulled the loosing mechanism. The ballista gave a loud “whomph” as the bowstring snapped taut, and the improvised bolt flew through the air.

I watched our shaft fly toward the enemy, a single answering shot against a torrent of arrows coming to kill us. One of the nagias gave a loud hissing scream as she fell, and I saw that the bolt had driven clean through her forehead.

“Yes!” I shouted in triumph and reached the handle.

Winding the ballista winch seemed to take forever as Captain Daxos and I pumped the handles as fast as we could. Finally, the nut clicked into place in front of the bowstring, and Adath slid one of our improvised ballista bolts into the cradle. Captain Daxos helped me get the aim right, then at his nod, I pulled the handle and sent the bolt hurting toward the enemy. Another nagia fell with a black-fletched shaft protruding from her chest.

By now, the nagia seemed to realize the threat we posed, and the stream of arrows began to concentrate on our location. Fifty arrows whizzed toward us, and the three of us dropped beneath the parapet as the missiles thumped onto the stone, dug into the ballista, or whistled high overhead.

“Can you keep this one firing?” I asked Adath. “I’ve got to see if I can get the others working.”

“Go!” Adath said as he ripped another nagia arrow from the door. “We’ll handle this!”

I waited until the next volley of arrows fell silent, then leapt up and raced south along the city wall as fast as I could. I counted nearly thirty seconds before the missiles came again and I had to run in a crouch to avoid being skewered. The slower rate of fire could only mean the nagia were running out of arrows. I didn’t know if they had more back at whatever passed for their camp, but at least the relentless assault on our wall was slowing.

Not before I did some serious damage in return. I just had to get the next ballista up and running, and we’d start firing back and taking them down.

Even from fifty feet away, I could see the ballista was damaged beyond repair. A nagia arrow had severed the string while a humped murloc body lay draped over the weapon’s shattered wooden arms. I sprinted on without delay as I knew there was no way I’d get this one up and running.

To my relief, the ballista on the southernmost section of wall was nearly undamaged, though it was surrounded by recruits who seemed to have no idea how to use it. They were scrambling to wind the winch as I raced toward them, but they struggled to aim the heavy siege engine.

I dove forward and tackled the nearest recruit to the ground just as a nagia arrow whistled toward him. The shaft hissed through the air two inches from my back and flew past to crack against the paved stone streets below.

I heard the “whomph” of the ballista behind me firing again, followed by another echoing call from another ballista at the western end of the wall. Hope surged within me. We were answering back, and the nagia weren’t going to keep us pinned down.

“Get some shields up!” I shouted to the stunned recruit, who stared at me with wide eyes. “Cover me while I reload!”

The recruit stumbled toward one of the wooden barriers that Adath had constructed to raise the wall. The wood was studded with murloc quills and a pair of nagia arrows, but I figured it was good enough to shield the recruits around me as we worked. I pumped the handle of the winch with every ounce of strength until the string locked in place, slid a bolt into the cradle, and loosed. The bolt hissed through the air to bring down two nagia that stood too close together.

The recruits might not have understood how to use the ballista, but the threat of a painful death taught them quickly enough. Two worked to pull arrows free of the battlements and wooden barriers while two more helped me wind the winch as fast as we could manage. Our efforts were constantly interrupted by the nagia arrows, which forced us to duck and cover until they whizzed past. With three ballistas firing back, they had to divide their fire between us. The nagia casualties began to mount as, one by one, we answered back with a deadly answer to their barrage. Five, ten, fifteen nagias fell, and the rearmost began to slither back down the hill in retreat.

Just as I reached for another nagia arrow, I felt the familiar presence of fire and ice, Arieste’s chilly, glacial magic and the raging, furious fire power within Irenya. Hope surged in my chest as my eyes darted to the northeast, in the direction of Windwall. Though the sky was too dark to see the dragons, I could feel them drawing closer.

“Yes!” A triumphant shout burst from my throat. “They’re back! The dragons are back!”

I aimed and fired the nagia bolt, then shot a glance over my shoulder as the two recruits wound the winch. Two figures, one brilliant white, the other a deep red, flew over King Obragar’s palace and swooped downhill toward our position. My eyes went to the canvas hammock-like sling hanging between them. Somehow, they’d managed to not only keep it in one piece, but bring it back loaded with Blackguards. How many, I didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. We had this battle in hand, and now it was time to hit back, hard.

The two dragons flapped their wings hard to slow their descent, and I could see the exhaustion in their heavy movements as they lowered their canvas bundle to the street.

I couldn’t see how many Blackguards had arrived because the dragons had landed beside Sir Galfred’s command tent and I was too busy firing back at the nagia to pay them any more attention. Hopefully, enough had come that we could keep the ballista firing until the nagia fled.

I risked a glance over my shoulder just as the two dragons leapt into the air and flapped their wings to gain altitude. To my surprise, I saw them heading back up the hill toward King Obragar’s palace, away from the enemy. I had no idea what they were planning, but I trusted them. They lived as dragons for hundreds of years before they were ever human, and they had the survival instincts to match.

I returned my attention to firing the ballista and had a split second to duck beneath the wall as the nagia sent another volley at us. More of the massive nagia arrows whistled around me, and their metal tips shattered brick walls, brought down hastily erected tents, and gouged deep furrows in the paved stone streets.

But when the arrows slowed, three ballistas answered back. The loud “whomph” sounded like music to my ears, and a moment later I saw two snake-like figures collapse. The bolt from the third ballista skittered harmlessly across the ground five feet in front of the nagia, and I could hear Grendis’ loud cursing even from this distance.

“Come on!” I shouted. “Let’s bring the bastards down!”

My next arrow was hurtling through the air when I felt a sudden burst of magic to the south. Red light flared in the darkness, and a moment later a pillar of fire spewed from Irenya’s open mouth to engulf the nagia beside the forest. At the same instant, white light lit up the sky just above Irenya, and a huge wall of ice sprang into existence between the nagia and the line of trees. Though the heat of the flames quickly turned the ice to little more than steam, the dome protected the forest from the dragonfire.

“Damn, now they’re working together as dragons too!” It seemed so strange given the long-standing enmity between Riamod and Frosdar, but those dragons were gone. A new day had dawned on Iriador where humans and dragons could coexist peacefully.

“You did that,” Nyvea whispered in my mind. “You brought them together, gave them something to fight instead of each other. Better, you gave them something to fight for. That is worth more than all the gold and gemstones they hoarded as dragons.”

I counted six heartbeats before Irenya’s gemstone flared to life and another massive pillar of fire streamed toward the nagia on the open fields and farmlands. The light of the flames illuminated the serpent creatures as they shrieked and writhed, and their skin blackened beneath the roasting heat.

A few of the nagia turned toward the dragons and raised their bows. White light shone in the darkness again and a dome of ice appeared in front of the serpentine creatures. Their arrows punched through the wall of ice with ease, but it threw off their aim and the missiles whistled harmlessly past Irenya. The red dragon pulled her wings tight against her body and plummeted toward the neat line of archers arrayed against the city. She spewed a brilliant column of fire that reached burning fingers toward the nagia. I shuddered at the sight of the destruction Irenya wreaked against Curym’s minions. It reminded me of the images of napalm bombs dropped on Vietnam.

The two dragons zipped past the line of nagia archers, then banked hard to come around for another pass. This time, the nagia seemed ready for the attack, and those still standing divided their fire between both Irenya and Arieste. My heart skipped a beat at the sight of the black missiles hurtling toward the two dragons. Arieste couldn’t summon an ice shield large enough to protect both of them.

White and red light flared in the same instant. A large convex-shaped wall of ice winked into the air directly in front of Irenya, and a pillar of fire streamed from Irenya’s mouth. The shafts aimed at Arieste were turned to slag metal and ash as Irenya burned them out of the air, and the arrows speeding toward Irenya struck the convex shield and bounced harmlessly away.

A loud crash echoed through the air as Irenya’s massive body shattered the wall of ice. Before the nagia could draw and loose another volley, Irenya and Arieste both hurtled toward the ground at a terrifying speed. Their wings snapped out at the last moment and they leveled out mere yards from the grassy hill and fields. They skimmed the ground and plowed through the ranks of nagia with bared teeth, outstretched wings, and razor sharp talons.

The hissing, screeching screams of the serpentine monsters filled the air, but it was drowned out a moment later by a shout of triumph from the Blackguards, White Guards, and recruits on the surrounding wall.

“By the Goddesses, they’ve done it!” Adath said and pounded me on the back. “They’ve turned the battle in our favor.”

The ten or so nagia not burning or torn to pieces by the two dragons were slithering toward the forest as fast as their serpentine bodies could carry them. Most had dropped their bows and drawn swords, but Irenya and Arieste pulled up and hovered high above their heads. I saw the gemstone on Irenya’s chest gleam bright red, and another burst of flames spewed from her mouth. More nagia died shrieking, their scaly skin blackened by the blazing heat of Irenya’s dragon fire.

At that moment, a massive shadow seemed to leap up from the forest and hurtle through the darkening sky like an arrow. The creature’s massive green wings snapped out as it sped upward, straight toward Irenya’s back. Green light streamed from a gemstone set into its right shoulder, and I could feel the powerful surge of its metallic, biting magic as it opened its massive mouth.

My heart stopped as I watched Zaddrith prepare to sink four long, serpentine fangs that dripped neon green acid right into Irenya’s spine.
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Chapter Fifteen

White light blossomed in the sky and a dome of ice materialized in front of Zaddrith’s mouth. This was no glass-thin shield that would break easily, but an inch-thick wall resistant enough to turn aside Zaddrith’s powerful bite, and the green dragon let out an angry hissing roar after its long serpentine fangs bounced off Arieste’s ice dome.

Irenya swooped upward, rolled in the air, and tucked her wings tight against her side to hurtle like a speeding bullet toward Zaddrith. The gemstone in her chest glowed red and a pillar of bright red flames burst from her mouth. The green dragon let out another hiss, this one from pain as much as from anger as Irenya’s fire blast barely missed her side. Emerald scales crackled and popped loudly as the fire scorched it, but the green dragon escaped with little more than a surface injury.

Zaddrith bore a stronger resemblance to a viper than any of the dragons I’d seen so far. Where Irenya and Arieste had solid bodies with thick limbs, Zaddrith had a long, sinewy body that seemed to ripple in the air as she flew. She had four dragonfly-like wings with transparent membranes, and her tail had a sharp stinger like a bee’s. Her head was serpentine, with eyes of green as deep as the old-growth pine trees in which she’d hid.

She flew like a dragonfly which made her more mobile in the air than either Arieste or Irenya, and she easily fluttered out of the way of Irenya’s fire blast and her serpentine neck flicked out in an attempt to sink her four fangs into Irenya as the red dragon swooped past. Only Irenya’s speed saved her from a nasty bite, and I felt the air leave my lungs.

Zaddrith rippled through the air to pursue Irenya, and her wings beat furiously at the air as she pursued the larger red dragon. Irenya could fly in a straight-forward line faster than Arieste, but her bulk meant she adjusted course or dodged more slowly. Zaddrith’s lithe, serpentine form gave it far more speed, which she used to gain ground on Irenya as the red dragon tried to dodge. Again, my gut clenched as the green dragon opened its mouth to sink its fangs into Irenya’s tail.

The thick shield of ice appeared around the red dragon’s tail, and the green dragon’s fangs scraped a long furrow down the ice without piercing it or the scales beneath. With a loud, angry hiss, Zaddrith undulated its body in the air like a snake and whirled back toward Arieste.

Arieste had been providing support for Irenya while the green dragon gave chase, but she seemed to scramble as she found herself being pursued by the fast-moving Zaddrith. Her magical abilities were far more suited for defense than offense, and though she could maneuver faster than Irenya, she was still significantly larger and slower than Zaddrith.

She threw up a hasty ice shield as the green dragon tried to sink its fangs into her neck, and she swiped at Zaddrith’s dragonfly-like wings with her two forelegs. One claw tore a short gash in the green dragon’s wings, but Zaddrith hurtled past without showing visible pain or impairment. Before Arieste could swing around for another pass at the dragon, Zaddrith whirled in the air and sped up behind her. Another ice shield was enough to thwart the green dragon’s first attack, but Zaddrith recovered and came on again. Before Arieste could tap into her ice magic, Zaddrith sank her fangs into the white dragon’s right leg.

Arieste let out a loud roar of pain and anger, and her tail lashed at Zaddrith’s head with enough force to stun the green dragon. As the dazed Zaddrith plummeted toward the forest, her fangs tore free of Arieste’s flank.

Irenya hurtled past Arieste and roared something I couldn’t hear. Arieste seemed to agree, for she banked hard and came flying straight back toward Whitespire’s city wall.

Zaddrith recovered before she struck the trees far below, but Irenya was coming for her, hard. A pillar of fire singed one of the green dragon’s right wings, and only a quick undulation of her body kept Zaddrith from being torn to pieces by Irenya’s claws. As Irenya passed, her tail whipped out to strike Zaddrith again. The serpentine green dragon fell again and disappeared into the forest with a great cracking of trees.

Irenya swooped low to give chase, but a dark missile speeding up from the ground forced her to bank hard to the right. Twelve of the nagia had survived, enough to demand Irenya’s attention, and they sent the last of their ballista bolt-length arrows flying toward her. The red dragon had to beat her wings hard to gain altitude and disappear into the darkened sky to the east.

