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Chapter One

I had to get more magical powers if I wanted to unlock the door to ultimate power. Or, more accurately, the door that guarded the “key to ultimate power”.

My mind raced as I hurried out of the underground crypt where I’d found the magical door. I’d come down here with Rizzala, the woman that had once been the black dragon Emroth, to find answers to the secret beneath the palace of the king of Whitespire. Thanks to Letharia, the woman that had been Zaddrith the green dragon until just a few hours earlier, we had learned of the mystery, one that it seemed not even King Obragar himself knew.

I found the king still seated at the dining table, with Princess Selene beside him as they shared a cup of wine in celebration of our victory in the battle for Whitespire.

“King Obragar, do you have any idea what’s in your crypt?” The words poured from my mouth in an excited rush.

“You mean the bodies of my forefathers?” The king, a tall, slim man with pale blonde hair, gave me a curious look. “They’ve been down there for hundreds of years, so yes, I did know.”

“Not that,” I said with a shake of my head. “The magical door.”

“Door?” The king’s white-blonde eyebrows knit together in a curious frown. “There is no door, not to my knowledge, at least.”

“That’s because it’s hidden by magic!” For emphasis, I summoned a thread of fire and set it dancing around my fingers. “What looks like the back wall of the crypt is actually a doorway, one sealed by all of the eight powers of Agreon. Fire, ice, water, acid, darkness, light, and…”

I hesitated. I didn’t actually know what the other two powers were.

“Lightning and spirit,” Nyvea added helpfully. The voice in my amulet, a gift from the god that had brought me to Agreon, was a useful resource of information on all things magical. She had a tendency to turn everything into a thinly veiled innuendo, but she had been my most valuable companion and guide during my time on this world.

“Lightning and spirit,” said Letharia at the same time, then she looked shocked that she had spoken aloud. She almost collapsed in on herself, as if trying to escape notice. That fit what I knew of her personality. She was tall and thin, without Rizzala’s musculature or warrior temperament, Irenya’s fire, or Arieste’s cool confidence. She’d been so afraid for her life upon being turned into a human that she had sworn to serve me without my even asking. The way she hunched in her green dress made it clear that she still feared repercussions for her actions as Zaddrith.

“Right, thank you.” I gave her a smile. Hopefully, she’d come to learn that she had no reason to be afraid. I wanted her to see wasn’t the enemy, not since I had claimed her magic.

“So, we have to have access to all eight powers,” I said as I turned back to the king, “and we’ll be able to open the door. Which, according to Letharia, is guarding something that she called ‘the key to ultimate power’.”

“The key to ultimate power?” King Obragar repeated the words, then shook his head. “Neither my father nor my grandfather mentioned anything about ultimate power or any hidden room beneath the palace.”

I shot a glance at the dark-haired, slender woman beside me. “Letharia said she found it on a stone tablet that spoke of ancient magics lost to the world. Maybe it’s just so old that your father and grandfather didn’t know about it either. How much do you know about the founding of Whitespire, or the reasons it was built here? How old is the city?”

“I do not have all those answers,” King Obragar said with a shake of his head. “But I will have my scholars comb through every volume in the Royal Library of Whitespire to find out.” and his expression grew musing. “You are certain such a doorway exists? Not that I have any reason to doubt you, but you know how tales and legends grow with the passage of time.”

“I just saw it with my own eyes, Your Majesty,” Rizzala said, and she stepped forward. She was tall, with skin of a deep brown, and wore her hair tied up in warrior’s braids. Even though she wore only a gauzy dress, all that remained of her dragon scales after her transformation to human, she still looked like a fearsome warrior with my axe gripped in her well-muscled hands. She had the body of a professional athlete, an appealing mixture of strength and feminine grace. “And your man as well.” She pointed to Dranith, the king’s manservant, who had accompanied them into the crypt.

Dranith straightened as the king’s eyes fell on him. “A thing of wonder, my king. Runes of glowing red, green, white, and black lighting up at the touch of their magics.” His expression turned rapt. “I’ve never seen anything like it in all my days.”

During this exchange, Princess Selene had remained quiet in her seat. Her face, as narrow and pale as her father’s, had a pensive frown to match, and her button nose wrinkled in contemplation.

“And what is this ultimate power, Sir Ethan?” she asked. I hadn’t seen her since I saved her life on the wall the previous day, but her close encounter with death had somehow changed her. She’d gone from the coquettish princess I’d met my first day in Whitespire to a more solemn, mature future ruler of Whitespire. “Did you ascertain what manner of magic or sorcery it is?”

“No, princess.” I shook my head. “I need all eight magical powers to open the door. I have four, but I’ll have to work on getting the other four before we can find out what it’s guarding. The good news is that I know where I can get one of them.” I thrust a finger toward the southeast, the direction in which the blue dragon and her minions had fled that very morning. “Curym Waterblade made the mistake of attacking Whitespire. I’m going to show her what happens to those who threaten our safety.”

“You intend to hunt down the blue dragon in her lair?” King Obragar asked, and his blonde eyebrows shot up. “Fighting a water dragon underwater?”

“Yep.” I gave him my best DePaolo grin. “If Curym thinks she’ll be safe in her lair, she’s got another thing coming.”

“And how, precisely, do you intend to reach her?” the king asked.  “Forgive me my skepticism, but there’s a very real reason that Curym has never been bested by even Riamod. The ocean in which she hides is simply too vast, too deep for any but another blue dragon to threaten her.”

“A minor hitch,” I told the king with a shrug, then pointed to Rizzala. “I figured out how to see a dragon that could literally be invisible to the human eye. With the help of Rizzala, Arieste, and Irenya, we’ve turned back what should have been an overwhelming force of enemies.”

“You tell him, handsome!” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Maybe you should throw in how your magical dick turned two gorgeous women from your enemies into your bedmates. He’d like that story. I know I do.”

I struggled to hide a grin. Nyvea’s inappropriate comments could always put a smile on my face.

“I know it seems impossible,” I continued, “but hasn’t impossible become the norm in the last few weeks? Frosdar, Riamod, Emroth, and now Zaddrith.” I gestured to Letharia, who turned a shade of crimson and looked like she wanted to pull her filmy green dress up over her head. “We’ve defeated a demon, uncovered an ancient lost city, and won an impossible battle.”

“So it stands to reason that conquering the ocean’s depths should be a simple matter.” King Obragar chuckled. “I can see why Sir Galfred and Adath are so fond of you. Your confidence inspires that same confidence in others.”

“I’ve got good allies and friends.” I shot a grin at Rizzala, and she raised my fireman’s axe in salute. I’d lent it to her as a gesture of friendship when we returned from hunting Zaddrith. The battle for survival had turned her from an enemy into what I hoped would soon be a true friend.

“Maybe a friend you have sex with,” Nyvea purred. “Like Irenya and Arieste.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I told her. “One day at a time.”

The king pushed back his chair and stood. “Sir Ethan, if there is anyone on Iriador that could do it, it would be you. While I have no idea how you intend to accomplish it, I also have no doubt that the Goddesses will guide you to success. Go, with my blessing and the gratitude of all Whitespire, and may the Three accompany you.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” I bowed to the king, and heard the rustle of cloth as Rizzala and Letharia did likewise.

I was turning to leave when the king raised a hand. “Before you go, Dragonrider, I believe I have you to thank for my daughter’s life.”

A hint of heat surged to my cheeks. “Princess Selene saved her own life, Your Majesty.” I turned to the princess. “You fought with great courage, Your Highness.”

The princess’ cheeks turned a cute shade of pink, and a smile toyed at her lips.

“Be that as it may,” King Obragar continued as he stepped forward and moved around the table to stand in front of me, “once again, you have earned our gratitude. Not only that of the people of Whitespire for saving their future monarch, but my gratitude as a father.” He pulled me into a tight embrace, his arms tight around my shoulders.

When he stepped back, he had to swallow hard before he could speak. “Please accept this humble gift as a token of our appreciation.” He reached into his robes and handed me a rolled-up scroll.

Curious, I took the scroll, unrolled it, and read the words written in the king’s precise script.

“I, King Obragar of Whitespire, hereby decree that Sir Ethan is to receive dominion over the town of Greenlake and all its surrounding environs as reward for his brave service to the Crown.”

My eyes went wide. “A town? Your Majesty, I don’t know anything about being a lord or running a town.”

“Which is precisely why Greenlake is the ideal reward, Dragonrider.” A wry smile broadened the king’s narrow face. “Mayor Racheos is one of the most competent administrators I have ever met, and until Zaddrith’s invasion, Greenlake numbered among the most prosperous towns in my kingdom. Your role will be as protector of Greenlake, and Racheos will see to the day-to-day of keeping the town running smoothly.”

“Your Majesty, this is too generous!” I protested.

“Not at all.” King Obragar shook his head. “After all, you have just saved the entire kingdom of Elloriel.”

“Not alone!” I insisted. “Sir Galfred handled the defenses, and without Adath, we’d have been sunk. Then there was Irenya and Arieste and Rizzala and Grendis and—“

King Obragar held up a hand. “All of them will receive their own rewards in due course.” His eyes darted to Rizzala. “Including the women who have battled so tirelessly on our behalf. But I wanted to express my personal appreciation, for you saved my daughter. My gratitude comes from the heart of father as well as king.”

“You’re wasting your time if you think you can argue your way out of this, Sir Ethan,” Princess Selene put in, and I saw a little smile on her lips. “My father may not have magic, dragons, or weapons, but I’ve met few men in the world quite as stubborn.”

“A trait you seem to have inherited, my dear.” King Obragar shot a grin over his shoulder at his daughter. “But she speaks the truth, Sir Ethan. I would be very displeased if you continued to refuse my commands. I might even have to send the full might of Whitespire to hunt you down and—“

“I accept, Your Majesty!” A laugh burst from my throat. After the last few days of battle, it felt good to have something to be happy about. “But I’m afraid I won’t be able to do anything until I’ve dealt with Curym.”

“Greenlake will be standing when you return,” King Obragar said. “Go with the Goddesses, my friend. All of you.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” To my surprise, it was Rizzala who spoke. She had been a prisoner just a few days before, yet now she seemed to be more comfortable in Whitespire than either Arieste or Irenya. Perhaps it was the fact that she’d fought beside the men of Whitespire, or that as Emroth she hadn’t had any enmity with the kingdom of Elloriel. Either way, I was happy that she was finding her place among the humans.

I turned and strode from the palace’s grand hall, with Rizzala at my right hand and Letharia trotting along behind. The dark-haired woman in the green dress was no warrior, so I didn’t think I’d have to worry about her trying to stab me in the back. All the same, I’d still have to keep an eye on her until I got to know her better. Things might have worked out well with Arieste, Irenya, and Rizzala thus far, but it took time to trust anyone, especially someone who switched sides as quickly as Letharia.

As Zaddrith, she had joined forces with Curym to attack Whitespire. Indeed, it seemed she had actually been friends or at least friendly with Curym, something that the other women said was unheard of among dragons. She could be quite helpful when it came to figuring out how to deal with the blue dragon.

But first, I had a few more people I needed to check in on.

We exited the palace’s grand hall and descended the marble steps into the front courtyard, where already life had begun to return to Whitespire. The White Guards no longer needed to hold the city wall had taken up defensive positions at the entrance to the palace. Servants bustled about, and even a few workmen had set about continuing the repairs to the palace, destroyed by Riamod’s attack a few weeks back. We’d won the battle, so hopefully life in the city could go back to normal.

I turned to Rizzala and drew out the black gemstone I’d taken from her when I claimed her power. “You up for a run? I know the journey to and from Zaddrith’s lair was long, but if you’re up for it, we’d get back to Arieste and Irenya far faster than by horse.”

“Gladly,” she said with a broad smile. “I’d almost forgotten how good it felt to run free in my dragon form. And thank you.” She held out my axe. “For lending me your weapon, and trusting me to fight by your side.”

“See? She’s starting to like you!” Nyvea said in a little sing-song voice. “Next step is for you to invite her into your bed for some more quality time--“

“You’ve been one hell of a bad-ass companion to fight with,” I told her, as I tried to ignore Nyvea. “I hope you’ll join me as I go hunt Curym.”

“You hope?” Rizzala seemed surprised by this.

“I told you back when we first met, that I needed your help to protect Whitespire from the blue and green dragon threat. Now that the city is safe, you have the choice of what you want to do. If you want to go free and live your life away from here, I will understand. I’ll miss fighting beside you, but I hope that you’ll find whatever makes you happy. But, if you want to continue on this crazy adventure with me, Irenya, and Arieste, I know I speak for all of us when we say we’d love to have you.”

Something indecipherable sparkled in the woman’s eyes. Her stern warrior demeanor didn’t crack, but I saw something soft, human beneath the tough exterior. She was as human as the rest of us, which meant she wanted to feel that sense of belonging like we all did.

“What else would I do?” she said at last. “Laze around a tavern drinking ale and growing fat?”

“Sure, if you wanted.” I couldn’t help grinning. “Though I’d recommend the Kingswine if you want a real kick.”

“Boring!” Rizzala snorted and gestured to her stunning body. “It turns out this human form is made for battle, not for sitting around doing nothing. The fight for Whitespire is over, but something tells me that there will always be excitement and combat wherever you go.” She held out a strong hand, and a smile played at her lips. “I’d be honored to adventure alongside you, Dragonrider.”

I shook her hand. “Welcome to Team Kick-Ass, Rizzala!”

With a grin, she tilted her head so I could press the black gemstone to the right side of her neck. The moment the gemstone touched her flesh, I tapped into the darkness magic within me. Emroth’s power transformed the cells of her scaly flesh to match the colors of her surrounding, similar to a chameleon skin. This magic was spry, shifting, energetic, and it set every cell in my body vibrating with an eagerness to change.

As soon as I touched it, the darkness magic sprang to life within me. It surged along my arm, through my fingers, and into the gemstone against Rizzala’s neck. In an instant, Rizzala’s flesh began to shift colors as the magic seeped into her. Her legs and arms grew long, her hands changed to scale-tipped paws, and her back arched like a panther’s. Her face also changed to feline features, and her green eyes sparkled with eager excitement as she shook herself.

“Hop on!” she rumbled in her deep dragon voice.

I turned to Letharia and held out a hand. “Let me help you.”

“Uh, no thank you?” Letharia’s expression was hesitant, her eyes filled with nervous fear. “Isn’t there a quiet room somewhere I can stay, maybe a library?”

“Later,” I told her. “For now, we need to get to Irenya and Arieste, where you can tell us everything you know about Curym’s lair. We’re going to need your help to figure out how to take on the blue dragon.”

Letharia hesitated, and her eyes went from me to the black dragon, then back to me again. After a long moment, she let out a little sigh and took my hand to climb onto Rizzala’s back. Once she was settled, I climbed on in front of her and wrapped my legs around Rizzala’s neck. The black dragon was far smaller than either the red or white dragons, so it was easier finding a seat. The ride, however, would be less comfortable.