The nagia seemed uncertain whether they should continue slithering back toward the shelter of the forest or continue trying to bring down the dragon that they could no longer see. Irenya was back and spewing fire before they could make up their minds. The last nagia were roasted in seconds by the pillar of flames that poured from Irenya’s mouth.

Irenya swooped toward the spot in the forest where Zaddrith had disappeared, but let out a furious roar as she flew over. She circled a few times, unleashed another angry roar, then flew back toward Whitespire after Arieste.

Even as Arieste drew closer, I could see she was in bad shape. Her wings were barely moving, and it seemed to be taking an enormous amount of effort just to keep them outstretched to glide on the wind. Pain glimmered in her icy blue eyes as she swooped over the city wall and crash-landed onto the broad avenue beside the gate. Her limbs gave out as she hit the paved street hard, and though she struggled, she couldn’t push herself upright.

I threw myself down the steps and raced toward her. I could feel her pain through the magical bond we shared, and one look at the two puncture wounds in her leg told me the situation was dire. Neon green acid turned her blood black and I could smell the stink of the acid eating into her flesh.

As I sprinted toward her, I went over what little I’d learned of treating acid injuries during my EMT training. Acid, unlike poison, didn’t ride the bloodstream, and it simply caused the breakdown of the body’s cells without caring what cells they were. Poisons might only affect specific parts of the body, such as the central nervous system, the liver, or the heart. Acid simply ate its way through skin, muscle, bone, and soft tissue without distinction. It burned tissue far more extensively than heat or steam ever could.

She was too weak to even lift her huge dragon head as I approached, and the sight tore at my heart. I had to do something, but what? I didn’t know what sort of acid was in Zaddrith’s bite, and even if I did, I wasn’t certain I’d have the ingredients required to counteract it.

There was only one thing to do: I had to burn the acid. Heat was the best method for neutralizing an acid, and once it was neutralized, I could use Arieste’s own ice magic to soothe the burn. Her dragon form could heal faster than her human body.

Without hesitation, I reached for the fire magic that coursed within my veins. It surged to my fingertips in a rush and burst free of my hands with a life all its own. It took a great deal of effort to control the fire power, to wield it like a focused blowtorch rather than the flamethrower-sized blaze it wanted to be. I had to burn the acid out of the wound without doing too much damage.

Arieste let out a weak roar of pain, and I had to leap back quickly to avoid being kicked as her leg twitched.

“Irenya!” I turned to the red dragon who was just swooping over the wall to land on the street beside us. “Help me hold her down so I can treat this wound.”

Irenya lumbered over and placed one huge foot on Arieste’s injured leg. “Will she be okay?” she growled.

“I think so,” I said as I gritted my teeth and reached for the fire magic again. “I just need to stop the acid before it eats too far into her body.”

The stink of charred dragon blood filled the air as I tried to burn away the acid. The thread of fire I managed to generate was weak, barely enough to torch the drops of acid leaking from the wound. I gasped as my hold on the fire power weakened and I was forced to release it. Six heartbeats seemed an eternity to stand by helpless as the acid destroyed Arieste’s body.

“Take my fire,” Irenya said, and lifted her chest so I could reach her gemstone. “She saved my life today, and I will not let her die.”

I pressed my hand to Irenya’s gemstone and pulled the fire magic from within her dragon body. I tried to take just enough that I could amplify my own powers without her reverting to human form, and that required a whole added layer of difficulty to what I was trying to do.

“Do not burn from the outside in,” Nyvea whispered in my mind, “but from the inside out.”

I nearly kicked myself for not thinking of it. Fire magic was a natural force, but it was also magic. It was rooted deep in the core of our beings, and it was a force both elemental and intangible. If I could somehow infuse Arieste’s body with some fire magic, perhaps the magic would burn the acid from the inside out, as Nyvea had said.

“Will it work?” I asked Nyvea as I tapped into the fire magic again. “Can I really infuse the body of an ice dragon with fire magic?”

“What will it hurt to try?” was the voice’s response.

I drew as much of the fire magic as I could from Irenya, then held it within me as I sprinted toward Arieste’s head. When in human form, I could pass the magic through my skin and into hers, but it was easiest to send it through the gemstone. That meant I had to pour the fire magic through the white gemstone in Arieste’s forehead. I didn’t know if the white stone would allow for the passage of fire magic, but I had to try for Arieste’s sake.

The moment I pressed my hand to the gemstone, I gritted my teeth and pushed the fire magic into it. The white stone seemed to recoil at my touch, and I felt a protest at the infusion of fire into the ice. The two magical energies swirled around each other, like two fencers circling before furious combat. Yet I refused to stop pouring the fire magic into her body even if the ice gemstone tried to push it out. With a growl low in my throat, I drained my body of every scrap of fire power and sent it into the stone.

There was an almost audible snap in my mind, and suddenly the barrier that fought me gave way. The fire magic flooded into Arieste’s body with such force that the white dragon twitched and jerked on the ground. A low, pained rumble echoed from her throat, but I could feel the power spreading through her veins and coursing into every part of her body. The ice power within her gave way before the fire power, not fully retreating, but almost making way for the new power to be absorbed.

I sagged, exhausted, as the gemstone soaked up the last of my fire magic. It took all of my strength to jog back around Arieste’s prone form toward the wound on her hind leg. Relief flooded me as I heard the sizzle and smelled the stink of burned acid. Arieste’s massive dragon chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, and her eyes were closed. Through my magical connection with Arieste, I could feel her pain diminishing and the ice magic within her body begin to make repairs. Dragons were creatures formed by magic, I told myself, which meant the magic would re-form her as well.

“The acid is neutralized,” I told Irenya, who was hovering nearby with a worried expression on her dragon face. “But the wound is deep.”

“It will be well,” Irenya said and dipped her head. “As long as she rests, the magic within will sustain her. Access to her ice magic will speed up the healing process.”

“How long will it take?” I asked.

“A wound of this severity could take days to heal,” Irenya replied. “Zaddrith’s acid is truly fearsome, with the power to eat through scale, flesh, and bone. Her body will require a great deal of rest to restore itself.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure she gets that rest,” I told Irenya, “even if we have to tie her down.” Knowing Arieste, she’d want to get back into the fight as soon as possible.

Irenya lowered her dragon head toward Arieste and actually nuzzled her. It was a surprising gesture, considering they had been bitter enemies just a few weeks earlier. Yet in that time, they had saved each other’s lives, fought beside us, and helped protect the humans of Windwall and Whitespire. Perhaps they truly were becoming friends as Irenya wanted.

“You got here just in time,” I said with a grin, “as always. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

She shook her huge body like a wet terrier, then lowered her head to nudge against me as I reached a hand up to stroke her long neck.

“We are in your debt, dragon,” Sir Galfred’s voice echoed behind me. I turned to see the knight walking toward us, with Captain Daxos and Adath beside him. “Your timely intervention has saved a great many lives.”

“That’s what we’re here for, Sir Galfred,” Irenya replied, and I heard that teasing tone in her rumbling voice. “Turning my enemies to ash is what I do best.”

“I’m glad your enemies are all outside the gate,” Adath said with a grin. “The battle would have gone very different had it been you leading that army.”

“It would, indeed,” I replied. “But the fact that Zaddrith is a coward has worked in our favor. With her army all but destroyed, now is the time to press the attack.”

“And burn the forest to the ground?” Sir Galfred said with a raised eyebrow. “That would do irreparable harm to the land and put the future of Whitespire at risk.”

“So you intend to continue sitting behind these walls?” Irenya asked, and her voice echoed with frustration. “Waiting for her to raise a new army to attack again?”

Irenya was right. I was no longer going to sit by and fight a defensive battle like the people of Whitespire. Zaddrith forced my hand when she attacked someone close to me and put Arieste’s life in danger.

“With our allies, we’ve got a chance of holding the wall,” I said as I turned my attention to the Blackguards that had been standing silently behind their commander.

Captain Daxos introduced me to Captain Estand, who told me he had taken command of the unit after his appointment to Military Councilor and General of the Blackguards.

“Ah, so it is General Daxos now,” I said with a grin at my friend. Daxos gave me a bit of a sheepish grin and then I turned back to Estand.  “We are glad to have you here Captain Estand.”

“Glad to be here, sir,” Captain Estand said, though the paleness of his face belied his words.

“I apologize for the crude transportation,” I said as I thrust out a hand to the Blackguard captain. “If there was any other way”--

“The General’s instructions were abundantly clear, Sir Ethan,” Captain Estand replied as he gripped my hand. “A bit of motion sickness is far
preferable to finding out the only other human kingdom on Iriador has been
destroyed. I’m just glad we got here before things went truly sideways.”

“With your help, we will be ready for them when they return,” Adath told her. “You can help strengthen the defenses and prepare us for the enemy’s next assault. When they return, we will rain holy hell down on them like they have never seen.”

“What do you want me to do?” the Blackguard captain asked.

“We’ve pushed them back for now, but it just bought us some time.” I turned to General Daxos. “Can you fill them in on what’s going on, and work with Sir Galfred to find a place to use them best?”

“Certainly,” the Blackguard general said with a nod. He gestured toward the command tent. “Collect Lieutenant Samalan and the sergeants, we can confer with Sir Galfred.”

I turned to Irenya. “Thanks to those nagia, we’ve got more than enough ammunition for all the ballista, including those on the palace roof. If we could get those onto the wall, we can do some real damage. We have more than enough ammunition to rip through the murlocs, giant snakes, and any of Curym’s minions.”

Adath and Sir Galfred’s expressions grew pensive.

General Daxos spoke up. “Sergeant Dai, Captain Estand, and many more of my men have had extensive experience using a ballista to drive back an assault. We could also help instruct your builders how to mount them for the maximum versatility.”

“If you’re not too tired,” I told Irenya, “can you fly up and see how many of the ballistas are still in working condition?”

With a nod of her dragon head, Irenya leapt into the air and soared up the hill toward King Obragar’s palace.

I turned to Adath. “Get as many builders here as you can and be ready to go with them to the palace for those ballistas.” I glanced up at the sky. “We’ve got less than half an hour of sunlight left.”

“I’ve got enough lamps to light up the entire palace,” Adath said with a shake of his head. “A bit of night won’t stop us.” He stomped off and began calling for his builders.

I turned to General Daxos. “You’ve had a chance to see the wall and what we’re up against. Can you think of any other defensive or offensive weapons we could use?”

The general frowned and ran a hand over his long black braid. “You say you’re short on lumber?”

“We used everything for the wall,” I told him. “What you see is what we’ve got.”

“Using the lamp oil was a good plan,” General Daxos said after a moment of thought. “If we could get our hands on some pitch--”

“I already asked Adath, and he said we wouldn’t get anywhere near enough of that here,” I told him.

“And what about tar?” the general asked. “Could we get some of that?”

The question intrigued me.

“Is there a difference between the two?” I asked. I’d always heard people using the words interchangeably.

“A small one,” General Daxos said with a nod. “Tar and pitch are made from the same heat-caused distillation of organic materials like wood, coal, or peat, but where pitch is thicker, more solid, tar is a far more liquid substance.”

“I’ve heard that pitch comes from wood that is heated,” Sir Galfred added in, “but tar can actually bubble up from beneath the ground.”

“There’s a tar pit a few dozen miles to the northwest of Windwall, which is where we get most of ours from,” General Daxos continued. “But that’s too far away even for your dragons.”

“You say it’s from heating organic materials?” I asked.

“Yes,” the general said. “Heat causes the oils within the materials to drip away, leaving charcoal behind.”

I knew of one place where there had been plenty of heat.

“What about Riamod’s lands?” I asked Sir Galfred. “Do you think there could be tar pits there?”

The knight’s bushy red eyebrows drew together in thought. After a long moment, he nodded. “There might be.”

At that moment, the flapping of dragon wings announced Irenya’s arrival. She landed with a loud thump and cracking of paving stones, but excitement echoed in her deep voice as she spoke.

“I saw six of the twelve ballistas still in working order,” she said. “Two more looked like they could be repaired.”

“Excellent!” I felt a surge of excitement as my mind began to work at the problem. “We’ll need your help to get them down, but first, do you know of any tar pits in the lands that once belonged to Riamod?”

“Tar pits?” She cocked her huge head.

I turned to General Daxos with a questioning expression. “What would it look like?” I’d heard of the La Brea Tar Pits in Los Angeles, but I’d never had a chance to visit.

“A lake, but with black water and a pungent odor,” the general said. “The water would be poisonous to any who drank it.”

“I know just the place!” Irenya’s golden dragon eyes sparkled. “To the northwest of my… er, Riamod’s lair.”

“If we somehow managed to rig up a big bucket, do you think you could bring some of it back here?” I asked.

“I… think so.” She hesitated. “The tar is sticky enough that even rock trolls have sank beneath its surface. Trying to fill a bucket could prove difficult.”

“If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work,” I said with a shrug. “But we can call it Plan B. Once those ballistas are set up, would you be willing to fly to the pit and try to collect some?”

“Certainly,” Irenya said with a nod of her dragon head.

At that moment, Adath came striding toward us with four builders in tow—the same four woodcutters that had accompanied me to gather lumber. Within a minute, they had clambered onto Irenya’s back, tools and all. One of the woodcutters actually gave a little shout of delight as Irenya leapt into the air and flew toward the palace.

“Very good,” Sir Galfred said as he watched the dragon disappear into the night. “I will check on the men and visit the wounded.”

“I’ll accompany you,” General Daxos said, and fell in step beside the armored knight. “The Blackguards are doing what they can to pitch in as needed, and I believe…” Their voices trailed off as they drew farther away.

All around me, the city of Whitespire was a flurry of activity. Recruits were lighting torches and building fires from the shards of wood that had once been the barrier atop the wall. On the parapet, Rizzala was working with the White Guards, Blackguards, and Adath’s builders to fortify the defenses. Even those too exhausted to haul supplies were helping to carry or support the wounded heading toward the healers’ tent.

A few of them cast quizzical glances at Arieste’s massive form, which occupied most of the broad avenue that led from the city gate deeper into Whitespire. The white dragon was sleeping, and a low rumbling snore echoed from her throat. Most of the men and women that passed looked at her with faces no longer filled with fear or apprehension, but instead curiosity at the strange sight. Just a few weeks earlier, they had lived in terror of Riamod, and now there was a sleeping dragon in the middle of their city. Another dragon, the same one who used to terrorize them, was now fighting to help save their city from two more dragons. Life on Iriador had definitely taken a turn for the strange.

Yet one expression I saw on the faces of all the White Guards, recruits, and Blackguards was hope. They had dreaded being utterly destroyed by a massive army, yet they’d come to see they had a fighting chance. Their city wall was strong, and they had allies that would fight beside them. Even more, they had magic and two dragons on their side. Certain defeat transformed into the chance of not just survival, but triumph. It was with renewed determination that the humans of Iriador went about preparing for the next battle.

I knew I ought to be helping, but right now all I could think about was Arieste. She’d come too close to dying today, and all because she was trying to help save the people of Whitespire. I’d asked her to do that, and she’d been in harm’s way because of me. If I’d just kept her hauling Blackguards from Windwall, she would never have been bitten by Zaddrith.

Yet even as I indulged in a moment of self-pity, Nyvea’s voice echoed in my mind. “She knew what she was doing,” the woman in my amulet said, and there was no trace of her usual innuendo or flirtation. “She chose to help. Not because you demanded it or because you forced her, but because she saw that it was the right thing to do. She saw you willing to sacrifice yourself for these people, and it made her willing to do the same. She put herself in harm’s way for the humans you are trying to protect and for Irenya as well. That is not something you can take the blame for, but something you should be proud about. She has changed thanks to your example.”

As I sat beside Arieste’s huge dragon head and stroked her white scales, I realized how much I’d grown attached to her in the last few weeks. When I saw her injured, I’d felt a moment of genuine fear for her well-being. I couldn’t imagine life without Arieste in it. The thought of Zaddrith hurting her brought a surge of angry heat welling up inside me.

A dangerous idea formed in my mind. The time had come to take the fight to her, and I knew just how to do it.


[image: ]





Chapter Sixteen

I found Rizzala standing atop the wall, her eyes fixed on the darkness surrounding Whitespire. She held the spear in her right hand, and her white-knuckled grip belied her calm poise.

“Can you feel her?” I asked as I came up beside her.

She shot a curious glance up at me.

“Zaddrith,” I clarified as I leaned on the parapet beside her. “Can you feel the presence of her magic? Irenya and Arieste both said they could sense other dragons back when they were Riamod and Frosdar. Could you do the same as Emroth?”

After a moment, Rizzala nodded. “Yes, though it was always faint, distant. None of the other dragons came close enough for me to locate their presence accurately. Not until you, at least.”

“And now?” I asked. “Can you feel Zaddrith out there with what’s left of your magic?”

She drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I believe so,” she said in a slow voice. “It is a feeling in the back of my mind, like an itch that will not leave me. Almost too faint for me to detect, but too present for me to ignore.”

The way she spoke about it reminded me of how I’d felt when using the Mark of the Guardian for the first time. Since I’d first experienced the fire magic I siphoned from a fire goblin, I’d felt that insistent nagging in the back of my mind which warned me of the presence of magic. Perhaps even though she’d lost most of her power when I shattered her altar, enough remained that her magical senses weren’t completely dulled. The fact that Irenya and Arieste retained some of their abilities seemed to demonstrate it.

I reached out with my magical senses and searched for Zaddrith. I could feel the metallic, biting edge of the green dragon’s acid magic in the darkness to the southwest of our position. She was far away, probably at the rear of her army, but not so far my plan wouldn’t work.

I turned to face Rizzala fully. “If I offered your magic back right now, what would you say?”

Her expression didn’t change, but I noticed a new stiffness in her posture and rigidity in her spine as she turned to face me. Her green eyes drilled into mine, and we held that locked gaze for nearly ten seconds before she broke the silence.

“Why?” was all she said.

“Because there’s a chance that we can put an end to this right now, but I’ll need your help to do it,” I told her.

Again, she fixed me with that piercing gaze, her eyes intense.

“When I said your actions here made a difference,” I said, “I meant it. You could have stayed away from the fighting, helped the healers, even stayed with the reinforcements and played it safe. But you stood on the wall beside me, Adath, Irenya, and General Daxos. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve earned my trust enough that I’ll take a chance on giving you back your magic, especially if it means we can save lives.”

“Is that so?” Rizzala asked with a raised eyebrow. “You’re not worried that I’ll simply turn on you once you have returned my power?”

“I’m not going to lie, the thought has crossed my mind,” I said and shot her a wry smile. “But there are two reasons I’m willing to risk it. One, if you killed me, your connection to the magic I now hold would be severed forever. But it’s the second one, the fact that you risked your life to help save Whitespire, which has had the greatest influence on my decision. The kind of person who would do what you did isn’t the kind of person who would turn on an ally.”

“And that is what we are now?” Rizzala asked. “Allies?”

“She could be so much more than just your ally,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Think of the fun you could have with her.”

“I’d like us to be friends,” I told her, “but I understand if that’s too much too fast. If we can just agree that we’re on the same side, fighting to reach the same goal, then I’m willing to prove that you’ve earned my trust.”

“And what goal is that?” Rizzala asked. “You stand here fighting for Whitespire, but when the city is saved, what comes next? Conquest? Treasure?”

“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I don’t want any of that. My primary concern is for the survival of the humans on Iriador. And, for humans to survive, we have to eliminate the dragons. With you, Irenya, and Arieste, there are only two more threats we need to deal with. Once that’s done, the people of Elloriel and Kingshome will be free.”

“And then what?” Rizzala asked. “What will you do when all the threats on Iriador are eliminated?”

I opened my mouth to reply, but found I had no response. For the last weeks, I’d been so focused on the immediate problem of defeating Riamod, saving Windwall, and repelling the dragons’ attack on Whitespire that I hadn’t given my future any thought. I’d told Barodan I wanted to stay on Agreon a while longer to help get rid of more dragons, but Rizzala raised a good question. Once all the five dragons of Iriador were gone, what then?

“I don’t know,” I told her truthfully. “I don’t want to spend my life fighting endless battles or killing enemies. I want there to be peace on Iriador, hell, on all of Agreon. But for that to happen, I have to put an end to the threat of the dragons and their minions. Not by killing them, not unless I have to, but by giving them a chance to live their lives as a human. The magic you and the others wield could be used for so much good. To build instead of destroy. To save instead of kill. That’s why I’m going to keep fighting the dragons until Iriador is free. You can join the fight as well. What do you say?”

Our eyes met, and a torrent of emotions flashed through her eyes. Hesitance at accepting that my words were genuine. Suspicion, doubtless second nature to the dragon part of her. Interest that there may be truth in what I said, and hope for a better future. Rizzala the human woman had begun to dominate, and the parts of her that were still Emroth were fading. I just had to hope the human part of her had all the heroic traits we’d need to save Whitespire.

After a long moment, she nodded. “So be it,” she said in a quiet voice. “I will help you. Not because you offer to return my power, but because I believe you are right. I believe magic could be used to make a difference, and if you say mine can, I am willing to hear you out. What do you have in mind?”

“We go there,” I said, and thrust a finger toward the forest where I could feel Zaddrith’s presence. “You and me, alone. No backup, no one to help us. We sneak our way out of Whitespire and through the forest until we find Zaddrith, then we put an end to this once and for all.”

“I thought you said you didn’t want to kill the dragon?” Rizzala asked and cocked her head.

“I don’t,” I replied. “What I want to do is separate her from her army and force her to face us alone. She will have two choices: to fight or flee. I think Irenya and Arieste scared her, and if she’s as much a coward as she seems to be, she’ll run rather than facing you.”

“You want me to fight her alone?” The tension returned to Rizzala’s face and posture. “But I am far smaller than she, and”--

“It took my two dragons to bring you down,” I told her with a shake of my head. “You may be smaller, but you’re one hell of a badass in a fight.”

She seemed taken aback by my compliment, and her green eyes widened.

My smile widened as an old adage, a favorite of my father’s, came to me. “It’s not the size of the dragon in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dragon.”

Was it my imagination, or was that a smile toying at her lips?

“Besides, you’ll have me there for back-up,” I said with a chuckle and patted the head of my axe. “I’m not totally useless, you know, even without my magic.”

Rizzala inclined her head. “I’ve seen proof enough of that these last few days.” Her expression grew pensive. “Yet you believe the two of us will suffice?”

“All we need to do is get her away from her minions, then press her hard until she has no choice but to retreat,” I told her. “Once cowards start running, they don’t stop until they reach a place where they feel safe.”

“Back in her swamp,” Rizzala said, and her eyes widened in understanding. “You will do to her what you did to me?”

“Yes,” I told her with a nod. “All we need to do is track her back to her lair, then find the altar that tethers her to her powers. If you can keep her distracted for just a few minutes, I’ll be able to shatter the altar, cut out the gemstone, and siphon off her powers once and for all.”

“And Zaddrith will be no threat to us in her human form,” Rizzala said with an eager expression. “Her minions will wander the countryside directionless, just as my ghoulins did once you took my power.”

I felt my forehead wrinkling as I found a slight flaw in my plan. We couldn’t leave the giant serpents and murlocs roaming Elloriel as they’d wreak havoc on the villages and settlements around the kingdom. But if we pushed Zaddrith hard enough to flee, there was a chance she’d relinquish her control on her minions in order to focus on her own survival.

So what could we do? How could we ensure the murlocs and giant serpents were all in one place when Zaddrith fled?

My gut clenched as I realized there was only one way to make this work: we had to send a counterattack against the enemy.

The only reason we’d held off for so long was because we had the towering city walls to protect us from the murlocs and serpents. But if we gave up our walls, the enemy would see how few we were and come for us. A sortie into the forest and fields could trick Zaddrith into sending all of her minions toward us. We were vastly outnumbered, just the sort of odds the cowardly green dragon would be hoping for.

My eyes went to the Blackguards standing watch along the parapet. They were well-trained soldiers who were used to combat, even if they fought from atop a city wall. Together with the surviving White Guards, there had to be at least a hundred men that could charge out of the city and attack the enemy. Not enough to do real damage to Zaddrith’s army, but enough to make a convincing show of it.

My mind raced as I tried to figure out how to make the plan work. Those who left the city would be vulnerable, and there was no telling whether they’d be able to retreat to safety in time. Worse, what if Curym sent her minions to join in the attack?

I could at least predict that much of the battle. I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and used it to scan the surrounding countryside for the presence of Curym’s water magic. The last of the nagia had fallen to Irenya’s fire, and I could sense no other water creatures in the fields, farms, or forests around the city. Curym herself was the faintest of blips on my magical radar far to the west, probably all the way in the Crystal River. She might have committed her forces to the attack, but she hadn’t moved from her haven deep underwater.

“Do you need to rest, or can you be ready to leave in half an hour?” I asked Rizzala.

“I will be ready,” the dark-skinned woman said as she stood.

“Good. Then we’ll meet at the Hall of Cascades.”

“What will you do?” she asked.

“Hopefully, find a way to save the city without sending men to their deaths.”

I turned and strode away from a speechless Rizzala and descended the steps toward the city below. I went over my plan a dozen times as I walked toward the command tent, but I could find no better solution. If it worked, the battle with Zaddrith ended tonight. That was worth the risk, yet I hated the idea that all the Blackguards and White Guards would die if things went sideways.

I pushed the grim thoughts from my mind. I couldn’t think like that, or we’d never be able to do what needed to be done. Sometimes, it was worth swinging for the fences if it meant the game-winning home run. Or, in this case, the battle-winning surprise attack.

I found Sir Galfred and General Daxos in the command tent, but no sign of Adath. Doubtless he was busy working with Irenya to get the ballistas from the palace roof and mounted on the wall. They’d need the ballistas to make this plan work.

Sir Galfred looked up as I entered. “Ah, Sir Ethan, I trust you are prepared for…” His voice trailed off as his eyes met mine. “The last time I saw that look on your face, Ethan, you had just finished cauterizing a gaping wound in my side. What’s the matter?”

“I think I have a plan that can put an end to the battle tonight,” I told him.

“But, judging by your tone and solemn face, that’s a bad thing?” Captain Daxos asked and cocked his head.

“It’s a risky plan, one that could get a lot of men killed.” I fixed Windwall’s Military Councilor with a piercing gaze. “Your men, Captain Daxos, and all the White Guards still able to fight.”