With a panther-like bound, Rizzala set off at a gallop down the hill toward the city of Whitespire. She was fast, running easily fifty or sixty miles an hour at top speed, but her stubby wings weren’t made for flying. Riding on her back felt like trying to stay in the saddle of an impossibly fast horse, but only her spiky horns to cling to instead of a saddle or stirrups. Thankfully, I’d had enough experience riding her the previous night that I could stay on without too much difficulty.

I couldn’t deny how awesome it felt to hurtle through the medieval-looking city of Whitespire at motorcycle speeds. The houses, people, and horse-drawn vehicles were a blur as Rizzala bounded along the main avenue that descended toward the city gate.

All around us, Whitespire had begun to come back to life. Women and children had emerged from hiding and were now playing in the streets, shopping at the few merchants stalls that still had merchandise, or working beside their men to repair the damage done to the city. The menfolk that hadn’t joined in the battle were tasked with restoring Whitespire to its former glory.

I didn’t know how many casualties we’d sustained in the battle, but Zaddrith and Curym’s armies had taken their toll on the White Guards and untrained recruits that had protected the wall. Even after General Daxos had brought a company of Windwall Blackguards as reinforcements, we’d still taken losses. That was the price of battle. We’d defended our home, but not everyone had survived.

Closer to the city wall, Whitespire looked more like a battleground than a civilized city. Surgeons and healers worked on wounded soldiers, and the cries of pain filled the air. The stone streets and brick houses looked like pincushions, riddled with nagia arrows and murloc spikes. The sound of hammering, sawing, and chiseling echoed loud in the morning as the reconstruction of Whitespire began.

My heart leapt as Rizzala slowed in front of the command tent, and I caught sight of my friends. Sir Galfred the Bold, red-haired knight of Whitespire, looked exhausted and in pain from his not-yet-healed wound, yet he stood tall and strong as he organized the unwounded White Guards and recruits. Adath, my black-bearded Grey Hunter friend, hadn’t slept more than a few hours since the battle began, but somehow he summoned enough energy to shout orders to the builders leading the rebuilding efforts. Grendis, the leader of the archer company, sat sleeping in a camp chair, a forgotten loaf of bread half-way in his gaping mouth.

“Adath,” I called out as I climbed of Rizzala’s back, “how are things going?”

Adath turned and grinned at his dark eyes fell on me. “Could be worse. We’re short a few hands, but the people of Whitespire are a resilient and industrious lot. The city should be running smoothly in a few days, and life should return to something like normal within a month or so.”

“Normal, minus the fact that we’ve got Blackguards fighting beside us,” Sir Galfred said. He shot me a friendly nod and came to stand beside Adath. “Fighting for us, at the moment.”

“Oh?” I cocked an eyebrow.  I looked around and saw no sign of General Daxos, my friend and commander of Windwall’s soldiers. “Where are the Blackguards?”

“The General mounted up and rode out ten minutes after you left,” Adath told me. “Said he was going to pursue Zaddrith’s minions to the border of Elloriel just to make sure the land is safe.”

“Took my best archers,” Grendis grumbled from his seat. Perhaps he hadn’t been sleeping after all. “Left me with a bunch of green recruits that can barely string a bow.”

“To be fair,” Adath retorted, “your archers were some of the best hunters and trackers in Whitespire. Unlike their commanding officer, they wanted to do something to help, something that didn’t involve sleeping and eating.”

“Officer’s prerogative.” Grendis shot Adath a wicked grin. “Rank and file do the hard work, while we leaders handle the business of organizing everything.”

“Only thing you seem to be organizing is an army of ants.” Adath pointed to the abundance of crumbs around Grendis’ chair, then turned to the red-haired knight. “Might be time to put him to work, don’t you think, Galfred?”

“Aye, I’d say you’re right.” Sir Galfred’s expression was somber, but I could see a hint of humor tugging at the corners of his mouth. “A man of your superior organizational talents should be the perfect candidate for organizing the removal and disposal of the enemy corpses.”

Grendis gave Adath one of his trademark scowls as he climbed to his feet. “Yes, sir.” He bumped Adath’s shoulder as he strode past his bald, bearded Grey Hunter comrade. “Give a man a title,” he muttered, “all of a sudden he thinks he’s the Goddesses’ own mouthpiece. Jumped-up, scant-haired, cross-eyed--” His voice trailed off as he strode toward the city gate and out of earshot.

Adath chuckled. “That ought to keep him out of trouble for a few hours.”

“You know he’s going to find a way to repay you for that, right?” Sir Galfred asked.

“Nah.” Adath gave a dismissive wave. “Not once I give him the one bottle of Kingswine that survived the battle.”

“There’s one left?” My eyebrows rose at that. We’d used the bottles of potent liquor as improvised Molotov cocktails, and they’d worked wonders to repel the murlocs.

Adath grinned. “I saw a twenty-year old vintage and thought to myself, ‘No way I can waste this on the frog bastards. Dragonrider’ll sort things out, and I’ll need this bottle for something after.’ Seems my instincts were right after all.”

“Seems like,” I said with a laugh. “So you two will be leading to reconstruction efforts?”

“I’ll be taking over that,” Sir Galfred said, then rested a hand on Adath’s shoulder. “He’ll be riding out with a company of White Guards to lend General Daxos a hand cleaning up Elloriel.” He turned a stern gaze on the bald Grey Hunter. “After a few hours of sleep, of course.”

Adath shrugged off that last comment. “We’ll make sure all the frogs are out of our land, though it’ll take a few days of sweeping to be sure.” He shot me a curious look. “And what about you? Where’s the mighty Dragonrider off to next?”

“Curym,” I told my two friends. “We’re going to put an end to her threat and claim her magical power. We’re going to need it, you see.”

I explained about the magical door beneath the palace, and my conclusion that all eight magical powers would be required to open it.

“Key to ultimate power,” Sir Galfred mused. “That sounds like a dangerous sort of magic, one we’d be better off leaving alone. Opening that door could be a bad idea.”

“You ever heard the expression ‘better the devil you know’?” I asked. “I think we’d be better off knowing what sort of ultimate power it is. That way, if it’s dangerous, we can take steps to ensure no one else gets their hands on it.” I gestured to Letharia. “Zaddrith and Curym were willing to march across Iriador to claim it for themselves, clearly it’s something that others know about. I’ll rest easier once I know what I’m dealing with.”

“I’m of a mind with Ethan,” Adath put in with a nod. “Easier to face a foe than wonder if he’s waiting for you.”

Sir Galfred looked unconvinced, but he only shrugged. “I trust you know what you’re doing, Ethan. Goddesses go with you.”

“You, too,” I said as I gave the knight a big hug, careful not to squeeze his injured ribs too tight. Adath got a hug as well, one he returned with ferocity.

“Watch your back, Ethan,” he told me. “And take care of those women. Goddesses know when we’ll need them again.” He turned to Rizzala with a grin and an outstretched hand. “When you get back, I’d be honored to share a pint with you. Provided the Brewmasters’ Guild doesn’t run out in the next few days. Winning is thirsty work.”

She clasped his hand. “Maybe keep that Kingswine hidden for when I return. Much better than whatever swill Grendis likes to drink.”

Adath chuckled and nodded. “Will do.”

At that moment, a huge shadow swooped by overhead. I looked up as I felt the familiar surge of fire magic approaching, and my eyes found the massive red form of Irenya, my fire dragon, flying toward us. Instead of descending to land beside the command tent, however, she flew past and headed for the city gate.

“Goddesses guide you on your way, Ethan!” Sir Galfred called as I turned back to Rizzala.

“And you!” I shouted back.

I clambered onto Rizzala’s back, and the black panther-like dragon bounded off toward the spot where Irenya had landed. She crossed the four blocks to the city gate in less than ten seconds, just in time for us to see Irenya’s huge red body landing on the cobblestone streets of the main avenue.

Irenya landed in an almost protective crouch, her body a shield to cover the white dragon lying on the ground. Arieste had sustained a severe wound in battle the previous day, and only Irenya’s fire magic had stopped Zaddrith’s acid from doing serious damage to her rear leg and tail. However, Arieste was still weak, and Irenya had said she’d need at least a few days to heal.

My gut clenched as my eyes fell on Arieste. She lay with her eyes closed, and her huge dragon chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of sleep. Arieste was the first of my dragon woman, and we’d grown close in the last few weeks. I had felt a moment of very real fear that I would lose her. Seeing the once-mighty dragon so weak left me uneasy.

I climbed off Rizzala’s back and went over to Arieste. “How is she?” I asked Irenya.

“Resting,” the red dragon rumbled in as quiet a voice as she could manage. “She will require time to recover.”

“Would she heal faster in her human form?” I asked.

“No.” Irenya’s big dragon head shook. “The magic that created us will sustain and repair her form far faster.”

I sighed as I rested a hand on the red dragon’s neck. Less than a week ago, the two had been mortal enemies. They had become friendly during our adventures through Windwall and Ironfast, and bonded as friends through the battle for Whitespire. They’d even begun to use their powers as a team, which made them all the more deadly and effective. Thanks to them working together, we’d had a fighting chance.

It felt good to see Irenya’s concern for Arieste. According to her, dragons didn’t have friends, only allies and enemies. Yet Irenya and Arieste were both growing more human, which meant the human emotions that came with the human bodies. Emotions like friendship, love, and a desire to belong. The more time they spent together, the closer they’d become.

“And wouldn’t you like that?” Nyvea purred. She filled my head with images of Ariesta and Irenya’s lithe bodies entwined, with me sandwiched nicely in the middle. “Things could get quite friendly, indeed.”

I smiled, and at that moment Arieste’s heavy dragon eyelids opened. Her pale blue eyes peered up into mine and her lips stretched back in the dragon equivalent of a smile. “Ethan,” she rumbled.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“Tired. Pained. But getting better, thanks to you.” Her eyes went to Irenya, who hovered protectively over her. “And you. Your fire magic, I felt it. How?”

“Ethan’s doing,” Irenya replied. “He fed the fire through the gemstone.”

“Of course!” I slapped a hand to my forehead. “Why didn’t I think of this sooner?”

Confusion filled the eyes of the white and red dragons as I turned to Rizzala. “I need your magic back, Rizzala. I think…” I drew in a deep, excited breath. “I think I can use your magic to heal Arieste.”
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Chapter Two

“Are you certain?” Rizzala asked, and her panther-like dragon face creased into a frown. “She is a dragon of ice, not of darkness. She has never used the magic before.”

“I know, but I’m pretty sure it will work,” I told her. “When she was first injured, I used Irenya’s fire magic to heal her.”

Rizzala and Letharia both looked surprised. “You did?” the dark-haired woman sitting on the black dragon’s back asked. “How?”

“The gemstone.” I pointed to the black gemstone set into Rizzala’s neck. “They’re like conduits that the magic flows through. But it’s not just the magic that turns you into dragons. I think the gemstones can work with more than one type of magic. It worked with Irenya’s fire, so I want to try it with your camouflage magic.”

“It’s worth a try,” Rizzala finished with a nod of her massive head. “I understand.”

I offered Letharia a hand to dismount, then reached for the gemstone set into Rizzala’s neck. The black dragon gave a little rumbling snort as I touched the stone and drew the magic from within her. Slowly, her body changed from the panther-like dragon with thick, solid limbs, stubby wings, and a collar of spikes around her neck to the fierce, athletic warrior woman. I clenched my teeth as I felt the energetic magic shifting inside of me, and it seemed to fight with the acidic magic I’d taken from Letharia. I let out a breath as the power finally settled down the magic seemed to find balance within me.

Rizzala straightened, unashamed despite the gauzy fabric that barely hid her strong, beautiful form. “I would like to see this for myself,” she told me.

“Me, too,” I said with a grin.

“You’ve got this, hero,” Nyvea whispered in my mind as I walked back to Arieste. “You made it work once before. Focus and you’ll get it.”

I drew in a deep breath as I placed my hand against the gemstone in Arieste’s forehead and tapped into the darkness magic. Trying to control the energetic, shifting power felt like trying to grab fog, but I had grown accustomed to the strange sensation of the changing magic. With effort, I willed it to heed my commands and pushed it toward the white gemstone.

Immediately, I felt resistance, and the stone seemed to recoil from the touch of the magic. The solid, slow-moving ice magic was like a barrier that the sprightly darkness magic sought to pass through. Yet the resistance wasn’t as strong as when I’d done this with Irenya’s fire magic the previous day. Again, I felt the audible snap in my mind as the white gemstone yielded to the force of my will, and the camouflage magic poured into Arieste’s body.

The effects were immediate and startling. I heard gasps all around as Arieste’s icy white scales began to change color, the same way Rizzala’s did when the magic was hiding her. Arieste’s scales shifted to the grey of the cobblestone streets beneath her, then to a reddish brown that matched the blood-stained mud on the streets. Her huge dragon body twitched once, but this time there was no rumble of pain from her throat.

Through my magical senses, I could feel the darkness magic slipping between the cracks in the ice power that made up Arieste’s body. The magic sought to change, to restore, and the moment it reached the wound in her hind leg, the very cells of her dragon body began to shift. The scales around her wound shifted between all the colors of the spectrum in the space of a heartbeat. My eyes flew wide as the puncture wounds left by Zaddrith’s teeth began to slowly close, one cell at a time.

When I’d healed Arieste, I’d only had the little bit of fire magic I retained after transforming Irenya into her dragon body. With all of Rizzala’s magic, I had more than enough to keep up a steady stream of power as her wound healed. My heart hammered a furious beat as I poured as much magic as I could summon into her body. Slowly, I watched the puncture wound shrink until it closed, and only unblemished scales remained.

I let out a gasp as the magic ran out, and I felt my energy draining with it. I had to hold onto Arieste’s forehead to avoid sagging to one knee. Nyvea had cautioned me against overusing my power, and that was as close as I’d come to burning out. After a moment to catch my breath, I reached for the darkness magic that infused Arieste’s body and pulled it out of her, one shadowy fabric of power at a time. The color-changing slowed as I drew out the magic, then her scales brightened to an icy white as I reclaimed it all.

“How do you feel now?” I asked Arieste.

“Wonderful!” The white dragon lifted her head and rose to her feet with her usual agility. “The pain…it’s gone.”

“Can you move your leg?” I asked.

For an answer, she leapt high into the air, flapped her wings, and circled once high overhead before coming to land on the street beside us.

“That was amazing!” Letharia breathed. “How did you know to do that? Did you read it in a book somewhere?”

“No. It just came to me, like a whisper in my mind,” I said. Nyvea got the credit for that ingenuity, but no one else knew about the voice in the amulet. “I figured that the gemstones might be able to channel more than one type of magic. Call it a lucky gamble that paid off.”

“And will that work for each of us?” Irenya asked. “Can you pass more of these abilities into our bodies through the gemstones?”

“Let’s give it a try.” I reached up to touch the gemstone in her chest, and tried to infuse the darkness magic through it into her body. Where Arieste’s gemstone had been a solid ice-like barrier, Irenya’s gemstone raged like a fiery inferno that burned away any magic I poured into it. The red dragon let out a low rumble of pain, but I gritted my teeth and kept pushing in an attempt to force the darkness magic through the stone. It took far more effort than with Arieste, but I managed to infuse her with enough that the scales around her neck began to shift color.

“It’s working!” Letharia cried out behind me.

Irenya’s scales faded to their normal red as I pulled back on the darkness magic, but I tried again with the acid magic I’d taken from Zaddrith. This time, Irenya actually let out a loud hiss and darted backward.

“Not that one!” she growled. “I do not like the way it feels.”

I turned to Rizzala. “Want to give it a try?”

The dark-skinned woman hesitated, but nodded. “I would know what it feels to wield fire.”

“You got it.” I stepped toward her and touched the gemstone to her neck as I summoned the fire magic. The black stone flared a blazing red, then I felt it grow scorching hot in my hand. Rizzala drew in a sharp breath and stepped back to break the contact.

“Should it have felt like that?” she asked, her brow furrowed.

“Maybe it only works when you’re in dragon form,” I said. “Either that, or the resistance is too great at first. When I tried it on Arieste the first time, it was a lot harder than it was now. It could get easier every time we do it. But we’ll have to put off testing until later. For now, we’ve got more important things to focus on.”

“More important than giving us new magical powers?” Irenya rumbled.

“Yes,” I said. “There are bigger things at stake.”

I told her and Arieste about the door beneath the king’s palace and the magic that held it closed.

“If we’re going to open it and find out about whatever this ‘key to ultimate power’ is,” I said, “we’re going to need more magic than what we’ve got.”

“And,” Rizzala put in, “we cannot let Curym’s  attack on Whitespire go unpunished.”

“Definitely not!” I turned to the two dragons. “We need to find Curym’s lair and get her power. We’ll have more than enough time to test out this awesome new power-up once that’s done.”

“Very well,” Irenya rumbled.

I turned to Letharia. “Now’s the time for you to tell us everything you know about Curym, her minions, and her lair.” I fixed her with a hard look. “And I mean everything.”

“Of course!” Letharia said quickly with an eager nod. “Curym makes her home in the water beneath the sunken city of Emerald Deep, far to north on the eastern coast of Iriador.”

“Emerald Deep?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of the city.”

“From what I’ve read, it was once one of the greatest human cities on Iriador,” Letharia said. “But about five hundred years ago, a great cataclysm caused the earth beneath the city to crumble into the ocean, taking all of Emerald Deep with it. Only the tops of the tallest towers remain above the surface of the water.”

“And what about her lair?” I asked. “How can we get there?” If we could just get to the altar in her lair, the source of her magical power, we wouldn’t need to fight through hordes of her minions. With Irenya and Arieste back in flying shape, we could get to this sunken city, defeat Curym, and be back before nightfall.

Letharia’s next words dashed my momentary hope of an easy win.

“There is only one entrance to her lair, and it is deep beneath the surface of the water.” Letharia’s face creased into a frown. “She breathes water like a fish, and has no need to come up for air. Only her altar and her hoard of treasure are above the water’s surface, within an underwater cavern.”

“So we have to swim?” I asked. “How deep underwater is the entrance?”

“As Curym would measure it, half the length of a galleon.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Eighty of what you humans call feet,” Letharia said after a moment.

“Eighty feet underwater,” I echoed. My Fire Academy curriculum hadn’t included any underwater rescue training, but I’d been lucky enough to go snorkeling with my parents off the coast of Mexico during my teen years. I’d only gone down fifteen feet, so I knew eighty feet was a deep dive, even for experts.

An idea flashed through my head. Firefighters carried tanks filled with compressed oxygen, and I had plenty of experience using them. I racked my brain as I tried to come up with a solution for how to bring oxygen down underwater with us.

“Arieste,” I said, turning to the white dragon, “do you feel well enough to give back your power? I have an idea I want to test, and it will be easier if I have a lot of ice magic to work with.”

Arieste shook herself and nodded. “Thanks to Rizzala’s magic, I feel better than I did the day I faced Zaddrith.” She dipped her dragon head to the warrior woman behind me.

I found Rizzala grinning, and she returned the white dragon’s nod.

“Take it,” Arieste said. “I would be interested to see what you have in mind.”

She lowered her head so I could place a hand on her gemstone, then I pulled the ice magic from within her. As always, there was a little shock as I felt the magic flowing through me, like plunging into a frozen lake on a cold winter’s day. However, after all these weeks, I’d gotten accustomed to the sensation and it no longer made me gasp. The tattoo on my left bicep flared to life as the ice magic seeped into my veins, swirled around the fire, acid, and darkness magic, then settled into harmony with the others.

I smiled at the sight of the beautiful, stately platinum-blonde woman who stood before me. As always, my eyes roamed over her supermodel body, with its long legs, toned shoulders, and lean waist that her gauzy dress did little to conceal. Her full red lips matched my smile, and a hint of excitement sparkled in her icy blue eyes.

“So what do you have in mind?” she asked.

“I’d better just show you,” I replied.

I tapped into the ice magic and summoned an ice shield around my body. However, instead of making it a rounded dome or a suit of armor, like I had done in the past, I forced it to create something that was a mix between an old-timey diver’s helmet and an upside down fish bowl on my head. Immediately, the world around me grew blurry through the wall of ice, and I could feel air leaking in through holes around my neck and head. I stretched the ice all the way to enclose my head completely, and made it as airtight as possible.

“This will protect us from the water and allow us to breathe,” I shouted through the ice at them.

“What is it?” Arieste asked, her voice muffled by the layer of ice.

“It’s a special type of helmet,” I replied.

I took a few experimental breaths, and I immediately realized the flaw in my design. Within a minute, I’d run out of fresh oxygen, and I’d start breathing in carbon monoxide. As every fireman knew, CO poisoning could lead to all kinds of problems, from headache and dizziness to seizures, arrhythmias, and death. Unless I found a way to get more oxygen into the helmet, I’d be in serious trouble.

I tapped into the ice magic again and used it to create another larger tank-shaped construction that I held in my hands. But again, the flaw in my plan was immediately clear. I’d have a few more breaths of oxygen, but I’d still run out.

Worse, there was no way I’d be able to haul enough oxygen to get eighty feet underwater, all while fighting Curym, her minions, and the ocean’s currents. Firefighter oxygen tanks were filled with compressed air, controlled via a pressure regulator. Even if I could figure out a way to compress air, I had no way to build a regulator. Without one, the force of the compressed air would destroy my lungs.

Another flaw in my plan became apparent within a few seconds. Drops of water began to run down the outside of the helmet as the heat of the morning sun melted the ice. Unless I wanted to expend a lot of magical energy keeping the ice from melting, there was no way to hold this magical scuba gear.

With a growl of frustration, I dismissed the shield of ice.

“That was amazing!” Letharia said.

“Yeah, but it won’t work,” I told them with a shake of my head. “We’d run out of air too quickly.”

“If only you had Curym’s magic,” Arieste said, “you could share it with us like you did with the Circlet of Darksight, and we could all breathe underwater.”

Her words brought a memory back to my mind. “But what if we could get Curym’s magic?” I asked, and I felt my heart begin to race.

“What do you mean?” Rizzala raised an eyebrow.

“What if we could get some of Curym’s magic before we actually face Curym herself?” Excited, I turned to Irenya and Arieste. “When we were traveling to Frosdar’s lair, we were attacked by fire goblins and rock trolls. I killed two of the creatures by absorbing their magical powers. It didn’t last for a long time, but it was enough for me to avoid freezing to death in Frosdar’s icy lair.”

Arieste’s blonde eyebrows shot up. “You intend to do the same with Curym’s minions!”

“Yes!” My voice rose to a triumphant shout. “If we can track down some of her minions, I could siphon off enough magic for all of us to breathe underwater.”

“You’d need an awful lot of magic for that to work,” Letharia put in, and her expression had grown pensive. “You would need enough not only for you, but any other humans that went with you. And, if you intend to use them in their dragon forms, that will require even more magic. Their bodies would burn through the power far faster than any humans.”

She made a good point. I’d only defeated Emroth with Irenya and Arieste’s help, and that had been a battle on dry land. Underwater, in her own element, Curym would be a challenge even for all four dragons.

“Your dragon form makes its home in swamplands, correct?” I asked Letharia.

“It does,” she said, and her eyes narrowed if trying to anticipate where my line of questioning was headed.

“Can you breathe underwater in your dragon form?”

Her eyes flew wide. “No way!” She shook her head and folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not going to attack Curym in her own lair. That would be suicide!”

“Letharia, we need your h—“

“Listen, while I admire you for your cleverness and ingenuity, fighting isn’t really…my…thing.” Her voice trailed off and her face fell when I didn’t lower my hand. “Do I have to?”

“You’re our best source of information on Curym’s lair,” I told her with a grin. “Besides, didn’t you swear you’d do whatever I asked?”

“Yes, but surely you don’t mean for me to come along with you!” Letharia protested. “If you could point me to books on the history of Iriador, I might be able to find more information this ‘key to ultimate power’ beneath Whitespire. Give me a stack of books over a nasty sword any day.”

“Sorry,” I said and shook my head. “Like you said, Curym’s going to be a tough nut to crack. We’re going to need your help.”

“I’ll just tell you everything I know about Emerald Deep, and you can leave me here, out of harm’s way.”

“You’ll tell us what you know anyway,” Irenya growled.

Letharia shied away from the red dragon looming over her. “Of course!” she squeaked. “But in this weak form, I’ll be nothing more than a hindrance.”

“You’ve already proven you know more about Curym and this sunken city of Emerald Deep than anyone else on Iriador,” I told her. “Your knowledge could turn the tide of our quest and give us a shot at doing this before Curym hurts anyone else.”

“She could hurt me!” Letharia protested. “The moment she senses us coming, she’ll send all four clans of the nagia after us. Including the Mistresses!”

“Ooh, mistresses, right up your alley,” Nyvea purred in my mind.  “More women to have fun with.”

“Who are the Mistresses?” Rizzala asked. Her fists tightened as if gripping a weapon, before she remembered she’d returned my fireman’s axe.

“The Mistresses are the chieftains of the nagia clans,” Letharia said, and fear sparkled in her eyes. “The fiercest, most ruthless of her minions, and the most cunning. If they had joined battle, I have no doubt Whitespire would have fallen.”

“Wait, they weren’t in the battle?” I asked. “I thought you and Curym brought all of your minions to attack.”

“I did,” Letharia said with a nod, “but it seems Curym left a force of nagia to guard her retreat. Plus, the Mistresses and their lieutenants holding Emerald Deep against any attack.”

My gut clenched. The four-armed nagia had done some serious damage to the city with their massive bows, and I hadn’t even seen them fight using the huge scimitars they carried. Getting the water magic could prove more difficult than I anticipated.

“How many of the nagia are there?” I asked.

“Including the four Mistresses?” Letharia pondered for a moment. “You destroyed most of them on the battlefield, but there have to be another twenty or thirty in the crypts of Emerald Deep.”

“They live in crypts? Like underground?” Irenya asked. Her dragon body gave a little shudder, and I was reminded of her claustrophobia-induced panic attack on our trip into the tunnels beneath Windwall.

“No.” Letharia shook her head. “The Mistresses make their homes in the four corners of Emerald Deep, per Curym’s orders, where they are too far away to make war with each other. They are underwater creatures like the merslayers, yet they make their nests above the water’s surface. The only way to reach their nests, other than swimming through the submerged city itself, is through the crypts.”

“I thought you said the whole city was underwater?” I asked.

“All but the crypts,” Letharia replied. “I have to consult my tablets, but I believe the people of Emerald Deep buried their dead on a hill overlooking the city and the ocean. When the city sank, so too the hill sank, but it remained just above the water’s surface. The crypts themselves were solidly built, and they suffered no damage when the city sank. According to my research, they remain intact, and thus the perfect way for the nagia to navigate the sunken city without having to swim. It comes in handy when they want to drag in prisoners for their torments and blood sports.”

My eyebrows rose at this.

Letharia shivered. “The Mistresses are as cruel as they are intelligent. You would not want to know half of what goes on beneath the city of Emerald Deep.”

“Seems like we’re going to find out,” I said with a grin.

“And you’re coming with us,” Irenya rumbled.

“But--” Letharia began.

“You’re the only one who knows the way,” Rizzala cut her off with a slash of her hand. “Your knowledge could guide us safely to the Mistresses. Without it, we would simply be stumbling in the dark, lost and vulnerable to the nagia.”

“But, I’m not a fighter!” Letharia protested.  “I read books and tablets and find information.”

“That’s just what we need,” Arieste put in. “Between the four of us, we have all the power we need to handle Curym and her minions. But you’re the only one who has the information.”

“Perhaps we should try another means of convincing you,” Rizzala growled and raised a clenched fist.

“That won’t be necessary,” I said as Letharia cringed back from the tall, powerfully-built Rizzala. “You swore that you’d help us. Right now, we need your help to get through those crypts to find the Mistresses and the nagia to steal their power. Now’s the time for you to prove that you meant it when you swore that oath.”

Panic and fear flashed through Letharia’s eyes as she looked from me to the two women and the massive red dragon in front of her. Finally, with a little whimper, she relented. “So be it. I will take you where you need to go.”

I stepped closer and placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “We’ll watch your back and protect you, you have my word.”

She nodded, but I could see the fear still sparkling in her eyes. I had seen the same fear in the eyes of Arieste and Irenya, yet over time, they had come to learn that they could trust me to keep them safe. Now, they would be the ones to help me safeguard Letharia.

“Let’s do this.” I turned to Arieste and Rizzala. “Let’s grab some supplies and gear for the crypt, then meet back here in ten minutes.” I shot a glance up at Irenya. “Think you can carry the four of us all the way to Emerald Deep?”

“You know it,” she rumbled.

“Then we’ve got our plan.” Excitement coursed within me. “We’re going to hunt down the Mistresses, steal the water magic that brought them to life, and use it to put an end to Curym once and for all.”
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Chapter Three

I left Letharia under the watchful eye of Irenya while Rizzala, Arieste, and I hurried toward the command tent. Adath and Sir Galfred were still busy working on the plans to clean up the city after the battle, but they were more than happy to furnish us with the supplies we needed.

Rizzala went the White Guards to make sure we got all the necessary gear, food, and equipment we’d need for the journey into the crypts, leaving Arieste and me in the tent with the knight and Grey Hunter.

“We’re going to be riding on Irenya’s back as we head toward Curym’s lair,” I told the two. “We’d be happy to torch any of Zaddrith’s minions we find alive, if you just tell us which way they ran.”