Sir Galfred’s bushy red eyebrows drew together, and the Blackguard general’s face darkened.

“Go on,” Sir Galfred said.

“We know that Zaddrith won’t hesitate to attack at night,” I said in a slow, heavy voice. “Which very likely means her murlocs can see in the dark like regular frogs.”

“I’d surmised as much,” Captain Daxos said with a nod. “Giving them the tactical advantage in a battle after dark.”

“So we need to use that tactical advantage to lure them into a night battle,” I told them, “but one where we aren’t hiding behind our walls.”

Both pairs of eyebrows shot up.

“What?” Sir Galfred and General Daxos asked in unison.

“If we leave the safety of our walls, we can trick Zaddrith into committing her entire army to attack us.”

“And what will that accomplish?” Sir Galfred asked. “We’re still vastly outnumbered, and without the stone walls to shield us from the murlocs’ acid, our shields, armor, and weaponry will be virtually useless.”

“Which is exactly why Zaddrith will take the bait,” I said with a nod. “She’ll think we’re overconfident after our last victory, and we’re making a mistake by pressing the attack. If we can make it convincing enough, she might actually commit all of her remaining murlocs and serpents to trapping us and finishing us off.”

“Please tell me there’s more to your plan than just that,” Sir Galfred said, and his bearded face drew into a frown.

“There is.” I fixed them with a hard look. “Rizzala and I are going to sneak around Zaddrith and hit her from the back.”

Sir Galfred seemed incredulous, but General Daxos’ expression grew pensive. He knew of Emroth’s camouflage magic, had even seen it in action.

“The men without the safety of the walls will bear the brunt of the battle,” Sir Galfred said, and his voice sounded like the dry rub of sandpaper.

“It will be my men,” General Daxos said, “and we will bear it without complaint.”

Galfred and I turned to him, and the Blackguard gave us a confident smile. “I know you both are thinking it is suicide, but someone needs to do it. Think about what happened to the ghoulins once you claimed Emroth’s magic.”

“They wandered around, like drunken idiots,” I said.

“Yes,” Daxos said, “so we will bear the brunt of the attack until you can take out Zaddrith, and then we will count on her forces losing their organization.

“Then we can counter attack fully and crush her minions!” Galfred chuckled. “This plan is crazy, but I’d expect no less from the Dragonrider.”

“Sounds like we are all in agreement,” I said as I bent over the map. “Then we keep Grendis on the wall with his archers and all the recruits. Keep a few of the White Guards as well, especially those experienced at operating the ballistas.”

“And my Blackguards and I will lead the charge out of Whitespire with the rest of the White Guards,” General Daxos said as he held out a hand. “If my men and I can help free Whitespire as you freed our city from the threat of a dragon, I’d consider it an honor.”

I took his hand, and a wave of emotion swelled in my chest. “You watch out for yourself, you hear?” I said, my voice suddenly raspy. “Your father would never forgive me if anything happened to you.”

“You worry about dealing with the dragon,” he said with a wry grin, “and I’ll worry about my father.”

I gripped his hand tighter, then released him with a nod.

“One question, Sir Ethan,” Sir Galfred said.

I turned to face the red-haired knight with a quizzical expression.

“How will we coordinate your attack on Zaddrith and our sortie from the city?” he asked. His bushy red eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “There will be no way for us to warn you that we have engaged the enemy, and no way for us to know when you have driven Zaddrith away.”

“We will know when Zaddrith’s control over her minions is shattered,” General Daxos said. “As for the former, perhaps you could arrange for Irenya to send up a pillar of fire when the battle is joined.”

“A good plan,” I said. “But I don’t have time to talk to Irenya now, as I need to get on the move to reach Zaddrith and be in place for your attack.” I turned to Sir Galfred. “Can you arrange it with her? Once you explain her part of tonight’s battle, I trust she’ll be eager to help out.” Irenya would love the idea of roasting the last of Zaddrith’s minions.

“Of course,” the knight said with a nod. “We will see to it.”

“May Roassa’s fortune smile on you,” Daxos said as I turned and strode from the tent. “And may the Goddesses guide your way to victory.”

I welcomed his words. For what I was about to do, I could use all the divine help I could get.
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Chapter Seventeen

Rizzala straightened as I approached the Hall of Cascades, and a barely restrained excitement sparkled in her eyes. She had left behind her spear and stood clad only in the simple black shift that remained when I’d turned her from Emroth into a human. There was a tense eagerness in her posture and the way she almost bounced with impatience as I strode toward her.

“Before we do this,” I told her, “I have a question for you about the magic.”

“Ask,” Rizzala said with just a hint of an edge.

“When I was using your magic before,” I said, “I think it’s possible it healed my wound faster than normal. Was that just my imagination?”

“No,” Rizzala said and shook her head, a motion which set her braids whipping around her face. “All magic has primary and secondary effects. This magical ability does not truly render you invisible, but simply tricks your enemy’s eyes into not seeing you. As the magic causes your skin to transform in accordance with your surroundings, it also transforms your body back to what it considers ‘normal’.”

“Normal, like it was before I got wounded,” I said.

“Precisely,” Rizzala confirmed. “The magic shifts your skin so it blends in with the background, and that shift includes sealing any wounds that could bleed. After all, blood is very visible in most surroundings.”

“So the magic actually hides the blood so the enemy won’t see it,” I said. “The fact that the magic heals my wound is secondary to its primary purpose of providing camouflage.” It was a fascinating discovery, and one which got me thinking about the added effects of the other types of magic I’d captured. Arieste’s ice magic had made me impervious to the cold, while Irenya’s fire magic made my body resistant to heat. What Rizzala had called “magic of darkness” could heal me as it camouflaged my skin. I’d consider that an excellent side effect.

“I have felt you using the magic,” Rizzala told me, “and you have an innate skill with it.”

“Thank you,” I said with a grin.

“I trust you do not need me to explain to you how to maintain your camouflage as we ride?” Rizzala asked.

“I think I’ve got it,” I told her.

“Good,” she replied with a nod.

“Then let’s do this,” I said and drew the black gemstone from within my pouch. Rizzala’s green eyes sparkled with delight at the sight, and she tilted her head to the left to expose the side of her neck.

Without hesitation, I placed the stone against her neck in the same spot where I’d cut it free from Emroth’s throat. She had done more than enough to prove I could trust her, so now it was time for me to do the same. With a deep breath, I reached for the magic of darkness within me and summoned it to my fingertips.

The tattoo beneath my left shoulder blade burned hot as I grasped the energetic magic I’d taken from Emroth. This was unlike Irenya’s or Arieste’s more elemental powers. They were solid as ice and hot as fire, but this magic was sprightly and shifting like a fog swirling through shadows. The skin of my hand actually began to change colors as I pulled the magic through me and pushed it into the gemstone.

Rizzala let out a little cry of delight at the touch of her magic. Tears streamed from her green eyes and slid down her dark cheeks as I forced the magic through the onyx stone and into her body. Her arms thickened and elongated, and the palms of her hands changed to claw-tipped paws. Her neck, back, and legs transformed into a feline-looking dragon, more panther or mountain lion than a serpent. Her ribs rounded as she fell forward onto four paws, and two stubby wings sprouted from her back.

In her dragon form, Rizzala was only twenty feet long, and her shoulder was barely taller than my head. Yet she had a powerful, compact body, with the solid muscles and sloped shoulders of a panther. Her scaly skin was darker than the night and seemed to shift with every whisper of wind and dancing shadow. But the dazzling green eyes staring into mine no longer held the bestial fear and fury that had filled Emroth’s eyes as we hunted her down. They sparkled with excitement for the hunt that lay ahead.

“Ride on my back,” she rumbled, and her voice held a deeper growl than even Irenya’s.

The black dragon lowered one massive haunch so I could climb on, but before I mounted, I tested my fireman’s axe in its harness on my back and checked the straps on my armor one last time. Then I grabbed one of her neck spikes and pulled myself onto her back. I settled into the small hollow at the base of her neck and gripped the collar of spines that surrounded her head.

“My magic will conceal you for as long as you remain near me,” she said in her booming dragon voice. “But the moment you break contact with my body, it will fail. Remember that for when we approach Zaddrith.”

“Got it!” I said. “Head to the east of the city until you hit the cliffs, then get over the wall where there are no enemies watching from beyond. We’ll need to loop around east to get behind Zaddrith, then cut back to attack from behind. That’s the only way to be sure we don’t get caught in a battle with her minions.”

Rizzala answered with a rumbling growl which I guessed signaled her understanding, so I gripped her spikes tighter and clasped my legs around her neck. It felt like sitting in the saddle of the widest horse on Iriador, but the muscles that bunched beneath me held far more power and lethal grace than any warhorse.

Rizzala crouched cat-like, then leapt into the air with a mighty bound that carried her clear over the nearest three-story building. She landed with feline grace on the broad avenue beyond, and her claws didn’t so much as scratch the street’s paving stones. She raced down a side street, took a sharp turn to the east, then charged through narrow alleys with an agility Irenya and Arieste’s bulky forms could never match.

My heart soared as I clung to Rizzala’s back. This was something utterly different from flying. Instead of soaring high above the ground, we were racing along on street level at a speed nearly a match for Irenya’s flight. We cut halfway across the city of Whitespire in a matter of minutes. Instead of slowing, Rizzala sped up as we approached the eastern section of the city wall. Her muscles corded like braided steel as she crouched, then hurled herself through the air. We cleared the thirty-foot wall easily and kept sailing for a good twenty yards before gravity caught up to us. The drop from the cliffs was at least sixty feet, but Rizzala landed with the same cat-like dexterity and took off to the east without pause.

The wind whipped at my face as we ran, and I had to catch myself before I let out a whoop of excitement. Once free of the city, Rizzala poured on the speed without having to be concerned about the safety of the people or buildings of Whitespire. She bounded down the cliffs with a single leap, then took off through the forest.

I couldn’t help marveling at the black dragon’s quickness. She darted between the trees almost too fast for me to follow, and the wind made my eyes water. It took all my strength to hang onto her back as she zipped and darted through the forest like some midnight-colored sprite. The gemstone set into her neck let out a dull glow as she summoned her innate camouflage magic to conceal us. We passed through the trees with little more sound than Rizzala’s panting, the thumping of my heart, and the soft padding of her paws on the leaf-and-twig-carpeted ground.

I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian to search for Zaddrith’s acid magic, and I felt her off to the southwest of our position. There were hundreds of tiny pinpoints of magic that marked her minions, but I felt a sense of relief when I once again sensed none of Curym’s minions. If we could deal with Zaddrith, we’d knock the more immediately dangerous of our enemies off the battlefield. Maybe we’d even get lucky and Curym would retreat once Zaddrith was defeated. After all, she had to remain close to the water, which meant far from Whitespire for as long as the aquifer remained frozen.

I bent lower over Rizzala’s neck as the panther-like dragon ran through the forest. The dark trees flashed past in a blur, and we moved so fast the wind set my light tunic and breeches fluttering. I kept scanning the forest for any sign of Zaddrith’s minions, but felt nothing but emptiness and silence. We were far enough to the east that we shouldn’t run into any enemies.

Zaddrith’s presence drew closer with every step, but suddenly I felt a surge of movement from her minions. I glanced up at the sky in time to see a pillar of fire brighten the darkness over Whitespire.

General Daxos had begun the attack.

“We have to hurry!” I said in as loud a voice as I dared. “The battle has begun.”

“Just a few more minutes,” Rizzala replied in a low, panting growl without slowing. “We have not yet circled around behind her.”

“She’s moving all her minions toward the city,” I told her. “There are none between us and her.”

Rizzala slowed and came to a stop, then craned her neck to look over her shoulder at me. “You are certain?” she asked.

“I can feel them,” I told her. “Hundreds of them, surging toward Whitespire. Which means General Daxos and his men have just a few minutes before they’re in serious trouble.”

“So be it,” she growled, then turned to the south, toward Zaddrith. “But we must proceed with caution. If she senses us, our plan will be foiled.”

“It’s all down to you and your magic,” I said. “Keep us hidden until we can hit her from behind, and it’ll work.”

The black gemstone in Rizzala’s neck pulsed brighter with a deep purple hue, like the UV-A black lights I’d seen back on Earth, and her skin began to change faster to blend in with the dappled moonlight leaking through the canopy, the dark colors of the ground, even the shadows of the trees. I noticed my own body shifting as well as the effects of her magic extended to me. I still felt a trickle of her power flowing through me, but until I tested it, I couldn’t be certain it was enough to camouflage me fully so I’d have to stay on her back until we hit Zaddrith.

Rizzala broke into a loping gait, and we sped through the forest at a tremendous speed. The presence of Zaddrith’s metallic magic grew larger and more prominent as we approached. I could feel her a few hundred yards away, but I cursed as I sensed the presence of a few of her minions. She hadn’t committed all of her troops to the battle, it seemed.

I scanned the forest in an attempt to see the dragon, but it was too dark for me to make out any concrete details. Rizzala seemed to have no trouble seeing, and I knew Zaddrith’s minions could see in the dark. That put me at a distinct disadvantage at the moment. I could use my magical pauldron to light the way, but that would only reveal us to the enemy. I’d have to trust Rizzala to get us within striking distance of Zaddrith.