Sir Galfred frowned down at the map of the kingdom of Elloriel spread out across the table.

“According to the reports I’ve received from the Blackguards,” he said as he stroked his bristling red moustache, “General Daxos and his men have been following them to the northeast, though he has yet to find more than a few dozen of the frogs.”

“Turns out finding green, spike-backed creatures in a forest isn’t as easy as you’d think,” Adath said with a grin. “Your magic finding skills could come in handy right now.”

“I’ll make sure to search for them as we fly in that direction,” I said.

“I’m sure the General will appreciate the hand,” Sir Galfred replied. “He and his men rode out even though they were exhausted.”

“Once Grendis and his men reach them,” Adath put in, “they’ll have time to slow down and rest. Now that Whitespire’s safe and the threat of the dragons is past, Elloriel can begin to heal and rebuild.”

“Good.” I smiled at the hopeful note in the Grey Hunter’s voice. “And, once we’re done with Curym, Iriador will be free of dragons.”

“Free of dragons,” Sir Galfred said, his voice incredulous. “Who’d have thought I’d ever live to hear those words.”

“Soon enough, Sir Galfred.” I rested a hand on the knight’s shoulders. “Iriador will belong to the humans again, and we’ll be able to live in peace. That’s something I’m glad to fight for.”

At that moment, Rizzala strode into the tent. She had a heavily-laden pack slung over one shoulder and her double-headed magical spear gripped in her right hand. Behind her, two more White Guards hauled four equally full packs.

“This ought to be enough,” Rizzala told me. “Torches for light, warm clothes, bedrolls, and plenty of food.”

“Excellent, thank you!” I took two packs and turned a beaming smile on Sir Galfred and Adath. “See you soon, my friends.” I turned and strode from the tent, with Rizzala and Arieste beside me.

“Goddesses guide you on your way,” Sir Galfred called after me as I strode from the tent and

I felt an excited spring in my step as I hurried toward where Irenya and Letharia waited. I’d never been to a sunken city before, and it seemed like a thrilling new adventure awaited us. I would get to travel with the beautiful women that had become my close friends, and at the end of our journey we’d defeat the dragon that had threatened the city and people of Whitespire. Plus, I’d get another magical ability and come one step closer to fulfilling my quest.

We found Irenya standing guard over Letharia, who had taken a seat on an overturned crate. The dark-haired woman’s shoulders were slumped, her expression dejected.

“You ready?” I asked Irenya and Letharia as I approached.

“Yes,” Irenya rumbled.

Letharia barely looked up, and her only answer was a silent nod. She wasn’t like Arieste, Irenya, or Rizzala, and she’d made it clear she had no desire to go adventuring. If we didn’t need her help to get through the crypts and defeat Curym, I would have let her stay in Whitespire. But the truth was that she was the only one who knew anything about Emerald Deep, so we had to bring her along.

“I know you’re not eager to come,” I told the dark-haired woman in a quiet voice, “but I promise I’ll do my best to make sure you stay far out of harm’s way.”

“I could simply give you the information you desire,” she said, her eyes filled with apprehension. “The tablets back at my lair will tell you everything you need to know.”

I pondered her words for a moment. “I’ll make you a deal,” I said finally. “If your tablets really do have the information we need to get into the crypts, find the Mistresses, and locate Curym’s lair, I won’t bring you into Emerald Deep with us.”

Her eyes brightened. “Truly?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “We need your help, but I’m not going to force you to risk your life if there’s a better way. But only if there’s a better way.”

Letharia leapt to her feet and clambered onto Irenya’s back. “Take me to my--to Zaddrith’s lair, and I will show you everything you need to know!”

I gave Irenya instructions on how to find the muddy swamp where we’d fought Zaddrith, then mounted up. Rizzala took a seat behind Letharia, doubtless to keep an eye on her. Arieste, however, sat right behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

“It’s been too long since I’ve had any Ethan,” she murmured in my ear. “I trust you plan to remedy that very soon.”

The warmth of her body seeped into my skin and the flowery smell of her perfume filled my nostrils, and I felt a stiffness in my crotch.

“Yes,” Arieste murmured as her hands traced down the front of my chest, over my belt, to the bulge in my pants, “very soon.”

“Maybe it’s worth taking a few hours off before heading off to another battle,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Even heroes need rest now and then.” From the emphasis on the word “rest”, I could tell her plans from me included everything but sleeping.

It was very tempting to agree with Nyvea. I’d welcome a night wrapped in Arieste and Irenya’s arms after the last few days of endless battle. But if we didn’t hit Curym soon, she’d have time to recover from the battle and spawn more minions. We needed to take her down as soon as possible. That meant we’d have to delay the fun for a bit longer.

Arieste’s arms tightened around my waist as Irenya leapt high into the air, and I had to cling tight to the red dragon’s spikes to stay in my seat. Her powerful muscles rippled as she flapped her wings and slowly gained altitude. She circled once, banked hard to the northeast, and quickly picked up speed. Within seconds, we were hurtling over the land of Elloriel like a speeding arrow.

Irenya’s dragon form was larger than Arieste’s, but once she picked up speed, she could fly much faster. We soared over the forest, which flashed by below us like a sea of emerald green, brown, yellow, and red. Elation surged through my chest as the wind whipped at my hair and clothing. It had only been a few days since my last flight, but it felt like a lifetime. There was no feeling on Earth that could compare to the thrill of sitting on a dragon’s back and cutting through the sky high above the city. It was like riding a motorbike, hang glider, and helicopter, but with far more power and control than any Earth machine.

I shot a glance back at my companions. Arieste had her face pressed against my back, her eyes closed and her arms wrapped around my waist. Letharia’s eyes were also closed, but her face was as white as the knuckles that gripped Irenya’s spikes. A massive grin split Rizzala’s face, and she waved her arms as if she was riding a roller coaster. She was staying on Irenya’s back with nothing more than the strength of her powerful leg muscles.

A ribbon of blue cut through the dense forest blow, and the sun sparkled on the fast-flowing water of the Crystal River. I tapped into the siphon ability that had been my first gift from Barodan, the Silent Guardian. The Mark of the Guardian, the black tattoo on my chest, gave me the ability to sense the presence of magic in the world around me. Over the last few weeks, I had learned how to use it as a sort of magical radar, and it had warned me of threats and saved my life on multiple occasions. Now, however, I felt no hint of the biting, metallic-edged acid magic of Zaddrith’s minions or the seething, churning water power of Curym and her creatures.

Beyond the Crystal River, more forests spread out to the north, south, and east for hundreds of miles. I’d made this journey on Rizzala’s back, but seeing it from this high up was a truly spectacular thing. Elloriel, the southernmost human kingdom on the continent of Iriador, was a land of lush, vivid greenery, so alive, so beautiful. It painted a stark contrast with the rocky canyons around Windwall, Riamod’s fire-blasted lands, and Frosdar’s frozen territory.

Within fifteen minutes, the forests gave way to rolling hills covered in waist-high grass. From our vantage high above the ground, we could see for a hundred miles in every direction. I felt a pang of worry as I scanned the grassy landscape. I hadn’t seen any hint of General Daxos through the thick forest canopy, and I saw no sign of him now. He’d only left Whitespire an hour or two before we did, so he couldn’t have gotten this far. I had to trust that my friend and his Blackguards could take care of themselves. Thankfully, there had been no sign of Zaddrith’s minions either.

Something to the northeast drew my eye. For a moment, I couldn’t figure out what the strange ripples in the tall grass were. Then, as I leaned forward for a closer look, I realized what I had seen. The grass wasn’t rippling, but it was being trampled by creatures with bright green skin and long red spikes rising from their humped backs. I counted at least twenty or twenty-five of the murlocs trying to flee back to Zaddrith’s lands.

“Irenya!” I shouted.

“I see them,” the red dragon rumbled.

“Light ‘em up!” The grass was green enough that we wouldn’t have to worry about starting a brush fire, and we could take care of at least one problem for General Daxos.

“With pleasure.” Growling low in her throat, Irenya swooped toward the valley in which I’d seen the murlocs. The frog-looking monsters filled the air with their panicked, croaking cries, and they tried in vain to hop faster to escape the threat. Crimson light shone from the gemstone set in Irenya’s chest as she summoned her magic, then a pillar of bright red, yellow, and orange fire burst from her mouth. The scorching heat and devouring flames engulfed the murlocs and silenced their croaking cries.

The first blast of fire caught fifteen murlocs, and Irenya’s head turned to send the flames streaming at another five. Three of the creatures escaped the flames, but Irenya swooped low enough that her sweeping tail crushed their humped bodies and splattered the grass with their bright green blood. When she glided upward a moment later, nothing but burned and shattered bodies remained of the murlocs.

I felt a stronger pulse of acidic magic to the north, and I turned to study the landscape in that direction. There was just one magical presence, not multiple, but it was stronger than the power I’d felt within the murlocs. Even though I couldn’t see it moving through the tall grass, I knew it was one of Zaddrith’s serpents.

“To the north!” I shouted to Irenya. “There’s a giant serpent slithering through the grass.”

“Your favorite, eh?” Irenya said, with the rumbling sound I’d come to learn was dragon laughter. “Just for you, handsome.” She banked in the direction I’d indicated and soared upward to gain altitude. I searched the hillside for any sign of the serpent, but its scaly skin blended in with the grass too well. Unfortunately for the snake, I didn’t need my eyes to find it.

“On my signal,” I told Irenya, “blast the ground with the biggest pillar of fire you can manage.”

“You got it!”

Once again, the gemstone flared bright red, and I felt the surge of fire magic within Irenya as she drew on the power coursing through her. My heart leapt into my throat as Irenya dropped toward the ground and hurtled a few yards above the grassy fields. It was like being a race car driver and a fighter pilot, with bad-ass wizard thrown into the mix.

“Now!” I shouted.

Fire burst from Irenya’s throat and turned the grassy field below to ash. A loud hissing filled the air, cut off a moment later as the flames roasted their way up the serpent’s tail and body to consume its head. I caught a few seconds of wild thrashing as we hurtled past, but when I glanced back, the snake’s twitching had fallen still and no trace of Zaddrith’s acidic magic remained.

My eyes sought out Letharia and found her face whiter than usual. Until a few hours earlier, she had been Zaddrith, the green dragon that summoned these minions into existence. She had all of Zaddrith’s memories, thoughts, and feelings, which meant she had to be suffering over the loss of these minions…her minions. None of the other dragon women had had to watch their creatures die like this. I resolved to try and talk to her about it the first chance I got.

But that would be later. Right now, I needed to focus on scanning for any more of Zaddrith’s minions. The more we could deal with now, the easier it would be for General Daxos, Grendis, and the others to finish the job.

My magical senses didn’t find any more creatures as we zoomed over the rolling hills. A smile broadened my lips as I saw the fields of wildflowers stretching out ahead of us. The grasslands were carpeted by cornflowers, daisies, and poppies in a dozen different colors, and I remembered the sweet smell from the night before.

“It’s beautiful,” Arieste murmured in my ear.

Within a few minutes, however, the colorful hills gave way to the lowlands of Zaddrith’s swamp. Even this high up, I could smell the stink of rotting vegetation, animal carcasses, and stagnant water. Thankfully, Irenya flew over the swamp far faster than Rizzala had run through it. Less than ten minutes passed before she circled around the clearing where we’d fought Zaddrith the night before. Her massive dragon claws squelched loudly and sank into the muck as, and she let out a low, rumbling growl of displeasure.

I leapt off Irenya’s back onto a small hillock that rose above the surface of the stagnant water, then turned to Letharia. “We’re here. Time you show us what we need to know.”

Rizzala’s expression was wary as she scanned the forest for any threat, and Arieste sat stiff-backed on Irenya’s back, her face a mask of disdain at the filthy conditions.

Letharia, however, studied the swamp a strange mix of nostalgia and disgust, as if the human part of her recoiled from the land her dragon half had loved. She allowed me to help her dismount from Irenya’s back and stepped gingerly onto the hillock beside me.

“It’s this way,” she said. Her nose wrinkled as she waded through a muddy patch of ground toward the now-shattered altar that had once served as the source of her magic. I followed along behind her, my magical senses active to scan for any threat.

“Under here.” She pointed to a rotten log a few paces away from the altar. Gritting my teeth, I gripped one end of the slime-covered and heaved. To my surprise, the log weighed far less than it looked. As I lifted, I saw it was little more than hollowed-out bark, like the lid of a treasure chest concealing the valuables stored beneath. The lower half of the log was equally hollow, and the curved bottom held a collection of stone tablets.

The tablets were about a foot long and eight inches wide, made of a deep grey stone. They were lighter than I expected, as if they were made from pumice or slate, but felt very solid in my hands.

Letharia searched through the tablets for a few moments before seizing two and holding them up in triumph. “Aha!” She turned to me with a grin and held them out. “These will tell you everything you need to know about Emerald Deep.”

I took the tablets from her, but frowned as I stared down at the strange lines and shapes etched into the stone. It was like no written language I’d ever seen, sort of a mix of Viking runes, Arabic script, and hieroglyphs.

“Yeah, there’s no way I can read these,” I said and held the tablets out to her.

“What?” She looked surprised. “You can’t read the common tongue of Iriador?”

“This isn’t the common tongue,” I told her with a shake of my head.

“Of course it is!” she protested. “This language has been in use for centuries.”

“Not anymore.” I drew out the scroll that bore King Obragar’s decree that I was to become lord of Greenlake. “This is what people in this day and age use to write.”

Letharia snatched the scroll from my hands and stared down at it. “Odd,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “It almost seems like a bastardization of Old Iridan, but lacking the elegant depictions and grace of High Agrasic.” Her brow furrowed as she studied it, then shook her head and handed it back to me. “I believe I could figure out the language, but it would take me a few days.”

“It would take me much longer than that to learn how to read that,” I said and pointed to the stone tablets in her hand.

Letharia’s face fell. “You mean you can’t read it?” She turned to Irenya, Rizzala, and Arieste. “Any of you?”

“Riamod was the sort to collect magical weapons, gold, and jewels, not moldy books and tablets,” Irenya rumbled.

“Not a lot to read in Frosdar’s frozen wastes,” Arieste added.

Rizzala shrugged. “Emroth could never stray far enough from her altar.”

Letharia’s eyes widened. “So you mean I’m the only one who can…” Her voice trailed off, and she collapsed to a seat on a nearby stump. “No, no, no, no,” she moaned, her head clasped in her hands.

I crouched in front of the dark-haired woman in the green dress. “Letharia, I know you don’t want to do this, but we need your help. I swear that I won’t let anything happen to you. I will do everything I can to keep you safe, and I know the others will as well, right?” I turned to the two women and the dragon behind me. Rizzala’s expression was disdainful, but she nodded along with Arieste and Irenya. “You aren’t just our best chance at success. You’re our only chance.”