My gut tightened as I spotted the green dragon. She lay coiled in a patch of moonlight fifty yards ahead of us, her head turned toward the north, where her minions were hopping and slithering toward General Daxos and his men. I could only hope we’d arrived in time.

Two giant snake-minions flanked her, and a trio of eight-foot-tall murlocs of the variety with massive red spikes stood between her and the distant battlefield. I growled a silent curse at her foresight. She’d held back these minions as a sort of monstrous honor guard to protect herself. That just made things harder, but not impossible.

“You hit Zaddrith,” I told Rizzala. “Hit her hard and don’t stop hitting her until she loses her shit and runs home. I’ll watch your back and take care of the minions.”

A low growl rumbled deep in Rizzala’s throat, too quiet to carry to Zaddrith’s position. I’d seen her fight, and it had taken both Arieste and Irenya to bring her down. She’d give the green dragon one hell of a battle, and her speed and camouflage magic would give her an edge over the serpentine Zaddrith.

We closed the distance to Zaddrith at a dead sprint. Fifty yards. Thirty, Twenty. Ten. At five yards, I slipped a leg over Rizzala’s neck and leapt off her back. I tucked into a roll as I hit a soft carpet of leaves, came up to my feet in an instant, and swung my axe hard enough to bury the tip into a murloc’s spine before it had time to respond to the rustling of the leaves. Then I summoned fire to burn away the acid as I ripped it free of the dying creature and whirled to face the next enemy. As I heard Rizzala’s rumbling growl beside me, I reached up and pressed the gemstone set into my pauldron.

The gemstone flared to life and filled the forest with a twenty-foot radius of light, and I added to the glow by summoning the fire to coat the head of my axe. The serpents whipped around first, and the nearest snake darted its fanged mouth at me with terrifying speed. I dodged to one side, raised my axe, and brought the pick crashing down with enough force to shatter the snake’s skull. Acidic blood hissed and sizzled as the snake writhed in its death throes. Then it gave a final shuddering twitch as I ripped my axe free.

The second snake slithered toward me, but I was already racing toward it. Even as it flicked out its forked tongue to sense my presence, I brought the blade side of my axe whipping across in a horizontal blow that opened its underbelly. The snake let out an angry hiss and darted forward in an attempt to crush me beneath its bulk, but I threw myself to one side just in time for its body to crash to the forest floor behind me. When I climbed to my feet, I found the serpent’s tail thrashing about in agony. It took me only an instant to realize that the snake had crushed the nearest frog monster, and the murloc’s spikes had pierced the serpent’s body along the throat and belly. Both of them were dying, so I spun away to face my other enemies.

The two remaining murlocs had turned by now, and their burning red eyes fixed on me. One of them hunched over and puffed up in preparation to shoot its spikes while the other took one hopping step toward me. I acted on instinct and summoned an ice dome to form in front of the first murloc in the heartbeat before it fired its spines. The wall of ice shattered as two six-foot spikes drove through it, but slowed it enough that I could throw myself out of the way. The spines whistled past me, close enough that I could feel them slice through the air, to thump into the thick trunk of a nearby tree.

But the murloc made the mistake of losing its most dangerous weapons. Now, it had only its long claws and razor sharp teeth against my axe and my magic. The fire-covered steel head whipped around, backed by the strength of both of my arms. The blade caught the murloc just beneath the mouth and ripped through its moist skin like a chainsaw through paper. Blood and guts spilled from its soft belly, and it collapsed to the forest floor with a faint croak.

I felt, more than saw, the second murloc hopping right at me and I whirled as it opened its mouth to spit a wad of acid at my head. I threw myself forward, beneath the stream of saliva, then whipped the head of my axe up in an overhead blow that came crashing onto the frog monster’s humped head. The creature sagged, its skull and brain crushed by the powerful blow.

I turned and found the giant serpent still writhing about, but the murloc beneath it was dead, flattened by the dying snake’s weight and violent struggle. I crossed the distance to the snake’s head in three long steps and brought the pick side of my axe down onto its skull. The burning red light in its eyes died as its brains splattered across the forest floor.

A loud, yowling roar sounded behind me, followed a moment later by a loud hiss. I turned to shine the light of my pauldron on the dragon battle, and my heart stopped as I saw Zaddrith coiling around Rizzala like a boa constrictor. Zaddrith’s mouth was open and its acid-edged fangs poised to strike at the black dragon it held trapped.

I had an instant to act before Zaddrith would kill Rizzala, so I brought my axe whipping up and forward. My fingers released the wooden haft of the weapon and it hurtled through the air, and the still-flaming blade sliced into Zaddrith’s open mouth. The dragon let out a hiss of pain that echoed with the hiss of fire burning flesh, and her serpentine head jerked around as she tried to dislodge the steel head embedded in her mouth. Her coiled body twitched just enough for Rizzala to jump free.

Rizzala leapt toward a nearby tree, rebounded, and flew through the air to land atop Zaddrith’s serpentine neck. Her long dragon claws sank deep into the green dragon’s scales, and Zaddrith let out another pained hiss as acidic green blood flowed from the puncture wounds. She whipped her head about until she managed to dislodge not only the black dragon clinging to her back, but also my axe that had been buried in her mouth. Rizzala landed on her feet and spun for another attack, but Zaddrith had enough. With a furious hiss, she wrapped her body into a tight coil and leapt into the air. Her dragonfly wings snapped out to catch the air, and before Rizzala could catch her, she had sped off into the sky.

“Damn it!” Rizzala growled. “She’s getting away.”

“Not a damned chance,” I said with a grin. “This is exactly what we wanted. We needed her fleeing back to her lair, which is where we’ll take her power. We don’t need to see her to be able to follow her, not when we can sense her magic.” Thanks to the Mark of the Guardian, I could feel Zaddrith’s presence. There was nowhere on Iriador she could flee, not with Rizzala and me hot on her tail.

The black dragon let out a low, rumbling growl, but nodded her great panther-like head. I grabbed my axe from the forest floor as I raced toward her and leapt onto her back.  As soon as she felt my weight, Rizzala turned to pursue Zaddrith. I could feel the green dragon flying east, back toward her lands, away from her army. I shot a glance backward over my shoulder toward Whitespire. I could feel Irenya’s presence near the city, and I caught a glow of dragonfire. I could only hope she had gotten to General Daxos, the White Guards, and the Blackguards before they lost too many. The battle for Whitespire would be over tonight, one way or another. Without their leader to coordinate their attack, Zaddrith’s minions would be far less of a threat to my friends.

I steeled my nerves as I returned my attention toward the east. We had our own mission, one that would require all of our concentration to pull off. We were chasing a dragon onto its home territory, and even a coward like Zaddrith would be dangerous when cornered.

Dangerous or not, we were going to put an end to the green dragon once and for all.
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Chapter Eighteen

The forest flew past in a blur as Rizzala and I pursued Zaddrith. I only caught an occasional glimpse of the green dragon flying high above us as her slim body blocked the starlight or passed across the face of the moon, but the Mark of the Guardian drew me toward her biting, acidic magic. As long as Rizzala was able to keep up her speed, we could follow the dragon all the way back to its lair.

Rizzala sprinted through the dense forest at a dizzying speed. She ducked overhanging branches, dodged massive trees, and leapt over exposed roots with an agility the fleetest warhorse could never match. Her panther-like form flowed from shadow to shadow, and if I hadn’t been sitting on her back, I wouldn’t have been able to see her. Darkness was Rizzala’s greatest ally, and she seemed more at home at night than during the day.

I switched off the gemstone on my pauldron before its magical enchantment ran out. I had sacrificed the Circlet of Darksight, an ancient relic from the once-lost city of Ironfast, to find Emroth, and I didn’t want that to happen to my magical pauldron as well, not if I had to fight Zaddrith in the dark.

Rizzala slowed as the sound of rushing water grew louder. To my surprise, I found we reached the Crystal River, nearly fifty miles from Whitespire. Rizzala had covered that distance in a matter of fifteen minutes, a speed that was almost a match for Arieste’s speed of flight. She lifted her feline nose to sniff the air while I scanned the surrounding riverbank with the Mark of the Guardian, but the way ahead was clear. I could feel the blue dragon’s rushing, flowing water magic a few miles to the south.

However, as my eyes traveled up and down the moonlit riverbank, I found we had a new problem. The Crystal River was easily two hundred yards across at its widest, and a hundred at the narrowest spot I could see.

“Can you swim?” I asked Rizzala. If her dragon’s nature was as panther-like as her body, she might have the feline aversion to water.

“No need,” Rizzala growled, then whirled and raced back into the forest. “I can jump this!”

“You can jump that far?” I asked as I pointed behind us. “That’s awesome!”

“Just watch.” the black dragon put a few hundred yards between us and the river’s edge, then slowed and stopped.

“Let’s do this!” I encouraged.

Rizzala drew in a deep breath, crouched, and, with a flex of her massive dragon muscles, took off back toward the Crystal River. I thought she’d been running fast before, but her sprint speed stole the breath from my lungs. She covered the distance to the river, pounded onto the grassy riverbank, and leapt into the air.

My stomach did a little somersault as we hurtled like a black arrow toward the far side of the riverbank. We not only cleared the rushing river, but we landed fully twenty yards beyond. Her paws raked up the grassy turf and churned the ground to mud, but we were safely across.

“Damn!” I breathed when my heart started beating again. “That was incredible!”

Rizzala let out a low, rumbling growl, but it was a sound of pleasure similar to the purr of a contented cat. She looked up at me, and I found a feline grin on her broad face. “Zaddrith will not escape us.”

Then she turned and set off at a loping run into the forest that stretched eastward from the Crystal River. As she ran, moonlight leaked through the thinner canopy, and I had enough light to see the way. The Mark of the Guardian pinpointed Zaddrith’s presence a few miles ahead of us in the sky, and I was able to guide Rizzala toward the green dragon with pressure from my hips and a few directional instructions. At this speed, we’d reach our opponent’s lands just a few minutes behind her. No matter where she went, we’d find her.

There was something amazing about riding on Rizzala’s back. Irenya and Arieste were powerful creatures that ruled the air, but it was difficult to mark speed when flying so high above the ground. Now, racing through the forest, it felt like we were hurtling down a highway at seventy miles per hour, but instead of a car, I was riding the back of a powerful beast of destruction. At her fastest, Rizzala had reached easily a hundred miles per hour. That was a terrifying pace for any land-bound creature to run, and I was lucky enough to be riding her back as she shot across the landscape of Elloriel like a black arrow at close to fifty miles per hour. The force of the wind slapped against my face hard enough to steal my breath, and I had to cling to her back spikes with all my strength to stay put. But despite the effort, there was no denying the sheer exhilaration of racing across the land at such an immense speed.

The forests soon gave way to rolling hills covered in waist-high grass, which barely came up to Rizzala’s belly. The grass flowed beneath Rizzala’s racing body, and it felt like rushing water against my boots as we cut a track directly east. I knew there were at least a few hundred miles separating Whitespire from Zaddrith’s land, but at this speed, we’d reach it well before dawn.

A cool wind whipped at my hair as Rizzala charged up and down the hills, and the only sounds in the empty landscape were the quiet whisper of grass brushing against Rizzala’s body and the thumping of my heart. I gripped the black dragon’s neck spines tighter and hunched low to reduce drag. We’d been fighting for days, and we had another fight waiting once we reached Zaddrith’s land. I’d do everything I could to help Rizzala conserve energy without letting the green dragon get too far ahead of us.

The scent of wildflowers hung thick around us as Rizzala raced through a valley between two steep slopes. Moonlight shone on a vast expanse of poppies, cornflowers, and daisies. During the day, this would be a brilliant swirl of colors, but it was still beautiful even with the bright hues washed to pale tones by the faint light.

Over the next hill, however, the landscape changed again. The hills sloped sharply down toward low-lying wetlands, and even from a mile away I could smell the boggy stink of rotting plants and trees growing in stagnant water. It reminded me of the lowest areas of Chicago where Lake Michigan would overflow its banks and turn the land to mud. But this wasn’t just a few square miles of wetlands, this marsh stretched as far to the north and south as I could see.

“Plenty of hiding places in there,” Rizzala rumbled as she drew to a halt atop the hill overlooking the marsh.

“Crossing that wetland is going to be a pain,” I told her. “We’ll have to find dry spots of land higher than the water level.”

“That may prove more challenging than we anticipated,” Rizzala said.

“We’ve got to do it anyway,” I replied. “We can’t let Zaddrith escape us.”

With a low growl, Rizzala loped off down the hill to cross the remaining distance to Zaddrith’s land. I scanned the marsh for any signs of magical life, but found none beyond the retreating green dragon. Perhaps Zaddrith really had emptied her lands of her creatures for her attack on Whitespire. At least we wouldn’t have to worry about fighting our way through murlocs and giant snakes to get to her.

Rizzala hesitated a moment before padding onto the muddy marsh ground. She let out a very cat-like hiss as the swamp water splashed onto her paws and legs, and it took her only a few seconds to push deeper into the wetlands despite her disdain for the water.

We made slow progress through the boggy terrain as Rizzala tried to pick her way through the driest sections to avoid the water. I ground my teeth in frustration as the distance between us and Zaddrith widened with every passing minute. The Mark of the Guardian told me the dragon was at least five miles to the northeast of our position, and she flew far faster than Rizzala was running.

To my relief, the ground ahead soon rose to a series of hillocks higher than the marsh’s water level, and Rizzala leapt across the high ground at a far faster pace. A thrill ran through my chest as we closed a bit of the distance between us and Zaddrith. The deeper we went into the marshlands, the longer it would take us to get back out and return to Whitespire. I wanted to return to help mop up the last of Zaddrith’s minions as quickly as possible, which meant we needed to hurry up and deal with the damn dragon.

I scanned the marshlands to the northeast again, and my stomach did a little backflip as I felt Zaddrith’s presence. She was no longer flying away from us, but was instead circling high above the marsh, hopefully in preparation of a landing in or near her lair. We just had three more miles of wetlands to cross to reach her.

Rizzala sensed it as well, for the gemstone on her neck glowed and I felt the magic begin to shift the cells of my skin to match the surrounding bog. The thick, towering marsh trees blocked out the moonlight, and the magic concealed us in darkness. As long as we stayed on the high ground, Zaddrith would never see us coming.

My gut tightened as the hillocks dropped off and we reached a stretch of land covered by swamp grass and cat-tails. Rizzala circled the high ground once in search of another path across high ground, but when she failed to find it, she leapt into the watery lowlands with a hiss. Water splashed up her legs and across her sides, and I felt it as it seeped into my boots. Rizzala seemed to be struggling with every step as if the muddy earth clung to her feet and weighed her down.

Worse, the splashing and squelching sounds would alert Zaddrith to our presence. She was just a mile or so away, but I had no doubt she would hear us coming as we drew closer. We had to get to dry ground before the watery ground gave us away.

But the swamped lowlands stretched on as far as I could see in what little moonlight leaked through the tall trees, so I gripped the handle of my axe tighter and held on to Rizzala’s back as she picked her way across the muddy ground one painstaking step at a time.

My heart leapt as I caught a glimpse of fallen trees that lay across the swamplands fifty yards to my right. They had fallen above the water level, and I could see a number of trees forming a crude wooden bridge or stepping stones.

“Rizzala,” I whispered into her dragon ear as I leaned over her neck and pointed to the fallen trees. “There!”

With a low rumble in her throat, Rizzala adjusted her course and crossed the distance to the logs in four big leaps. The water had rotted the fallen logs, but they provided enough solid footholds above water level for Rizzala to move without a sound.

I felt like Indiana Jones in the Last Crusade as Rizzala hopped from log to log. Any misstep would send us plunging into the muddy swamp and alert Zaddrith to our presence, but lucky for us, Rizzala was up to the challenge. She padded over the logs and leapt through the air with breathtaking agility, and she never missed a step. With every heartbeat, I felt us drawing closer to the green dragon.

“Wait,” I hissed in Rizzala’s ear as the Mark of the Guardian warned me of Zaddrith’s presence fifty yards ahead of us, and the panther-like dragon slowed. “You take Zaddrith, I’ll find the altar.”

For a reply, Rizzala nodded her huge black head and set off at a slow, steady pace across the marshlands toward Zaddrith. She could sense the green dragon lying in wait or hiding somewhere in front of us, but her camouflage magic would hide us from Zaddrith’s sight.

A low hissing sound echoed through the swamp, and a green gemstone flared to life thirty yards ahead of us. A moment later, a massive stream of acidic saliva hurtled through the air, right toward where Rizzala crouched atop a rotting log. My gut clenched as I remembered snakes had terrible eyesight, but instead hunted their prey using the vibrations of their forked tongue. Zaddrith didn’t need to see us, so Rizzala’s camouflage magic was nearly useless against her.

Rizzala leapt to the left just as the acid sizzled past, and she let out a loud roar of fury as she charged straight toward the dragon. The shadows of the swamp hid Zaddrith’s physical form from my sight, but the Mark of the Guardian told me precisely where she was hiding among a tangled mass of fallen logs.

As Rizzala charged Zaddrith, I reached out with my magical senses to search for the tether that linked her to the altar which provided her power. As I’d hoped, Zaddrith had fled back to the one place where she felt safe: her lair. Her long, serpentine body was literally coiled around the stone block that held the green gemstone connecting her to the acid magic.

“Draw her away from here and keep her distracted for thirty seconds!” I called to Rizzala, then I slipped off her back onto a grassy hillock.

With a roar, Rizzala leapt over a muddy stretch of ground and landed on a hillock not five yards from Zaddrith’s tail. The gemstone in the green dragon’s right shoulder glowed brightly as Zaddrith reared up on her coils, and she opened her mouth to reveal long, acid-dripping fangs. Her flicking tongue followed Rizzala’s movements and her head darted forward to attack as the black dragon prepared to bite down on Zaddrith’s tail.

Anxiety thrummed within my gut as the green dragon struck, but Zaddrith’s fangs closed on empty air. Rizzala had been expecting the attack and was now leaping through the green dragon’s coils to clamber onto her back.

My boots squelched and my heart hammered in my chest as I slogged through the muck toward the altar. It was barely ten yards away, but the thick, serpentine body of a dragon stood between me and my destination. I wanted to attack Zaddrith to help Rizzala, but if I did, it would alert Zaddrith to my presence and make what I had to do even harder. Rizzala just needed to get the green dragon away and keep her occupied for a few seconds.

A thrill ran through me as the coils of Zaddrith’s body uncurled from around the stone altar. The altar rose three feet above the level of the water, and the gemstone set into its top glowed with a faint emerald light. The Mark of the Guardian burned on my chest as I sensed the connection between Zaddrith and the source of her magic.

Rizzala let out a loud yowl as the snake’s tail struck her and she flew backward to crash into a tall evergreen tree. With a hiss, Zaddrith slithered after the black dragon, and my gut clenched as Rizzala struggled to her feet.

Then the green dragon coiled up for a strike.

Again, Zaddrith’s fangs met only empty air as Rizzala recovered miraculously and darted away. I realized the black dragon was toying with the green, and she’d done it to draw Zaddrith away in order to clear me a path to the altar.

I tapped into my ice magic and summoned it to form a barrier over the surface of the stinking water. The shield winked into existence with far less effort than I’d expected, and it formed a coating nearly an inch thick. I knew I’d only have one chance to do this while I was camouflaged, so, I threw myself forward and slid across the layer of ice like I used to when I was a boy skating in Maggie Daley Park back in Chicago. Even without skates, I managed to keep my balance as I skated across the ice, raised my axe, and brought it down hard onto the gemstone atop the altar.

My aim was true.

The stone shattered with an audible snap, and a surge of power blasted through the surrounding marsh. Zaddrith let out a loud hissing shriek behind me and began thrashing about so violently she sent water and clods of mud flying in every direction.

Rizzala clamped her jaws hard on Zaddrith’s head, but it was like trying to hang onto a fireman’s hose, and the writhing dragon flailed about with such violence that she whipped Rizzala’s compact body against the muddy ground and the rotting trees. If I didn’t act quickly, Rizzala could be crushed or seriously injured by the green dragon’s thrashing.

Again, I summoned a shield of ice to freeze the water between me and the two dragons, and I shoved myself off the stone altar to get as much momentum as I could. I slid across the icy surface like a sloppy hockey player, but my initial push had been good, and I moved toward the green dragon. The world slowed around me as she thrashed about and I raised my axe to the side as if I was going to win the Stanley Cup for the Blackhawks.

I summoned the fire and ice magic to coat the head of my axe, and the moment the two powers collided, I brought the blade side of the axe down hard onto the green-scaled flesh surrounding the gemstone embedded in Zaddrith’s body. Zaddrith let out a piercing shriek as the green stone was sliced free, and her long body flopped limply in Rizzala’s jaws.

“Nooooo!” A weak, reedy cry poured from her serpentine mouth, mangled by her long fangs and forked tongue.

My heart stopped as I watched the faintly glowing gemstone go flying through the air toward the swampy water and I took one powerful step before diving for the green stone with my hand stretched out as far as I could. I felt my fingers close around its smooth surface as I splashed into the stagnant swamp water.

“Yes! You did it, hero! I’m so proud of you! Get it to the altar and claim the power for yourself!”

I grunted and spat mud out of my mouth as I pushed myself to my feet. The emerald stone felt almost hot in my hands, but I hesitated as I turned around toward the altar.

“Back in Riamod’s lair, Barodan warned me not to take the power for myself because it was too dangerous and could destroy my body. And, he wanted me to destroy the altars so he could use the power to bring peace to Agreon.”

“But you could do so much more with it, handsome,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “You can save the world and make it a better place yourself. You can protect the people of Whitespire, Windwall, and everyone else. That has to be worth a bit of danger, right?”

Barodan had brought me to Agreon to save people, and the more power I had, the more good I could do. Nyvea was right, and I could use the magic to protect the people from the danger of the dragons and demons like Vozaath, if any more existed on Iriador.

“Let’s do this!”

“Noo!” Zaddrith’s cries had grown fainter, her struggles weaker. Fear glimmered in her dark green eyes as I strode toward the altar.

The moment I touched the gemstone to the altar, Zaddrith let out another ear-splitting hiss, and a wave of power washed over me with such force it nearly knocked me off my feet. The skin of my left forearm burned bright as Zaddrith’s magic brought another of my tattoos flaring to life.

The acidic magic flooded my body, and I could feel the fire, ice, and darkness recoiling from its corrosive bite. My mouth filled with the taste of metal and my stomach churned. It felt as if every cell in my body was about to melt before the force of the acid. The magic was relentless, insistent, destructive, yet there was a comfort to its power. It sought to form a bond with the world around it even if that union led to the corruption of whatever it touched. The power would be inert on its own, but a force of unstoppable devastation when unleashed.

Slowly, the magic within me returned to harmony. The fire and ice formed a protective bubble around the acid, and where the corrosive touch of the new magic sought to destroy, the energetic, shifting nature of Rizzala’s magic repaired the damage.

When the roiling in my stomach slowed, I turned back to where Rizzala stood over the unconscious, now-human form of Zaddrith. The woman laying on the swamp grass was thin, too tall to be petite like Irenya yet lacking the musculature of Rizzala’s human body. The holes in her ragged green dress revealed a slim body with slender limbs, delicate hands, and a narrow waist. Her hair was a dark brown, her skin a shade darker than Irenya’s.

“Well, there’s not as much of her as you might like,” Nyvea purred in my mind, “but a nice tight body will be a lot of fun.”

The woman returned to consciousness as I slogged my way back toward Rizzala. She let out a terrified shriek at the sight of the black dragon crouching over her and then whipped around to face me. Fear sparkled in the deep green eyes she lifted to mine.

“Please,” she begged, “please, don’t kill me! Spare my life, and I’ll do anything you want.”

The ferocity of her pleas came as a surprise. The other women had reacted so differently to being changed to human form. Arieste had been hard and cold, Irenya fiery, and Rizzala defiant. It seemed Zaddrith really was as cowardly as Rizzala and Irenya had said.

“Anything?” I asked. “Even if that means helping me?”

“Yes!” she said. “I’ll help you do anything you want. Just don’t kill me!”

I exchanged a glance with Rizzala, and the black dragon growled low in her throat. The woman on the ground turned white and scrambled backward. Her retreat ended with a splash as she slid down the hillock and into the muddy swamp.

I held out a hand to help her up. She cringed backward with a cry, but when I made no move to strike her, she gingerly accepted.

“I don’t want to kill you if I don’t have to,” I told her.

“You don’t!” she protested.

“Good,” I said with a nod. “If you will help me, I will see to it that you come to no harm.”

“Really?” A glimmer of hope shone in her emerald eyes.

“Yes,” I told her. “When we return to Whitespire”--

“Return?” Panic flashed across her face. “We cannot go there. The humans will seek vengeance for what I have done.”

“Not with me to protect you,” I told her. “The people of Whitespire will accept you, just as they have accepted the women that were once Riamod, Frosdar, and Emroth.”

The woman’s eyes darted toward Rizzala. “So if I help you, you won’t let anyone hurt me?”

“That’s right,” I said. “You have my word. Do I have yours?”

“Yes!” the woman said, almost too quickly. “I swear that I will help you do whatever you want!”

“If that’s the case,” I said, “why don’t you start by telling us why you and Curym attacked Whitespire?”

A strange expression flashed across the woman’s face, and she dropped her voice to a whisper. “The key to ultimate power.”
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Chapter Nineteen

My eyebrows shot up at the ominous tone of the woman’s voice. “Tell me about this key,” I told her.

“It is said to unlock the door to a power beyond anything we as dragons could ever imagine wielding,” the woman said in a tone filled with hushed awe. “Magic mighty enough to conquer our enemies and rule the world.”

My brow furrowed at her words. If there was such a magic beneath Whitespire, the Mark of the Guardian should have sensed it. Yet I had felt nothing in all the time I’d been in the city.

“Curym was the one to discover it,” the woman continued, and the words poured from her mouth in a rush. “Two turns of the moon ago, she sank a vessel sailing through her realm, a ship that carried books, gold, treasures, and soldiers dressed in shining steel. As she brought her spoils to her lair, she discovered a collection of ancient stone tablets among them. The tablets spoke of amazing powers, magics lost to the world, and creatures that have not been seen on Agreon for thousands of years. One spoke of the key to ultimate power locked away beneath Whitespire.”

“Did it happen to mention what the key was?” I asked. “Or where in Whitespire you’d find it?”