Letharia fixed me with a panicked expression. “But in this weak body, there’s no way I can defend myself against the Mistresses or Curym. They’ll kill me!”

“We’re not going to let that happen.” I took her trembling hand in mine and gripped it hard. “We defeated Zaddrith and Curym’s armies because we worked together. More than that, we fight for each other and do whatever we can to protect each other. And now you have a chance to be one of us, to work with us to make a real difference. You can fight for us and for the people of Whitespire, the people you attacked when you were Zaddrith. You have a chance to start a new life. With us.”

Her deep green eyes searched mine, and I saw the fear begin to retreat. “Why?” she whispered. “Why would you do that? After everything Zaddrith did to you.”

“Zaddrith is gone,” I told her. “You may have some of her memories, but you aren’t her anymore. You’re a human, a new person, and that means you get a shot at a new life. Just like I got when I came here to Whitespire, and like Arieste, Irenya, and Rizzala got. Everyone deserves a second chance. Everyone.”

The panic in her expression lessened, replaced by a glimmer of hope. “Even after all the pain I caused?”

“That’s why it’s called a second chance,” I told her with a grin. “You made choices as Zaddrith, choices you regret now that you’re Letharia. So use those feelings of regret to drive your actions from now on. Make a conscious decision to do what you can to atone for what you’ve done. You can make a real difference, Letharia, you just have to be willing to try.”

She remained silent for a moment, her expression pensive. Finally, she lifted her eyes to mine and nodded. “I’d like to try,” she said in a quiet voice. “But I’m afraid. Even as Zaddrith, I was afraid. Afraid that someone else would come and take my power, my land, my treasure. Afraid that the other dragons would try to kill me. Fear has been my constant companion for so long that I don’t know anything else.”

“Fear is normal,” I said with a reassuring squeeze of her hand. “I feel fear, just like you. All humans do. Hell, probably all dragons and animals do as well. But the secret is in facing those fears. A doctor friend of mine once said that courage isn’t a matter of being not frightened. It’s a matter of being afraid but doing what you have to do anyway.”

I pointed to the two women and the dragon behind me. “Each of them feel fear, too. I’m sure Arieste was afraid when she felt Zaddrith’s acid coursing through her veins. Irenya doesn’t like being trapped in small spaces. Rizzala…” I paused, then grinned. “Well, Rizzala’s probably not afraid of anything, but all the rest of us know what it feels like to be afraid. The secret is just in facing those fears, and they tend to be a lot less scary than we expected.”

Her eyes searched mine, and her hand returned my grip. “You will protect me?” she asked.

“We all will,” I said. “We’ll do whatever we can to keep you safe. You have my word.”

After a moment, she nodded. “Very well. I will come with you. I will guide you through Emerald Deep to the Mistresses and Curym, even though every instinct is telling me that it is foolishness.”

I grinned and straightened. “Sometimes, doing the crazy thing is the key to success.”

“Like when you jumped off a palace roof onto a dragon’s back,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Or when you decided to trust a dragon with the power you’d taken from them.”

I offered her my arm. “If you’re ready, what say we get this mission on the road?”

Letharia actually smiled as she threaded her arm through mine. “I’m up for it,” she said. “As long as I’ve got you and the others to watch my back, I’m willing to try a bit of your crazy.”

I chuckled. “Crazy, I can do.” I escorted her back to where Rizzala, Arieste, and Irenya waited. “Letharia’s got what we need. Let’s go kick some blue dragon ass!”
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Chapter Four

I helped Letharia onto Irenya’s back, then took my place in front of Arieste as Rizzala clambered into her seat behind the dark-haired woman.

“You did good with her, Ethan,” Arieste said in a low voice. “Calming her fears like that.”

“You heard all that?” Heat rose to my face.

“Of course we did.” Arieste chuckled. “You tend to talk louder when you’re waxing passionate and going on one of your heroic speeches.” Her arms tightened around my waist and she squeezed tighter. “But you were right about what you said to her. About regret and second chances. It’s thanks to you that I have a second chance. That all of us have a second chance, for that matter.”

“You’re the one who showed me that dragons weren’t all evil,” I replied. “You set the standard for the others to follow. In many ways, you’re the real hero here. I’m just the guy who has the magic you want.”

“And the body we want.” Arieste’s hands roamed toward my belt, and I felt myself stiffen in response. “I’m expected a piece of that for myself before too long. Or else.”

I tensed as her fingertips suddenly grew icy, and a shiver of mingled pleasure and cold ran down my spine.

“First chance we get, I promise.” I told her.

“I’m holding you to that,” she purred.

“Ooh, she can’t get enough of you, handsome!” Nyvea whispered. “I told you your dick was magical. Both the fire and ice dragon are getting restless for you. The time has come for you to have both at the same time. It’s the only way to solve this delicious dilemma!”

With a grin, I gripped Irenya’s spikes tighter as the red dragon prepared to take off. She took one lumbering step, crouched, and leapt high into the air. A few flaps of her mighty wings bore us aloft, and within seconds, we were gaining altitude and speed. The wind rushed through my hair and set my clothes flapping as Irenya banked toward the east, in the direction I knew we’d find Emerald Deep.

As we flew over Zaddrith’s swamplands, I realized the terrain had a strange beauty to it. Sunlight glimmered off the water covering the surface of Iriador, and the tops of the towering trees painted the land with deep, lush green and brown. We were high enough to escape the smell of decayed vegetation that permeated the ground below, so there was just the beauty of the view without the taint of rot.

The extent of Zaddrith’s land surprised me. To my knowledge, Riamod had been the dragon with the largest territory, but the wetlands of the green dragon stretched for hundreds of miles to the north and south. It took Irenya nearly half an hour of fast flying before she reached the eastern border of the bogs.

I recognized Curym’s domains the moment we entered. The swamps gave way to deeper marshes, then the eastern coastline of the continent of Iriador. Pristine white and red sand beaches stretched from north to south as far as I could see. Dozens of small islands formed an archipelago that, from our aerial vantage point, looked an awful lot like a checkers board mid-game.

According to Letharia, Emerald Deep was located on the largest island, which also happened to be the easternmost land mass in the archipelago. As we streaked toward our destination, the view of the deep blue ocean and the tree-covered islands reminded me of the one time I’d visited Hawaii. No wonder the people of Emerald Deep had chosen to make their home out here. The distance from Iriador would keep it out of the mainland conflicts, and the people who occupied the islands could find peace and safety in their isolation.

Of course, that isolation hadn’t saved Emerald Deep when the land beneath it collapsed, or when Curym and her minions settled into the sunken city. The thought came as a harsh reminder of the truth: unity was our only hope of survival.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the ocean around the island. I felt hundreds of tiny magical pinpricks far below the water’s surface just off the northern coast, along with the unmistakable feeling of Curym’s water magic. It was like a riptide, ceaseless in its powerful churning.

Irenya seemed to sense Curym’s presence as well, for she banked hard to the east to come at Emerald Deep from the south. The last thing we wanted was a direct confrontation with Curym now. She had the advantage, and even though she could probably sense our approach, she wouldn’t strike unless she felt directly threatened. According to Letharia, Curym was the smartest of the dragons, so I had to figure she’d believe she was safe in her watery depths. We couldn’t let her find out the truth until it was too late.

Irenya skimmed the tops of the palm trees as she dipped toward the spot on the northern coast where Letharia had said we’d find the remains of Emerald Deep. Very little existed to indicate that a proud city had once stood along the edge of the island. The water had claimed everything, and only the tips of what looked like ancient towers protruded above the surface about a mile out into the ocean. Four black stone guardians stood sentinel over a civilization, culture, and people lost to time and the deeps.

The waves crashed onto a grey sand beach, which rose to a gently inclined hill covered with yellowed beachgrass. Thousands of black stones dotted the hill, but as we approached, I realized they weren’t random rocks. They were headstones, thousands of them, the last testament to the people that had once lived in Emerald Deep.

A single stone building stood at the pinnacle of the hill. Made of the same black stone that filled the graveyard, it reminded me an obsidian version The Field Museum back in Chicago, with its fluted columns, high arches, and shallow-peaked stone roof. Time and the elements had worn away all of the decorative flourishes that adorned the outside of the mausoleum, but the building itself had survived all these years.

Irenya landed lightly on the open expanse of grass in front of the mausoleum, and she sniffed the air like a hound. “Don’t like the smell of this,” she growled. “Smells like old death.”

“To the people of Emerald Deep, this is hallowed ground,” Letharia said as I helped her down from Irenya’s back. “Everyone from the king to the lowest-born beggar is buried here. The Elmentia believed that death made all men equals.”

“The Elmentia were the people that lived here?” I asked.

“Yes,” Letharia said. “From what I’ve read in some of the other tablets, they inhabited this island for close to two hundred years before the collapse of Emerald Deep.”

“Just here?” I asked. “They only lived on this island, not on any of the others in the archipelago?”

“Some of the tribes of the Elmentia sought to inhabit the other islands,” Letharia said, “but it seems this is the only one with fresh water and sufficient food to sustain a large number of people. The fact that they congregated in this city explains why few on the mainland know anything about them. They were simply forgotten by the kingdoms of Iriador and left to live their lives in peace.”

I turned and studied the gravestones dotting the hill between us and the beach. There had to be at least thirty or forty thousand stones there. This was the sort of place I’d expect to see ghoulins, Emroths’s zombie-looking minions. Yet there was only the warmth of the sun and the rustle of the swaying grass, no sign of life above ground anywhere.

Which meant we needed to get under the ground.

“I take it that mausoleum is the entrance to the crypts,” I said as I turned to Letharia.

“Correct,” she said. “The Temple of Night, it was called. The priests of Emerald Deep did not worship the Goddesses, but instead worshipped another nameless god, one they claimed was older than the Three.”

“Older than the Three Goddesses?” I asked. I didn’t know a lot about Agreon’s theology, but I remembered  the story the priestesses had told during the ceremony in Windwall. “I heard the goddesses created the world from the nothingness of chaos. Did the priests worship that chaos?”

“I do not know.” Letharia shook her head. “The tablets I have read contain much of the city’s history but little of its religion. What I do know is that the people of Emerald Deep rejected the Three Goddesses in favor of this nameless god. Perhaps inside the Temple of Night we will find more.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I turned to the others. Rizzala and Arieste had dismounted and walked up the broad marble stairs toward the temple doors, and Irenya was shifting nervously from foot to foot, her eyes fixed on the sea of gravestones.

“Irenya, time to become human again.” I shot her a grin. “Somehow I don’t think you’ll fit into the temple in this body.”

“We might need her help as a dragon first,” Rizzala called. “This door’s proving a bit tricky.”

I hurried over to Rizzala and Arieste, who stood in front of the massive stone door into the temple. It was easily ten feet tall and fifteen wide, with no handles I could see, no visible locking mechanism, or even anything we could grab to pull.

“Got anything in those tablets that can help us?” I asked Letharia. “Or anything you’ve read?”

“Sorry,” she said with a shake of her head. “There’s nothing I can find on how to get into the crypts, though there’s plenty to help us once we’re inside.”

I studied the door once more. I hated the idea of desecrating ancient ruins, but we had a job to do. The people of Emerald Deep would have to forgive us.

“Do it,” I said as I turned to Irenya, who had lumbered up behind me. “Get it open.”

“With pleasure,” Irenya growled.

I motioned for Rizzala, Letharia, and Arieste to get away from the door, and backed away far enough that we wouldn’t get hit by any flying debris. Irenya turned away from the door, coiled up her tail, then whipped it out with the speed of a striking snake. The impact send a deep boom echoing through the temple, and a crack appeared in the surface of the thick stone door.

“Again,” I said with a grin. “You’ve got this.”

Irenya’s tail crashed into the stone once, twice, each time filling the mausoleum with a sound like cannon fire. On the third strike, the door gave way beneath her power and the stone crumbled inward as if it had been blasted by dynamite. Rocks clattered into the temple and dust billowed outward.

“Yuck!” Letharia’s nose wrinkled at the smell that wafted out with the dust. It was the stench of old decay and rotting bones.

“Just a fun little reminder that we’re going into a crypt,” I said with a grin. “Take a few deep breaths, and your nose will eventually get used to the smell.”

I turned back to Irenya. “Ready?” I asked.

“Yes,” she rumbled, and crouched on her forelegs so I could reach the gemstone set into her chest. The moment I touched the stone, I felt the raging inferno coursing through it. It was like plunging into a river of lava, and the power of the fire magic nearly staggered me. There was a reason Riamod had been bigger than the other dragons. Fire was, by far, one of the most powerful, unstoppable forces of nature. As a fireman, I knew that better than most.

I drew in a deep breath and tugged on the fire magic. For a moment, it seemed to resist my efforts, as if it wanted to remain in the body of the red dragon. I was used to the sensation by now, and kept pulling until the magic flowed through the gemstone. Heat washed up my arms, into my chest, and flowed around deep within the core of my being as I pulled the magic back into myself. It swirled with the ice, acid, and darkness for a few stomach-turning moments before settling down, the heat fading to a low pulse within my veins.

“As always, this really is my favorite part of the process,” said Irenya with a broad smile, and her eyes went to my hand nestled between her ample breasts. “Gets you thinking of some other fun we should be having a bit later, doesn’t it?”

“Absolutely,” I said as I removed my hand and tucked the red gemstone into my pouch with the other three.

Irenya was an absolute knockout, with a magnificent hourglass figure made even more beautiful by her gauzy red dress, full lips, and hair a brilliant red. Her smile was playful and a teasing look filled her amber-colored eyes. The fire magic that connected us had formed a bond of passion and emotion that we alone shared. I couldn’t put what I felt for Irenya into words, but I knew it was just as real as what Arieste and I had.

While Irenya busied herself pulling on one of her low-cut red dresses, I turned back to Rizzala and Arieste, who stood over the packs we’d brought from Whitespire.

“Time to gear up,” I said.

“Gladly,” Rizzala replied. She hadn’t released her grip on the double-headed spear she’d wielded during the battle against Zaddrith and Curym. The weapon’s fire magic, courtesy of the red gemstone set into its handle, had come in handy when fighting the acid-blooded murlocs and serpents. I was interested to find out what would happen the fire magic came in contact with the merslayers and nagia.

Rizzala pulled out five heavy cloaks and handed them to each of us. “It’s likely to be cold underground. Best of all, these will double as blankets or bedding when we rest.”

Rest. I hadn’t thought of sleep or relaxation, I’d been so busy with the battle, the attack on Zaddrith, and now our hunt for Curym. Arieste and Irenya had flown to Windwall and back, and Rizzala had made the round trip to and from Zaddrtih’s lair. We would all need rest soon.

For now, we’d make as much progress into the crypts as we could.

Letharia flinched as Rizzala held out a small dagger. “No, thank you,” she said quickly. “I-I don’t fight.”

Rizzala shot me a questioning look, and I shook my head. “We’ll do the fighting for you, Letharia. You’ve got one of our most valuable resources: the information that will get us where we need to go.”

The dark-haired woman broke into a beaming grin. I caught Rizzala’s little eye roll, but she made no further comment as she tucked the dagger into her own belt.

Arieste seemed equally disinclined to take weapons. “I don’t know how to wield a sword!” she said as Rizzala tried to hand her a slim fencing blade with a white gemstone set into its hilt.

“And we don’t have the time to learn right now,” Irenya added with a shake of her head. “We’ll make do with our magic for now.”

Rizzala’s face spoke volumes. As Emroth, her magic had been purely defensive, so she’d had to be a better fighter than the other dragons to stay alive. That mentality had remained now that she was human. Irenya and Arieste, though, could use their magic for both offense and defense.  However, it couldn’t hurt for them to learn how to fight. I didn’t know much about swordplay, but I resolved that when we got back to Whitespire I’d ask Adath to teach them the basics.

“Just bring the weapons,” I told Arieste and Irenya. “You never know when they’ll come in handy down there.” Survival 101 had taught me to always be prepared. If we were going to face nagias in hand-to-hand combat, we’d need every advantage, tool, and weapon we could get.

I slung the heaviest pack over my shoulder, and Rizzala took the next heaviest. Letharia, of course, took the lightest. The stone tablets would add to her load, and she seemed to be the least athletic of the four. The less she had to carry, the longer she’d be able to walk before getting tired.

Rizzala produced three torches from within her pack and handed one each to me and Arieste. Irenya grinned as she summoned a spark of magic with a snap of her fingers, and the oil-soaked cloth quickly caught fire.

“I’ll lead the way,” I said, and shot Rizzala a glance. “You bring up the rear, watch our backs?”

Rizzala nodded. Her expression had grown suddenly somber, her eyes filled with the wariness I’d seen in Captain Daxos and the Blackguards as we prepared to enter the tunnels beneath Windwall. Rizzala was one of the only warriors in our party, and it seemed she was taking her role of protector very seriously. It was what had made her such a valuable ally in the defense of Whitespire. She had fought to save the lives of men, women, and children she had just met, an act that had more than earned my trust.

I drew in my last breath of fresh air and stepped into the dusty, dark mausoleum. The torchlight stopped flickering as we entered the silent building, and it filled the interior with a soft glow. The room I’d entered looked like the inside of a Greek temple, with stone benches, more massive pillars of black stone, and a high-vaulted ceiling. The walls of the temple were covered in ancient carvings and more of the strange-looking writing on Letharia’s stone tablets.

“Can you read it?” I asked the dark-haired woman and held the torch up to the nearest wall.

Letharia came to stand beside me and squinted at the inscriptions, then shook her head. “This is no language I’ve ever seen before.”

“It’s not the same as on the tablets?” I asked, surprised.

“There are some similarities,” she replied, her brow furrowed into a frown, “but not enough that I can read it. Perhaps…” Her voice trailed off.

“Perhaps what?” Arieste put in, and I could hear her eager curiosity.

“Perhaps this is a language even older than the Elmentia’s tongue.” A hint of wonder echoed in her words. “I have heard of the language of the Goddesses, an old tongue of magic and power.” She turned to me with a piercing look. “The language of the runes on the door beneath Whitespire.”

My eyes went wide. “They’re that old?”

“I cannot be certain,” Lethaira said with a shake of her head. “I only tell you what I have discovered in the tablets that Curym delivered to me. There were few mentions of this ancient magical language, but what I found has led me to believe that this tongue is the same.”

I narrowed my eyes and studied the inscriptions. On closer inspection, I could see a few similarities between these symbols and those I’d found beneath Whitespire and Windwall.

An idea struck me. Those runes had responded to magic, so perhaps these would as well. I tapped into my ice magic and summoned a thread of power to my hands. The moment my fingers touched the wall, white runes sprang to life all around the temple’s interior. The women behind me gasped as the walls, ceiling, and floor lit up, the runes like a thousand stars in the night sky.

I felt a strange rushing of wind around me, and suddenly the runes began to go dark. My magical senses went on full alert as the walls seemed to consume the magic I’d used to light the runes.  One at a time, faster and faster, and the breeze grew more powerful.

“Look!” Irenya cried.

I turned and found her pointing at the eastern wall. With every rune that darkened in the rest of the temple, one flared to life on the stone. They formed a sort of glowing halo of white around the arched opening in the middle of the wall. Just as in the tunnels beneath Windwall, the magic was pointing the way for us to go.

But where would that door take us? The magic could be leading us toward some powerful artifact or treasure, not the way down into the crypts.

“Yes!” Letharia cried. “I knew something was strange about that passage.” She dug into her pack, pulled out one of her stone tablets, and scanned it quickly.

“The translation to your modern tongue is rough,” she said, “which is why I didn’t get it right away. But the tablet says something like ‘light of power lead you to death’.” She looked up at us with an eager smile. “The light of power, your magic, will lead us to death. I thought that maybe using magic might be dangerous in the crypts, but what if it actually means that the magic will lead us down into the crypts?”

“To death,” I echoed. “Like all the dead stored in the crypts.”

“Exactly!” Elation sparkled in her eyes. “There’s a lot in here about how to navigate once we’re down in the crypts, but this could be our way to get in.”

I exchanged glances with the other women. Irenya nodded, Rizzala shrugged, and Arieste said in a calm voice, “It’s worth a try.”

“Well done,” I told Letharia. “We’re going to need more of that clever thinking to get us where we need to go.”

Letharia blushed and ducked her head, but there was a proud smile on her face. She might not be a warrior, but it seemed she had found her own strength. That was a good first step toward helping her become a part of our little group.

Taking a deep breath, I led the way through the magic-illuminated archway. It led into a short stone tunnel, which ran for about ten feet before branching into two corridors to the right and left. White runes shone along the left-hand tunnel like runway lights, so I turned down that passage. The next intersection had three passages, each identical, but the white runes pulled us into the middle one. Almost immediately, we reached a set of stone steps that descended deeper into the hill.

“Looks like we’re on the right track,” I said with a grin as we started down the steps. “After all, we need to go down if we’re going to get underneath the sunken city.”

“It’s a long way down,” Letharia said. “This mausoleum was built atop a cliff overlooking Emerald Deep, and it descended deep into the earth beneath the city.”

“What was the purpose of these tunnels and crypts?” I asked.

“The priests used it to carry the dead of Emerald Deep up to the temple,” Letharia answered. “From what I’ve read, the people believed that the touch of sunlight on a dead body could pull a spirit back from the afterlife, and they would be restored to an eternity trapped between death and life.”

It was a strange belief, but I’d read about many equally strange myths back on Earth.

“These crypts allowed the priests to transport the dead to the Temple of Night, where they would burn the bodies,” Letharia said. “Cremation would sever the final connection between the flesh and spirit, and thus the soul would be free to remain in the afterlife.”

“So all those graves are just filled with ashes?” Irenya asked.

“I assume so,” Letharia replied.

We continued our descent, and before long we were all breathing too hard to talk, even the athletic Rizzala. I stopped counting after reaching the two-hundredth step, and still the winding stone stairwell went deeper into the ground.

I shot a glance back at Irenya. The red-haired woman’s face had gone pale, just as it had when we entered the tunnels beneath Windwall. Thankfully, it seemed she had gotten a better handle on her claustrophobia. Either that, or she was too intrigued by the mystery of the Elmentia and Emerald Deep to succumb to her fears.

Finally, after what felt like an hour of going down stone stairs, we reached the bottom. I guessed we’d gone at least a fifty yards beneath the mausoleum, which put us five or ten yards beneath the surface of the water.

In the light of the torches, I could see row after row of stone shelves lining the walls of the crypt. Each of the shelves held a single skull, an ornate ceramic jar, and a bronze dagger. Even after everything I’d witnessed here on Agreon, this was undeniably the creepiest thing I’d seen.

“I guess the priests didn’t burn the entire body,” Arieste said.

Irenya slid past me and moved toward one of the shelves. When she opened one of the ceramic, her face wrinkled in disgust. “It’s their teeth!”

Sure enough, I realized every skull had had their teeth plucked, which made their grins somehow more macabre. The priests of the Elmentia had rituals as strange as their beliefs.

“Maybe let’s not touch anything,” Arieste said, and I noticed her face had gone a shade paler.

“Yeah, disturbing the dead might not be a great idea,” I echoed. I was about as superstitious as any Chicagoan, with my lucky shirt to help the Cubs wins and a first date jacket that had always gotten a second date. But the sight of so many bleached, dust-covered skulls made even me nervous.

“Good thinking,” Irenya said as she replaced the ceramic jar on the shelf. She turned back to join us, but as she stepped, I heard a tiny click.

Time slowed to a crawl as my mind processed that sound. In every book I’d read and movie I’d watched, there was only one reason for stones to click like that.

“Irenya!” I said as I threw myself toward her.

I was two steps from Irenya when I heard a loud whistling sound and spotted something dark and thin streaking right at the red-haired woman’s head.
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Chapter Five

“Shield yourself!”  Nyvea shouted in my mind.

In an instant, I tapped into my ice magic and summoned a wall of ice to form around me as I threw my arms around Irenya. I heard a loud crack as I lifted the curvaceous redhead from her feet and dove to the ground, out of the way of the hurtling spike. Two more cracks followed in quick succession as more of the missiles slammed into my ice shield. I twisted my body as I fell so I hit the ground first, and Irenya landed atop me.

She stared down at me, wide eyed and breathless. “My hero!”  she gasped.

I glanced up at the ice shield I’d thrown up, and I saw two spikes embedded there. The spikes were a quarter-inch thick, eight inches long, and perfectly rounded as if by a lathe. Instead of wood, however, they were made of the same black stone of the mausoleum. A black gooey-looking substance coated their tips, doubtless some sort of poison.

And there were only two of them? I’d heard three cracks in the ice.

“Ethan!” Arieste knelt beside me, and I felt a little stinging pain as she pulled something from my right shoulder. When she held it up, I saw the third stone missile. My blood stained its sharp, inch-long tip.

“Let me see that.” To my surprise, it was Letharia who pushed past Arieste and snatched the missle from her fingers. She sniffed the tip and wrinkled her nose. “Viper lily, enough to incapacitate three men.”

“No, Ethan!” Irenya pushed off my chest to rise to her feet, and lines of worry twisted her face as she turned to Letharia. “What can we do? Is there any antidote, anything to combat the poison?”

When I moved my arm, I was surprised to find no pain. There was a tingling running through my shoulder, as if it had fallen asleep, but nothing else.

“Uh, guys, I-I think I feel fine.” I stared at the puncture wound in my arm, and my eyes went wide. The skin around the wound had begun to shift color, and I could literally see the flesh re-knitting. I hadn’t even tapped into Rizzala’s darkness magic consciously, yet it was healing me?

I turned to the woman that had been Emroth. “You healed faster than normal, right? Because of the magic?”

Rizzala nodded.

“Did you have to consciously do it?”

“No,” Rizzala said. “The magic just did it on its own.”

“That’s awesome!” I said. “So, just like it automatically shifts the color of your skin to camouflage you with your surroundings, it also automatically restores damage on a cellular level.”

Rizzala shrugged. “Perhaps, though I am not familiar with this word ‘cell-you-lar’.”

“They’re the tiny building blocks of your body,” I explained. “Your skin, muscles, brain, organs, and everything else are made up of these cells, which are too small for your eyes to see.” My knowledge of microbiology was limited, but my EMT training had included at least the basics of the body’s repair mechanisms.

“But what about the poison?” Irenya asked, a near-frantic light in her eyes. “Can the magic heal you if it gets into your blood?”

“I-I think I can answer that,” Letharia said in a quiet voice. She cringed when all eyes turned to her, but I gave her a smile as encouragement to continue. “My…Zaddrith’s acid magic.”

“Of course!” I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it. “Just like Irenya’s fire magic makes her resistant to heat and Arieste’s ice magic protects her from the cold, the acidic magic of the green dragon makes her resistant to acids.”

“And poisons,” Letharia added. “After all, many poisons are simply acids that corrode the body from within.”

The biology of acids versus poisons was a bit more complex than that, but there were many poisons that affected the body in the same was as acids.

“Another secondary effect of magic!” I said, excitement in my voice. “Rizzala’s magic healed the wound while Letharia’s magic neutralized the poison.”

“Whoa!” Irenya breathed. “That is--”

“Amazing,” I shot a glance at my right shoulder. The trickle of blood had slowed and the wound was healing, albeit slowly. However, I could see that the small puncture would be healed within the space of a few hours rather than a few days.

I climbed to my feet, but found the world swaying around me. I caught myself one a stone shelf and blinked until my vision cleared.

“I guess it neutralizes the poison,” I said, “but maybe it doesn’t totally shield me from the side effects.”

“Still,” Letharia said with a confident nod, “you should find the poison’s influence diminished and out of your system by the time that wound heals.”

“That’s a useful ability to have,” Rizzala said, “especially if we find ourselves confronted by more of these traps.” The dark-skinned woman had remained standing, her eyes alternating between me and the stone that had triggered the booby trap.

“Yeah, let me get a look at that.” I picked up my fallen torch and held it above the stone Irenya had stepped on. After a few minutes of study, I shook my head. “It looks like every other stone in the hallway.”

“A clever trap is one the enemy never sees coming,” Letharia said. All eyes turned to her in surprise, and again she shrank back. “S-Something Curym used to say.”

“Well, it makes sense,” I said. “We’re going to have to stay sharp and keep our eyes out for any more traps.” I turned to Letharia. “Do your tablets say anything about more nasty surprises like this?”

“Let me see.” The dark-haired woman dug into her satchel for one of her stone tablets. After a few seconds of careful study, she looked up. “I can’t find anything specific about traps, but there is one passage I think might be something.” She lifted the tablet and began to read. “’Honor guides your steps from danger, the heart of dragons signals the path to the…’” She wrinkled her nose, then shook her head. “There’s no word for this in your tongue, but I think the closest meaning would be ‘altar’.”

“Curym’s altar!” Irenya burst out, excited. “It has to be.”

“Yes, but what does it mean by the ‘heart of dragons’?” Arieste asked, her brow furrowed.

“And how does honor guide our steps from danger?” I frowned as I tried to figure it out. “What could that mean?”

“I-I don’t know,” Letharia said, and her voice faltered.

“I thought you said you could give us all the information we needed to get to the Mistresses and Curym’s lair.” I folded my arms over my chest.

“I know,” Letharia said, her words quiet.

“But that wasn’t true, was it?” I demanded.

Letharia’s face paled and she took a step back. “I-I’m sorry! I was afraid to come, and I thought saying that would convince you to agree to go without me.”

“So what, you would have just sent us in here with no clue what to do?” Heat surged in my chest. “Would you have made something up to sell the ruse?”