“No,” the woman said with a shake of her head. “Simply that it was located in the deepest vaults beneath ‘the White Spire of man’.”

King Obragar’s palace had a tall tower of pure white stone, and it was the only “white spire” that existed on Iriador as far as I knew.

“So you and Curym decided to join forces to invade Whitespire?” I asked.

“Correct,” the woman replied simply. “When we heard that Riamod planned to lay waste to the human kingdom, we knew it would be the ideal time to make our move. When we set out with our armies, we believed we would come upon a city of ash and death. Imagine our surprise when we found it well-defended by strong men and powerful magic.”

“Strong women, too,” I said and shot a grin at Rizzala.

“By then, we had come too far to return empty-handed,” the woman continued. “Or at least that’s what Curym made me believe. She was the one to convince me to distract you with my murlocs and serpents while her vassals found a clever way around your defenses. The battle should have ended before it began.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I said with a shrug.

The woman’s brow furrowed. “What I know of Riamod and Frosdar confirmed that they were bitter rivals, yet mere hours ago they fought side by side. And now I find Emroth joining the enemy.”

“They’re with me,” I said with a grin. I summoned a small dome of ice to form around my hand, then melted it with a blast of fire. “They’re working with me to save the humans of Iriador. Now that you’re human, you can join the fight.”

“I will gladly join in exchange for my life,” the woman said.

“What are we to call you?” I asked. “Zaddrith is gone, so what is your true name?”

The woman’s forehead creased as she frowned in thought. “My… my name is Letharia.”

“I’m Ethan,” I said, then motioned to the black dragon, “and she’s Rizzala.”

Rizzala rumbled a less-than-friendly greeting, which made Letharia flinch.

“If I bring you back to Whitespire with me, would you be willing to help me find this key?” I asked. With Letharia, I figured a gentler hand might go a lot farther in convincing her to be useful.

“Of course.” An eagerness to please sparkled in her eyes, as if she believed the more useful she was, the better her chances of living.

“I am not surprised. All women are eager to please you, handsome. I know I am.”

“Good, then we’ll head back now.” I felt a hum of anxiety as I thought of Arieste lying beside the city gate as her body recovered from Zaddrith’s acid. I just had to hope Irenya would be enough to keep General Daxos and his men safe and deal with the remaining murlocs and serpent-monsters.

Rizzala shot a suspicious look at Letharia, but lowered her foreleg so the brown-haired woman and I could climb onto her back. I settled into position on Rizzala, then offered Letharia a hand to seat her behind me, like trying to ride two to a horse’s saddle. She wrapped her arms around my waist and wriggled until she found a comfortable seat. It was different from riding Arieste or Irenya’s backs, as running involved a lot more jostling and bouncing than flying.

“Is there an easy way out of the marshes?” I asked as Rizzala turned back toward the stepping stone trail of fallen logs. “A way that doesn’t force us to slog through mud and stinking water?”

“To the north,” Letharia answered. “There is dry ground aplenty that way.”

“North we go, then!” I said.

Rizzala bounded off eagerly, no doubt as eager to get out of this foul-smelling marsh as I was. After a few hundred yards of leaping fallen logs and jumping from hillock to hillock, she reached a patch of high ground that rose a few feet above the water level. She bounded up the incline, and relief coursed through me as I saw the grassy hill continue to rise into the distance. A few miles away, nearing the horizon, the land actually rose to one of the steeper slopes that marked the boundary of Elloriel.

The black dragon poured on the speed, and we reached the grassy hills within half an hour. I drew in my first deep breath of fresh air in what felt like forever, finally free of the stink of rotting vegetation and animal carcasses. The smell of dew-covered vegetation came as a welcome relief, and my heart soared as Rizzala raced up the hills.

The first glimpses of morning light appeared in the eastern horizon, and the sky filled with faint hints of blue and deep purple. The sun slowly rose as Rizzala pounded across the rolling landscape at a loping pace that ate up the miles. By the time the pinks, golds, and oranges of dawn appeared in the heavens, we were racing through the fields of wildflowers. The colors of the surrounding blooms were a marvelous match to the hues filling the cool dawn sky.

Rizzala sped through hills and grasslands, and within an hour we reached towering pine, alder, and spruce trees. The cheerful song of birds filled the air as we raced through the trees, and the colors of the forest lent a marvelous glow to the morning. Rays of golden light leaked through the canopy and painted everything in a soft golden hue, a stark contrast to the desperation and darkness of the previous day.

Zaddrith was defeated, and I had claimed her magic. If my plan had worked, the last of her minions would be little more than piles of roasted frog and snake-flesh on the fields around Whitespire. We saved the city, and the people of Elloriel would have peace. Men and women had died in defense of their homes, and the kingdom would have to endure a few hard years as it tried to rebuild all that had been destroyed by the dragons. Yet humans were a resilient lot, and I knew they would recover in time.

We had stopped Zaddrith, but we’d still need to deal with Curym. Once I returned to Whitespire, I could sit down with Sir Galfred, Adath, General Daxos, and my dragons to figure out how to deal with the blue dragon. The fact that she hid in the Crystal River would make her difficult to hunt down, but between all of us we’d figure it out. We had done the impossible and survived a battle that should have been a guaranteed defeat, so the future was hopeful.

And the mystery of this “key to ultimate power” was definitely an intriguing one. I had collected the magical abilities of four dragons, but maybe this key would unlock something that could help me defeat the remaining twenty dragons of Agreon all at once. At the very least, it might prove useful in my quest to defeat Curym and get rid of all the monsters roaming Iriador. That was a good enough start, even if there was much more of Agreon which I had yet to discover, and more dragons to deal with. One problem at a time.

I scanned our surroundings for any sign of Curym as we reached the Crystal River, but found no presence of her minions or her water magic. We were farther upstream than the place where we’d crossed earlier. The river was only fifty yards wide at this point, and Rizzala crossed it in a single leap. I pushed out my magical senses as far as I could, but there was no trace of her. Had she retreated further south along the river, or had she found another way to attack Whitespire?

Anxiety thrummed within me at the thought that I had left the city vulnerable to attack. I gritted my teeth and tried to push the nagging worry from my mind as I clung to Rizzala’s back. Irenya could handle things and she always had Arieste for back-up.

Relief surged within my chest half an hour later when we burst through the forest and found the open ground between us and Whitespire empty. The grass of the fields and the yellow corn and wheat of the farmlands still smoldered, and smoke rose from hundreds of murloc and serpent carcasses, but a scan of the land found no trace of any living minions. The plan worked. General Daxos’ attack had lured the minions into battle, where Irenya could turn them into roast monster. I hoped we hadn’t lost too many men.

As Rizzala pounded up the hill toward the city, I scanned the bodies which littered the battlefield. There were four human corpses among the thousands of murlocs and serpents. Two Blackguards and two White Guards had given their lives to save Whitespire. I would make sure that those men received full honors from the king, along with all the other brave souls who had died fighting to protect the city.

A cheer rose from the men on the wall as they caught sight of Rizzala and me. The cry of “Dragonrider!” echoed from a hundred mouths, and Blackguards, White Guards, and recruits raised their weapons in the air in salute. Pride swelled within me at the sight of the strong, brave men that had come together and stood firm against overwhelming odds.

“You did that, hero,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “You saved the day. They just followed your lead.”

Rizzala cleared the thirty-foot wall in a single bound and landed lightly on the paved stone street beyond. I slid from her back before she’d come to a full stop and raced toward Arieste. The white dragon lay in the broad avenue, but she was no longer unconscious. She lifted her head and fixed me with a stare from those icy blue eyes.

“Did you do it?” she asked. “Did you defeat Zaddrith?”

“You know it,” I said with a smile as I came to stand beside her head. “I couldn’t have done it without you. You saved the day a dozen times over, and all of us here owe our lives to you and Irenya.”

“Who knew she could be so useful?” Arieste rumbled, and a smile spread her dragon lips. “But if you tell her I said that, I’ll freeze your ball”--

“Ethan!” The call came from above and behind me, and I whirled to find Irenya swooping to land on the street beside Arieste. “You missed all the fun!”

“I knew you’d take care of it for me,” I said with a grin as I reached out to stroke her broad dragon snout. “How did we do? Did you get them all?”

“All, but a handful of the little hopping bastards,” Irenya said with that low, rasping sound I’d come to recognize as dragon laughter. “Sir Galfred and the general are getting ready to send out riders after them. They won’t get far.”

Mention of the general lightened a burden from my shoulders. “So General Daxos is alive?” We both knew his part of the plan carried the greatest risk, so I was relieved to know my friend had made it.

“Fireblade isn’t going to let a few frogs bring him down,” Irenya said, and her lips pulled back in a grin. “Not after that prophecy saying he’s going to save the world.”

“Do you really have to call me that?” came the familiar voice of General Daxos from behind Irenya. My heart leapt at the sight of the broad-shouldered Blackguard commander striding toward me. He had a pair of scratches on his forehead and one wicked acid-burn mark on his cheek, but he seemed otherwise unharmed.

“Hey, I didn’t make up the name,” I said with a grin as I strode toward him and pulled him into a tight hug. “The goddesses call you that, and who am I to argue with them?”

He scowled as he pulled away, but it was more out of embarrassment than genuine anger. “Looks like the Dragonrider came out of this one smelling like roses, again.” He pointed to Rizzala and the brown-haired woman on her back. “Is… was that Zaddrith?”

“Yes,” I said. “But Zaddrith is gone. She’s Letharia now, and she’s on our side.” I still had a long way to go before I would trust her fully, but she seemed no immediate threat. If anything, she was more relieved to be alive than resentful of the fact that I’d taken her magic.

“That’s because she’s secretly happy to be serving a hero like you,” Nyvea whispered. “And she’ll soon want to do more than that. Naked, of course.”

“Let’s start with her helping me figure out what Curym’s up to,” I replied to the amulet. “with her clothes on.”

“Awww,” Nyvea moaned. “You have just saved the day. You should have a little fun with the new woman. You know, take her for a bit of a test ride while she is in her human form. Look at her eager face, you know that she would love to”--

“Well, if it isn’t the Dragonrider himself, back from his little vacation?” a familiar voice called out from up the street, and I pushed Nyvea’s voice out of my mind. “And leaving the rest of us to do the man’s work.” I turned to find Grendis striding toward me, his magical bow clasped in one hand and an empty quiver on his back.

“Is that what you call it, Grendis?” I asked with a broad grin. “Feels like shooting a bow is more sport than actual work.”

“Bastard!” The tall, rangy man’s face creased into a scowl, but there was a hint of relief there. He grinned and thrust out his hand for me to clasp. “I take it you’ve once again played the hero and done the impossible? You make the rest of us mortals look pretty darned useless, you know?”

“He can’t help it,” Adath called out. The bald, black-bearded Grey Hunter appeared around a corner, with Sir Galfred beside him. “Having so many beautiful women around tends to go to a man’s head.”

I embraced Adath, then turned to grasp Sir Galfred’s hand. “How’s your side?” I asked the knight.

“Healing,” Sir Galfred said with a wince. “I wish I could be one of the riders heading out to round up the last of Zaddrith’s minions, but I suppose I’ll have to settle for watching over the reconstruction of the city with King Obragar.”

“Do you know how many escaped?” I asked, with a glance at General Daxos.

“Fifteen, maybe twenty,” the Blackguard commander said. “None of the giant serpents though. I’d say a company of thirty Blackguards ought to be able to mop them up quickly enough.” He turned to Sir Galfred. “With your permission, of course. We are, after all, guests in your city.”

“We’re glad for the help,” Sir Galfred said with a grin. “And you’ll have the Grey Hunters and a handful of White Guards as guides.”

“Any sign of Curym or her minions?” I asked. “I didn’t sense her presence on my way back here.”

“None,” Irenya replied. “I flew over the Crystal River an hour ago, and I felt nothing.”

“We’ve sent out scouts to confirm,” Sir Galfred said, “but we believe Curym and her forces have retreated north. If they truly are fleeing back to their lands, they’ll follow the Crystal River upstream until they reach the Giantess’ Tributary that cuts through Zaddrith’s lands back toward the ocean.”

My spirits soared at this news. This was better than I’d hoped for. With Zaddrith defeated and Curym on the run, Whitespire was saved. Only one dragon remained on Iriador, and once I dealt with the blue dragon, the continent would be free of threats to the humans. Elloriel and Kingshome could grow without fear of being raided by dragons or their minions. There was hope for a better future than any of the people around me would have dreamed of a month ago.

I shot a glance up at Irenya. “Do you want to help keep an eye on Zaddrith’s minions, or would you rather I restore you to your human form?”

“For now,” Irenya rumbled, “I will remain a dragon, for I believe I will be of more use to Whitespire in the skies.”

“As you wish,” I said. “I’ll be here when you return.”

“Take care of Arieste,” she said in her booming dragon voice. “She will need time and rest to heal from her wound.”

“It’s nice to know you care about her,” I said with a grin.

“She is my friend, is she not?” Irenya asked with a bob of her dragon head.

“She definitely is.”

The huge red dragon shook herself once, took three lumbering steps up the road, then sprang into the air. With a few powerful flaps of her mighty wings, she soared high and took off like a speeding rocket to the east, in the direction Zaddrith’s minions had fled.

I watched until her huge body was lost in the brightening sky, then turned to Sir Galfred.