“It was a mistake!” Letharia protested, and tears streamed down her cheeks. “I was afraid for my life, not only from Curym, but from all of you. I thought...”

“You thought you might get rid of us,” Rizzala said. She took a menacing step toward the dark-haired women.

“Yes, I did, but that was before!” Letharia retreated until her back struck a stone shelf. “Before Ethan convinced me that we had to work together, to watch out for each other. When he said that, when I saw that he meant it, I knew I couldn’t send you in here on a lie. So I chose to come with you. Even though I know we’re walking into danger and possibly death, I chose to help you find the way. That has to count for something, right?” Panic filled her eyes as she looked from me to the three women around her.

“No,” Rizzala growled and tightened her grip on her double-headed spear.

“Yes, it does.” I placed a hand on Rizzala’s shoulder. “Like I said back in the swamp, fear is one of the most human things in the world. It can make us do all sorts of things, things we regret.”

“But Ethan—“ Rizzala started.

“He’s right,” Arieste cut off the dark-skinned woman.

“What?” Rizzala’s eyes narrowed and she fixed the platinum blonde with a dark scowl.

“Fear can drive us to actions that we would never consider otherwise.” She turned her attention to Letharia, who was cowering against the wall. “You made the choice to come, to help out, perhaps from a desire to atone for your cowardice.”

“Yes!” Letharia cried. Hope filled her tear-rimmed eyes, and she shook her head. “I want to help, I want to make sure you accomplish your mission safely. I will even allow myself to be put in harm’s way if it means I can make things right.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Arieste said. Her voice was strong, her posture as regal as any queen. “Your place is not as a warrior, but your knowledge is what makes you most useful. Ethan was right when he said that we will only be able to succeed with your help.”

“Anything!” Letharia threw her arms around Arieste and sobbed into her chest. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Arieste gave the dark-haired woman a moment, then pushed her back and fixed her with a stern glare. “But let me make this abundantly clear: everyone deserves a second chance, but not a third.”

Letharia’s expression fell, and her eyes widened a fraction.

“Your actions of the past are forgiven, but not forgotten,” Arieste’s voice was wintry, edged with a clear threat. “If you betray or deceive us again, there will be no mercy.”

“I…” Letharia swallowed hard and bobbed her head. “I understand. It will never happen again.”

I felt a moment of pride as I watched Arieste handle the situation with Letharia. She had come a long way from the cold, hard woman I’d discovered on the floor of Frosdar’s lair. I couldn’t help admiring the person she had become, and I experienced a moment of profound gratitude that I had someone like her in my life.

“Better not,” Rizzala growled, then took a step back. Though she lowered her spear, the wariness in her eyes remained undimmed. I had no doubt she would keep a close eye on Letharia, and it would take a long time before the dark-haired woman earned back Rizzala’s trust, if she’d ever had it in the first place.

“So, other than this riddle about honor and dragon hearts,” I said in a calm tone, in an attempt to defuse the situation, “is there anything else your tablets tell you about getting safely through these crypts?”

Letharia studied the tablet again and frowned. “I will continue searching, but I have found nothing else to offer any clear instruction.”

“Then we’re going to have to think this through logically,” I said. “We know these tunnels were used by priests hauling dead bodies up to the temple to be burned, right?”

Letharia nodded. “Yes.”

“And yet, these crypts have booby traps.” I gestured toward the stones. “Why would that be?”

“Yes,” Irenya added, “what would be the point of setting up traps if they were the only ones to use the passages?”

“I can only think of one reason that makes sense,” I said after a moment of contemplation. “Grave robbers.”

“Of course!” Letharia’s eyes sparkled, and she turned to lift one of the bronze daggers from beside the skull and jar on the stone shelves. “The Elmentia prized bronze above all else.  It was the strongest metal of the time.”

“So their weapons and tools would have been made of bronze?” I asked.

“I find no reference in the tablet to steel, iron, or any of the other metals used by the humans of today,” Letharia said. Her nose wrinkled, the way it always did when she was thinking. “Perhaps the smithing techniques of the Elmentia hadn’t yet advanced beyond bronze.”

Earth had had its own Bronze Age thousands of years ago, so it made sense Agreon would as well.

“So the booby traps were meant to stop thieves from breaking into the crypts to steal the bronze daggers.” My eyes traveled down the corridor, where hundreds of shelves with their grisly trophies lined the wall far into the distance. “Any thief who could get down here would find a limitless fortune. Of course the priests would want to protect it.”

“Which means we’re going to find a lot more traps as we go toward the city,” Rizzala added. “There would be priests guarding this entrance, so thieves could only get into the crypts from the city side. That is where I would set up all my deterrents, if I was the one trying to guard valuables.”

“Makes sense,” I said with a nod. “We’re going to have to be much more alert as we go deeper into the crypts. Who knows what other traps the priests set up to stop grave robbers?”

“At the same time, there has to be a way for the priests to travel these halls safely,” Letharia put in. “They couldn’t be worrying about traps while hauling dead bodies.”

“Good point.” I rubbed my chin as I pondered her words. “Keep studying the tablet and see if you can find anything else useful.”

“Perhaps I might be allowed to take the lead,” Rizzala put in. “Or, at least, share the perils at the front of the group beside you. With my spear and your ice shield, we should be able to deflect any more poison missiles.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Arieste, just in case, you bring up the rear. If there are any traps that fire from behind, you’ll be able to throw up a wall of ice to protect our backs.”

“And what about me?” Irenya asked. “Or am I just here to be beautiful?”

“That’s definitely one thing you do well,” I said with a chuckle. “I need you to be ready to blast fire if any enemies show up.”

“A nice way of saying I’m useless,” Irenya said in a flat tone.

To my surprise, Arieste answered before I could. “Trust me, Irenya, we’re going to need your fire power before this is over.” She placed a gentle hand on the red-haired woman’s shoulder. “Your skills are on offense, so let us help defend you.”

Irenya’s expression grew strange, a mixture of surprise, respect, and a hint of a coy smile.

“That’s going to end very well,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “For you and the two of them.”

I drew in a deep breath and pushed away the lascivious images Nyvea poured into my head. As appealing as the thoughts were, right now wasn’t the time to think about being in bed naked and sweating with two gorgeous women.

“Let’s do this!” I said as I ignored Nyvea’s sultry laughter. “We’ve got to stay sharp. Be ready for anything.”

We set off down the corridor with Rizzala and me in the front, Letharia and Irenya behind, and Arieste in the rear. Nervous tension tightened my shoulders as we walked, and I scanned the darkness ahead for any sign of danger while my ears strained for even the slightest sound that could warn of another trap. Five yards down the tunnel, I caught the click the moment Rizzala’s foot tripped the pressure plate beneath the stone. I threw an ice shield up in time to stop the stone missiles hurtling toward us, and Rizzala’s spear flashed up a half-second later.

“Good catch.” Rizzala shot me a grin and lowered her double-headed spear. “Score one for Ethan.”

“You’re going to make this a competition?” I asked as I dismissed the magical dome and we continued on our way.

“Well, I figured I took down more murlocs than you back in Whitespire,” Rizzala said, “so you were owed a chance to win at something.”

“Wait, what?” I shook my head. “No way you won! I matched you murloc for murloc, easy.”

“As long as you were on the wall, sure.” Rizzala shrugged. “But when you went after those snakes, I took down at least a dozen of the frog bastards myself.”

A quiet click echoed in the corridor, and again my ice shield caught the speeding missiles a moment before Rizzala’s spear deflected them.

“Two to nothing,” I said with a chuckle. “And by the way, those giant snakes ought to count for at least ten murlocs.”

“I’ll give you five murlocs to one snake,” Rizzala said, “but that still puts me ahead.”

“Fine, then what do I get for all those nagia and merslayers I took down?”

“We were evenly matched on the merslayers, without a doubt.” Rizzala’s expression grew pensive. “You’ve got me beat with those nagia, though.”

“Hah!” I pumped a fist in the air. “And add Zaddrith to my tally, of course.”

“Now wait a minute!” Rizzala turned to me with a mock scowl. “We both get to count Zaddrith. Unless you somehow managed to run all the way to those swamplands by yourself.”

“Fair enough,” I said with a grin. “Still puts me in the lead.”

I glanced behind me in time to see Irenya roll her eyes at Arieste, and the platinum blonde gave a weary shake of her head. They just didn’t understand the fun of a good-natured competition.

At that moment, there came a click from beneath my right foot. Before I could turn around and summon an ice shield, Rizzala’s spear whipped out and batted the two streaking missiles from the air.

“I’m still in the lead,” I said.

“Not for long!” Rizzala’s smile matched my own.

It felt good to have this sort of friendly banter with Rizzala. I’d always been competitive, which was what had made me the best of my class at the Chicago Fire Academy and earned me the spot in Station 52. Now I had someone who could compete with me not just on a magical level, but physically as well. Rizzala was a bad-ass with that spear of hers, as she’d proven time and again in the battle for Whitespire. Another warrior made a welcome addition to the team.

“Not to spoil your fun,” Arieste said from the back of the group, “but perhaps you’d be better off focusing on staying alive instead of competing.”

“Yeah, Ethan,” Rizzala gave me a shove. “Focus up, man!”

I laughed, and Rizzala joined in. I had begun to feel more at ease around Rizzala, and we’d formed a camaraderie during our fighting on the wall of Whitespire. It was good to know she had found a place in our little crew, which was quickly beginning to feel more like a family.

The corridor seemed to stretch on endlessly, and it was hard not to stare at the thousands of grinning, toothless skulls sitting on their rocky shelves beside us.

“I think I’ve found something,” Letharia said.

“We’re listening,” I replied without turning around.

“I wasn’t sure where we’d find the Mistresses’ nests, but something in this tablet just gave me an idea.” Her voice held a excited note. “There’s a section of the tablet that talks about the Elmentian kings, and one of them, King Dentas, stood out to me.”

“Why’s that?” Irenya asked.

“See, King Dentas had four wives, a practice that seemed to be fairly common at the time,” Letharia said. “King Dentas loved each of them equally, so he built four towers to serve as their homes.”

“Like the four towertops we saw poking out of the ocean as we flew over the sunken city?” I asked.

“The same,” Letharia replied. “According to the tablets, the king was found dead of dehydration in one of his concubine’s towers.”

“What?” I burst out laughing. “The king literally fucked himself to death?”

“Oh.” There was hesitation in Letharia’s voice, and when I glanced back, I found her cheeks burning. “Er, uh, well…”

It took me a minute for my laughter to subside, and I noticed a smile on both Irenya and Arieste’s lips. “Go on,” I said once I recovered.

“Right.” Letharia cleared her throat. “I called your attention to King Dentas because of the fact that there were four towers. Just as there are four Mistresses.”

“So we’ll find the the nagia nests in the concubines’ towers?” I asked.

“Nagia may be creatures of magic,” Letharia explained, “but they have a few more human traits than many of the other dragon minions. For example, they are irresistibly drawn to luxuries, treasures, and beautiful things.”

“Which there would be plenty of in the concubines’ towers.” I nodded.

“King Dentas was said to be one of the richest kings of Elmentia,” Letharia said. “And one of the last. Doubtless much of his wealth would have surviving the sinking of Emerald Deep.”

“Sounds perfectly reasonable,” I said. “So we need to find the palace and get to the towers of King Dentas’ concubines to reach the nagia nests.”

“Precisely,” Letharia said.

“Well done.” I shot her a grin over my shoulder. “That gives us a clear destination.”

“Though how we’re going to get there through the crypts is still in doubt,” Rizzala growled from beside me.

“Ah, on that, I believe I also have an answer.” Letharia cleared her throat. “It seems King Dentas and his concubines were also very devout. They were often seen worshipping at the temple and paying homage to their ancestors. However, no one ever saw them leave the palace. King Dentas wasn’t fond of mingling with his subjects, it seemed.”

“So how did he get to the palace?” I asked. “Through the secret passages in the crypts, of course!”

“That is the best explanation I can think of,” Letharia replied. “King Dentas certainly had the wealth to have a passage built between existing catacomb tunnels and his palace.”

“All we need to do is find out how to get to the palace, and we’ll find the nagia nests. Damn, Letharia, that’s good work!” I shot Rizzala a pointed look.

“Good job,” the dark-skinned woman grunted, half-hearted.

Letharia’s face brightened and she ducked her head, a little smile on her lips.

“Any idea how we find the passages to the palace?” I asked.

“I’ll keep searching,” the dark-haired woman said.

“Thank you,” I told her. “The more we find out about where we’re going and what we’re facing, the better.”

A thought struck me as we walked. If Curym’s minions lived in the palace, there was a chance she knew about these crypts. She could have an army of merslayers and nagia waiting ahead for us. I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and used it to scan the tunnel ahead for any sign of magic.

I tensed as I felt a small thread of power about fifty yards ahead. To my surprise, it wasn’t the rushing water magic of Curym or her minions. Instead, it was a new magic, one nearly as hot as Irenya’s, but instead of fiery and blazing it was brilliant and bright, as if it blinded my mind instead of my eyes. It almost reminded me of the magical pauldron with the golden gemstone I’d used in Emroth’s cave. Could there be a gold dragon or minion somewhere in the tunnel ahead?

No, it was too faint to be a living creature, barely a blip on my magical radar. It was something else, but what, I couldn’t tell.

I held up a hand to stop our forward movement. “Wait here,” I hissed to the others.

“What is it?” Rizzala asked, her body coiled and ready to strike. “Where is the enemy?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I feel magic from up ahead, but not Curym’s water magic. I’m going to go check it out.”

“Be careful,” Irenya called after me.

I approached the pulse of magic slowly, and used the Mark of the Guardian to scan with every step. Oddly enough, the faint thread of power came from my ankle level. I couldn’t see anything, but there was no mistaking the feeling.

I’d encountered the magic of golden gemstones twice before. In my pauldron, which had generated a bright cone of light to illuminate the darkness of Emroth’s cave. And in Grendis’ magical longbow. That gemstone produced a single beam of light like the laser pointer sights used by police offers and the military back on Earth. So what kind of magic would it be here?

My mind flashed back to every heist movie I’d ever seen, and I immediately thought of the lasers used by modern security systems to safeguard valuables. My eyes widened as I realized the truth: the priests of Elmentia had found a way to replicate laser beams using magic.

“Damn, that’s clever!” There was no telling what would happen if I activated the magical “laser” security system, but now that I’d found it, it was easy to avoid.

“Come on,” I said and waved for the women to approach. I stopped them a few feet from the trap and explained the basics of how it worked.

“All you have to do is raise your feet as you step, and there’s nothing to worry about,” I told them.

“You’re certain?” Rizzala asked, her expression skeptical. “I see no light.”

“It’s invisible to the human eye,” I replied, not certain how to explain infrared light, wavelengths, and the electromagnetic spectrum in a way they could understand. “But trust me, it’s there. Right here, in fact.”