“Do you need my help with anything down here?” I asked. “If not, I’ve got something important that needs my attention up at the palace.”

“Go.” The red-haired knight waved me away. “You have done enough already.”

“Sir Ethan the bloody hero,” Adath muttered, but a smile toyed at his lips.

“Careful, Adath,” I told him with a grin. “People might start saying the same thing about you.” Chuckling, I turned and strode toward Rizzala, who crouched to let me clamber onto her back. Letharia wrapped her slim arms around my back as I gripped the black dragon’s spikes tightly, and with a mighty leap, Rizzala bounded up the street toward King Obragar’s palace.

My eyes went to the hundreds of white spires that gave the city its name. None were larger than the four atop King Obragar’s palace. Well, there had been four before Riamod’s attack. Now, only one of the tipped points survived, but it rose high into the blue sky like a glimmering dagger of ice thrust into the belly of the heavens.

The city rushed by in a blur as Rizzala raced toward the palace, but the streets were empty enough that we didn’t have to worry about knocking anyone over or overturning any carts. Whitespire would take time to recover from the recent siege, but I held out hope that life would return to normal sooner rather than later.

There were no White Guards standing in front of King Obragar’s palace as Rizzala reached it. In fact, there was no one in sight at all, not even servants or grooms. Most of the able-bodied males of the city had joined the battle to save Whitespire.

I dismounted Rizzala, then helped Letharia to climb off the black dragon’s back as well. I could feel the brown-haired woman’s eyes on me as I turned to face Rizzala. She, like Rizzala, Irenya, and Arieste before her, would be given a chance to prove that we could trust her. Every one of the dragons-turned-to-women deserved that chance, no matter what they had done in their former lives. The time I’d spent with Arieste and Irenya had proven that the humanity within the women was far stronger than any fleeting influence remaining of their centuries spent as dragons.

“I must reclaim the power,” I told Rizzala.

The black dragon hesitated. “Must you?” she asked in her booming voice. “Perhaps I could be of assistance in this form. Help with the rebuilding efforts.”

“I know the people of Whitespire would be glad for your help,” I said. “But if I’m going to delve deep under the palace and search for some mysterious key that unlocks ultimate power, I could use a strong warrior like you watching my back. Your dragon form is too big to fit in the palace, but your human form kicks serious ass.”

I could see the reluctance in her eyes. She had spent five hundred years in the form of this dragon, and she’d spent just a few days as human. As Irenya had explained, the dragon form felt right at first, and it took time for them to get used to being in human bodies. Rizzala had come a lot farther in far less time than the other women, but she still wanted to remain in the form that felt more natural to her.

“We’re going to need your help soon,” I told her, “and you’ve proven yourself trustworthy enough to have your power returned freely. But for now, I need the human Rizzala to watch over Letharia as we hunt for this relic.”

“Very well,” she rumbled after a long moment, then tilted her head to the left to expose the gemstone set into the right side of her neck.

I placed a hand on the stone and pulled the darkness magic from within her body. For a moment, the power seemed to want to elude my commands, and it shifted and flowed away from me. I gritted my teeth as I tugged harder and willed it to come back to me.

The power flooded me in a rush, and I drew in a sharp breath at the familiar shifting, energetic sensation of the magic. It flowed around the forces of fire and ice that encased the acidic energy I’d taken from Zaddrith, and for a moment it struggled to find its place deep within me. After a few heartbeats, the power settled down and faded to the recesses of my being.

It felt strange, having those four powers swirling within me. I could feel them amplifying each other, and it confirmed my theory that my ability with each increased the more I collected. Yet they were such sharply contrasting sensations that it took both my body and mind time to adapt. Even now, I could almost feel the different magics effecting change on me. The ice power drove away the chill while the heat magic protected me from the bright sunlight. What the acid magic destroyed, the shifting magic of darkness restored. It would take me some time to get used to it.

When I opened my eyes, I found Rizzala standing before me, clad in nothing but the simple black dress which was all that remained of her dragon scales. The thin fabric did little to conceal the strong muscles of her arms, shoulders, and back. She looked more like a warrior than ever, and there was no shame in her eyes despite her skimpy outfit.

“Do you want me to bring something for you to wear?” I asked.

“There is no need,” she told me with a shake of her head. “Though I would feel better with a weapon in my hand. I left my spear down below, but--”

“Here,” I said as I drew my axe and held it out to her. “This might come in handy.”

Her eyebrows shot up as she stared at the axe. “You would offer me your weapon?”

“It’s a loan,” I told her with a grin, “just until you get your hands on one of your own.”

She took the axe in her strong fingers, and her eyes roamed over the ash shaft, the Earth steel head, and the wicked pick and sharp-edged blade. “I will treat it with the utmost respect,” she told me in a solemn voice, “and will return it to you undamaged.”

“Good,” I said with a grin. “I’m counting on it.” The wooden shaft could be replaced, but there was no steel like that on Agreon.

“So,” I said as I turned to Letharia, “that tablet of Curym’s didn’t say anything about how to find this ‘key to ultimate power’?”

“They spoke of the deepest vaults,” Letharia replied, “but otherwise, not that I know of.” Anxiety flashed in her eyes, as if she feared that I would go back on my word to protect her if she didn’t prove useful.

“Then we’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way,” I said with a shrug.

I turned and strode into the palace entrance, which gave way to the grand chamber. To my delight, I found King Obragar and Princess Selene sitting at the dining table sharing a meal.

“Sir Ethan!” Princess Selene’s face brightened. “You have returned.”

“And in triumph!” King Obragar smiled. “Goddesses be praised!”

“The battle was won by all the men and women who fought to protect the city, Your Majesty.” I gestured to Rizzala, who had taken up a wary-eyed position behind Letharia. “She, Sir Galfred, Adath, and General Daxos deserve your praise as well.”

“Certainly!” the king said with a smile. “Tonight, we will hold a feast of celebration, and you will all be the guests of honor.” He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Though, from what I hear, our feast will be sorely lacking in Kingswine and strong liquor of any sort.”

“Sometimes, you have got to make do with what you’ve got at hand,” I replied, “even if that something is alcohol.”

“No matter,” the king replied with a dismissive wave. “The Brewmasters’ Guild will provide all we need for the celebration. I will order the cooks to begin preparing the grand feast.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I said. “But first, I have a question for you, Your Majesty.”

“Of course, Sir Ethan,” the king replied. “Anything.”

“How do I get to the deepest vaults beneath Whitespire?”

“The vaults?” King Obragar’s thin blonde eyebrows drew together. “What would you want with those dusty old crypts? I don’t believe anyone has gone down there since my father, may the Goddesses rest his soul, was buried there twenty-five years ago.”

“There may be something of great value down there, Your Majesty,” I said, and gestured to Letharia. “According to my companion here, there may be a key to something important in the deepest vaults beneath the palace.”

“Is that so?” The king’s eyebrows shot up. “My father never mentioned any key. You are certain?”

“Not really, but I’d like to look, all the same,” I replied.

“Of course, of course!” The king snapped his fingers, and a grey-haired manservant hurried toward his chair. “Dranith, escort Sir Ethan and his companions to the Royal Crypts.”

“Of course, my king.” Dranith bowed to King Obragar, then turned to me and gestured toward a side passage. “This way, if you please, Sir Ethan.”

“Your Majesty, Your Highness,” I said with a bow to both the king and the princess, then followed the manservant out of the grand chamber.

“The Royal Crypts have been sealed to all, but His Majesty and Princess Selene,” Dranith told me as we strode through the narrow hallway. “The King honors you greatly by permitting you access.”

“I’ll be sure to thank him,” I said.

The servant led us down a side passage that ran past the king’s study, a small library, and what looked like a chapel to the Three Goddesses. Beyond the chapel was a spiral staircase with stone steps that led downward into the earth beneath the palace.

“Mind your step,” Dranith said as he lifted a torch from the wall, then raised an eyebrow as he examined me from head to toe. “Big fellow like you might want to mind his head as well.”

I followed the manservant down the winding staircase which was so narrow I had to twist my shoulders to fit through the close stone walls. I counted seventy-five steps before the stairs ended in a small chamber with stone walls, a hard-packed earth floor, and an iron-bound wooden door. Dranith drew out a massive keyring, searched through the keys, and then inserted one into the lock.

The door groaned as it opened, and the light of Dranith’s torch flickered as he stepped into the room. The air was thick with the smell of dust, stone, and something like molding socks. When I saw the names etched into the gravestones lining both walls of the room, I realized that smell had to be decay.

“This is the deepest chamber in the palace,” Dranith said, and waved his torch so we could see the features of the room. “What are you searching for?”

Nine statues stood silent vigil in the chamber, with four along the grey stone wall to my right and five along the opposite wall. Carved from white stone, they bore the stern features of men who had narrow faces and wispy beards much like King Obragar.

Beside the statues were gravestones, each of which displayed the name of the monarch buried there. The statue to my right bore the name ‘King Tanagar’, while one to my left was dedicated to ‘King Darathar’.

I studied each of the statues for anything that could resemble a key of any sort, but the features wore only stone armor and gripped swords, shields, and axes made of the same white marble. There was nothing remotely key-like on the nine statues.

The room ran for about thirty yards before it ended in a blank stone wall. Something about the wall struck me as familiar. As I stared at it, I realized what it was. It wasn’t made of the same grey stone as the rest the chamber, but instead it was made of black stone like I’d seen in the passages beneath Windwall. The same passages that had contained a magic-sealed door which led down into Ironfast.

There was nothing unusual about this wall, no glowing runes or signs saying, “Magic hidden here!”, but that was exactly as it had been in Windwall. The blank stone had only begun to glow when I directed magic at it.

I drew in a deep breath and tapped into the fire magic coursing within me. Heat raced through my veins and flames poured from my fingers as I pushed the power toward the stone.

The moment the magic left my body, I felt it being sucked into the wall as if by a giant vacuum cleaner. Two runes flared to life on the top and bottom of the wall and filled the air with a soft glow.

“Yes!” I pumped my fist in triumph. I heard the pounding of three sets of feet drawing closer, accompanied by a sharp intake of breath from Letharia. Dranith’s jaw hung open, and even Rizzala’s eyes seemed to sparkle with excitement as I reached for more fire magic to pour into the wall.

Oddly enough, even though I added more power, no more runes appeared on the wall. Puzzled, I shut off the flow of fire magic and stared at the wall. In Windwall, multi-colored symbols had glowed at the presence of magic, but these were only red. Hesitant, I summoned the ice magic, formed a sheath of ice around my hand, and pressed my hand to the wall. I felt the magic being sucked into the stone as the ice disappeared, and two more runes glowed white on the upper right and bottom left corners of the wall.

“Runes for each type of magic!” Letharia gasped beside me.

“Would you like to do the honors?” I asked Rizzala and gestured toward the wall.

She gave me an excited grin that made her strong face somehow fiercer and more beautiful as she stepped toward the wall. For a moment, the skin of her hand shifted from its usual dusky color to a black as dark as the stone, then back to normal as the wall absorbed the power. Two black runes appeared beside the red runes, and they glowed with a black light like I’d seen from UV-A lamps back on Earth.

“Letharia?” I asked. “You should still have enough of your magic that it should work.”

The brown-haired woman seemed taken aback by my words, and a hint of fearful suspicion flashed across her eyes. I felt a gentle tug on the acid magic surging within me, and Letharia gasped as her nails elongated, sharpened, and began to drip neon-green acid.

With a hesitant hand, she reached out to touch the acid to the stone. The stone soaked up the bright fluid in an instant, and green runes brightened beside the white runes.

I held my breath, but nothing happened. There was no sudden burst of power, no rumbling of a magical stone door opening. The wall remained motionless and inert. I noticed the red and white runes had begun to lose their glow. Within thirty seconds, all eight runes had died, and the only light in the room was the flickering glow of Dranith’s torch.

My mind raced as I tried to figure out what had just happened. This wall was magical, no doubt about it. The magical door beneath Windwall had been used to prevent the demon Vozaath from escaping, so whatever this door concealed could be something equally powerful.

I didn’t have enough firepower to blast through the wall as I had in Windwall, but something told me that wouldn’t work here. That magical door had been activated by fire magic, yet it probably would have been opened by any type of magic. This door, on the other hand, seemed to require all eight powers to open.

I already possessed the powers of fire, ice, acid, and darkness. I’d have to figure out where to get the powers of light from a gold dragon, lightning from a silver dragon, and whatever power a bronze dragon possessed.

As for water magic, I knew exactly where to get that.

Curym needed to face justice for what her minions had done to Whitespire. By defeating the blue dragon, the continent of Iriador would finally be free of dragons, and the humans of Elloriel and Kingshome could live in peace.

Best of all that would bring us one step closer to opening this door and claiming this key to ultimate power. If it could help me complete Barodan’s quest and free Agreon of the curse of the dragons, it would be that much more worth it.

I turned to Rizzala with a grin. “Time for us to go kick some blue dragon ass!”

 

End of book 3
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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 4 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 5, 6, or 7, 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.

-----------------------

Like Harem themed novels? You will love Michael-Scott’s International best selling Star Justice series! It’s about a weretiger space marine and his crew of beautiful women kicking ass across the galaxy.

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

Like novels with game stats and progression? You might love Michael-Scott’s best selling Lion’s Quest series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

 

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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