I knelt and placed my hand a few inches above the level where I guessed the magical “laser beam” would be.

“Just step over my hand and we’ll be safe,” I told them.

Rizzala leapt over with her usual agility, but the other three women allowed me to lend them a hand to cross the magical trap. Once they were all safe on the other side, I stepped over myself, careful to lift my feet high.

“Well, that went well,” I said with a relieved grin.

“Let’s just hope all the traps from here on out are magical like this one,” Irenya said, “not mechanical like those stones.”

“Agreed!” Arieste said.

Thirty yards down the passage, we found ourselves confronted by a door which looked like solid stone. This one, however, had a handle and no visible lock. I scanned it using the Mark of the Guardian, but found no magical traps to go off. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean it was trap-free.

“Pull the door open,” I told Rizzala. “Anything happens, I’ll be ready to shield you.”

“Got it.” She nodded, and I was glad to see a trusting look in her eyes. We really had come a long way in the last few days.

I drew in a deep breath and tapped into the ice magic as she reached for the handle. At the first sound, I’d throw up a shield to protect us. I felt Irenya and Arieste both accessing their magical abilities. We’d be prepared for anything.

Rizzala tugged on the stone door and it slid open without a sound. I tensed in anticipation of a threat, a missile, any kind of trap, but nothing happened. Tense seconds ticked by as I waited, and still nothing.

“Maybe this door’s not trapped?” Irenya put in.

“That would be nice,” I said. “But just in case, we’d better be careful.”

The hall beyond had smooth stone walls, and I was glad to be free of the skull-laden stone shelves. We’d had enough creepy for today.

“I’ll go in first,” Rizzala volunteered.

“And I’ll go with her,” Arieste said as she stepped between Letharia and Irenya. “I can throw up a shield in case anything goes wrong.”

“Okay,” I said. I could see no threat, but that didn’t mean there were none. “I’ll keep an eye on the hallway behind us and be ready in case there’s a trap.”

My gut tightened as Rizzala and Arieste slipped into the room, but my anxiety was rewarded by silence. Letharia and Irenya followed, and still nothing. I tensed as I stepped into the room, but the walls, floor, and ceiling were as inert as regular stone.

“All that for nothing,” Irenya said, with a little laugh. “These tunnels are really making us jumpy!”

“You can never be too careful,” Arieste said. “We learned that well enough in Ironfast.”

Suddenly, I felt something press against my shoulder, and I whirled to find the stone door silently closing behind me of its own accord. The moment it closed, there was a loud thunk, followed by two gut-wrenching clicks.  Nothing good ever clicked.

A loud rumbling sound echoed loud in the chamber, and horror writhed in my gut as I realized the walls were moving.

They were going to crush us alive.
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Chapter Six

The trash compactor scene from Star Wars flashed through my mind. There was nowhere for a sewage monster to hide, but that didn’t make the slowly closing walls any less deadly.

I whirled back toward the door and hauled at the handle, but the heavy stone refused to budge. That loud thunk had to have been some locking mechanism clicking into place, so we weren’t going to get out this way.

My mind raced as I instantly ran through all our options of survival. The corridor was too narrow and short for me to turn any of the women into dragons, so I couldn’t use their strength to our advantage. No way to batter down that stone door or break through the walls.

“Irenya!” I shouted. “We need light to see the far end of the passage.”

I felt the surge of power as Irenya tapped into her magic, stepped between Rizzala and Arieste, and shot a thin stream of fire down the corridor. The flames flew for a full fifty yards before they struck a solid steel door.

“That’s our way out!” I shouted. “We need to move now!”

Rizzala, Arieste, and Irenya took off running, but Letharia was far slower to move. I had to grab her arm to get her running, and she barely managed more than my jogging pace. Even though the walls were closing at slowly, they would snap shut and crush Letharia long before she reached the door.

Again, my mind flashed back to that scene from A New Hope. Han Solo and his crew had used steel beams to slow the crushing walls. We might not have steel beams, but we had magic to serve the same purpose.

I tapped into my ice magic and summoned as much of it as I could manage, then willed it to form a thick shield of ice covering the entire roof of the passage for twenty yards ahead of me. I heard the loud crunching of ice as the stone walls ground on the coating of ice, and gears grated somewhere deep within the walls. The closing slowed as the mechanism struggled to keep pushing the stone closer.

“Let’s go!” I shouted at Letharia. The dark-haired woman gasped for breath as she tried to keep pace, but she was moving too slow.

To my horror, five-inch bronze spikes suddenly shot out from the walls. The spikes along the roof sliced through the coating of ice, and the weakened shield crumbled. Once again, the steady rumbling continued as the walls closed in on us.

My gut clenched as I realized the very real danger of our situation. The spikes slashed our escape time drastically, and they’d kill us long seconds before the stone walls crushed us to bloody, pulpy goo. No time for anything to slow us down.

Without hesitation, I whirled toward Letharia, I lifted her off her feet, and flung her over one of my shoulders. She gave a little squawk of surprise as I turned and raced down the slowly-closing corridor. I closed the distance to Irenya in five long steps, passed her, and caught up to Arieste and Rizzala just as they reached the door.

By the light of my torch, I could see the door had no inner locking mechanism. It was made with a material that looked like bronze or brass. I might not have the dragon power to break the door down, but Irenya’s fire magic could get us through.

I set Letharia down and turned to Irenya.  “If I feed you power, can you use it to generate a concentrated beam of white-hot fire to burn our way through the door?”

“Yes,” Irenya gasped out. “Do it.”

“Stand back,” I said and motioned for the other three women to retreat a few steps down the hall. “It’s going to get hot. Arieste, use your ice magic to try and slow the walls down. Rizzala, keep an eye on those spikes, and let me know if they’re getting too close.”

I placed a hand on Irenya’s shoulder and tapped into the fire magic deep within me. Immediately, the flames sprang to life, and the power surged through my veins, down my arm, and into Irenya. The curvaceous redhead gave a little gasp of delight as she felt the flood of magic, and once again I experienced that strange bond that had formed through our use of the fire power. The fire joined us in spirit, and it filled us both with a passion that went beyond any emotional or physical connection. That sensation had made our sex mind-blowing, and the bond of magic had turned us into an effective fighting team on the wall of Whitespire.

Now, we needed to be a magical cutting torch. We might not have oxyacetylene tanks, but we had more than enough oxygen in the air to feed Irenya’s fire. A white-hot, inch-thick flame burst from Irenya’s hands, and she directed it at the center of the door.

“Good,” I said through gritted teeth. I had grown more accustomed to wielding magic, but fire was the hardest of the abilities to control. It wanted to burn bright, hot, and free, and only a strong will could keep it directed. That was why Irenya and I were more effective working together. The combination of our willpower made it easier to direct the flames.

Hope surged within my chest as I saw the metal door begin to glow, and then turn red hot. We might not be able to break the door open, but we were damn sure going to melt a hole through it.

“Ethan!” Rizzala shouted. “They’re getting closer.”

Without releasing my grip on the fire magic, I shot a glance at the closing walls. Sure enough, the spikes had gotten a lot closer in the last few seconds. The corridor had been about ten feet wide when we first entered, but the tips of the metallic spikes had closed to within six feet of each other. At this speed, we’d be impaled and crushed in the space of a minute.

I let out a gasp as the flow of fire cut off, my magical power run out. My heart hammered in my chest, and the time between each beat seemed endless as I waited for the fire magic to recharge. My mind raced as I tried to think of ways to buy more time. Arieste was already looking exhausted, but she kept generating more ice shields in an attempt to slow down the closing walls. Rizzala had activated the fire magic of her spear and was alternating between hacking at the spikes and trying in vain to melt them. Letharia stood a few steps away, her eyes wide and filled with panic, face white as a sheet.

The sight of the dark-haired woman hit me like a Mack truck to the nuts. I didn’t need fire to get through a metal door, not when I had a far more effective tool to use.

“Letharia, get over here!” I shouted.

Letharia turned her terrified gaze toward me, but she remained frozen in place.

“Hurry!” I said. “We’re running out of time, and only you can save us.”

Surprise twisted her face as she stumbled toward me.

“Listen, I don’t have time to test out your acid magic to see how it works,” I said quickly, “so I need you to use it to melt your way through the door. The murloc spittle could melt through wood and steel, which means it should melt through this metal just the same. Can you do it?”

Fear froze her in place, but she managed to summon a nod.

“Good.” I gripped her shoulders, lifted her off the ground, and set her in place right in front of the door. “Do it!”

I barely heard Rizzala tell Irenya to try melting the spikes to buy us time, because I was too busy trying to concentrate on the acid magic within me. I’d never used the power before, but I had no time for hesitation or second-guessing, not when our lives were on the line. We needed her acid magic, and I couldn’t risk my inexperience slowing down our attempts to melt through the door.

The moment I tapped into the acid magic, I felt the darkness, fire, and ice shrink back from its corrosive force. My gut churned and the taste of metal filled my mouth, and it felt like every cell in my body was going to melt as I pushed the power through my hand and into Letharia’s body. That terrible destructive force was unlike any of the others. It was inert within me, but when I summoned it, it became a force of devastation that sought to consume anything it touched. That was exactly what we needed to get out of here.

“Do it!” I shouted to Letharia.

Twin streams of acid poured from the palms of her hand and splashed across the surface of the door. The instant it touched, a loud sizzling sound filled the air and the stink of burning metal as the acid ate through the bronze. Letharia gasped as the door seemed to turn from solid to liquid in the space of seconds beneath the voracious corrosive magic. Metal dripped away and puddled on the floor, and a two-foot hole opened in the door.

“Again!” I shouted. I counted heartbeats as I waited for the magic to be restored, and on the seventh, I felt the flood of acidic power surging through my body. Again, the two streams of acidic green liquid splashed onto the door, and the hole widened enough that we could get through.

“Rizzala, Arieste, Irenya, we need to move now!”  I turned to Letharia. “Get through the hole, quickly.”

The dark-haired woman managed to scramble through the hole in the door without stepping in the pile of melted metal, and Irenya followed her a moment later. As I waited for Arieste to fit her tall body through the opening, I shot a glance at the spikes. They were now three feet apart, and I had to turn sideways to avoid their sharp tips from puncturing my shoulder.

“Go!” I told Rizzala.

The dark-skinned woman unslung her pack, threw it into the hole, and leapt through a moment later. Without hesitation, I followed suit. My pack hadn’t even hit the ground when I dove through the melted opening in the bronze door. I could actually feel the tips of the spikes snagging my boots, so I pulled my feet up to my chest as I landed hard on the stone floor beyond. A few seconds later, a loud shrieking of metal and metal echoed through the hole in the door, followed by a thunderous boom of the stone walls crushing together.

Adrenaline surged through my veins as I pushed myself up to my elbows and looked at the four women around me. Letharia was staring wide-eyed at the melted door, but Arieste, Irenya, and Rizzala had their eyes fixed on the dark-haired woman.

I climbed to my feet and turned to Letharia. “You did well,” I told her as I offered her a hand up. “You saved all our asses just now. I won’t speak for the others, but that buys you an awful lot of ‘forgive and forget’ in my book.”

Letharia stood, shaking, and she flinched as Rizzala stepped up beside her. To my surprise, the warrior woman placed a hand on Letharia’s shoulder.

“I owe you my life,” she said.

“We all do,” Arieste added, and Irenya nodded agreement.

“Perhaps you are not in as much need of protecting as you believe,” Rizzala said. “As dragons, we were alone, knowing everything in the world was a threat. We had to be strong to survive the enemies that surrounded us on all sides. Now that you are human like the rest of us, my hope is that you will come to understand that friends and comrades are the true strength. United, we thrive.”

The fear faded from Letharia’s eyes, and she gave Rizzala a hesitant smile. “Th-Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Arieste said from behind Rizzala. “Never doubt that you have value, even if you do not see it at first.” She shot me a gentle smile. “I’ve come to learn that even the smallest things can make a difference in the right situation. Isn’t that right?” This, she said to Irenya with a wicked grin.

Irenya’s jaw dropped. “Hey, I’m not that small!” she protested.

“Aren’t you?” Arieste loomed over the diminutive redhead, a sly smile on her lips.

The redhead’s’s brow furrowed, but Arieste broke into a bright, cheery laugh.

“I think it’s one of the best things about you,” she said, and gave Irenya a playful nudge with her hip. “Any more Irenya would just be too much for this world to handle.”

Irenya’s frown turned into a broad grin. “You know it!”

A smile spread my own lips. After the tension with Letharia back in the tunnel and our near brush with death, we could use something to lighten the mood. I was happy to see that Irenya and Arieste were getting along in human form as well as dragon. They were both so important to me, and it felt good to see them developing a strong friendship.

“Come on,” I said as I retrieved my pack and slung it over my shoulder. “Let’s keep moving. I’d like to get a bit deeper into the tunnels before we stop for a meal.”

As the others geared up to continue, I did some quick calculations in my mind. The mausoleum on the hill had been about three hundred yards from the ocean’s edge, and the four towers of King Dentas’ palace stood about a mile out. I figured we’d covered at least two hundred yards between the skull-shelf corridor and the spike-wall room. We still had a long way to go before we reached the palace, and only the ancient Elmentia knew what lay in our path.

I took the lead once more, this time with Arieste beside me, Irenya and Letharia in the middle, and Rizzala bringing up the rear. The corridor we were in had more stone shelves lining the wall, but thankfully there were no toothless grinning skulls for decoration. Instead, each shelf bore two stones worn smooth and round by the ebb and flow of the ocean’s tide. One of the stones was white, with a single black rune-looking character painted onto its underside. The other was as black as onyx and featured a rune of white paint.

“What are they?” I asked Letharia. “What do the stones mean?”

“Life and death,” the dark-haired woman responded. “According to the tablet, each newborn Elmentian was given a white namestone bearing the true name of their spirit. They would carry the stone with them everywhere they went, until the stones were delivered to the priests upon their death. Then, their initials would be painted upon a black deathstone, and both stones would be placed in this crypt for safekeeping.”

“They don’t look valuable enough for anyone to steal,” Irenya commented. “I wouldn’t have added them to my hoard, that’s for sure.”

“It is not thieves that the Elmentians feared,” Letharia said with a shake of her head. “They feared the Goddesses would use their true names to control their spirits, and they would be cursed to walk the depths of the ocean for an eternity.”

The myth reminded me of our Earth story of Davy Jones or the Flying Dutchman. It seemed people on any world wanted a way to explain death and the afterlife.

“So every Elmentian ever born had these stones?” Irenya asked.

“Yes,” Letharia said.

“No wonder the city sank!” the redhead replied with a little giggle. “The weight of so many stones had to drag it down.”

I chuckled and beside me Arieste rolled her eyes, though I caught a hint of a smile tugging on her lips. However, a memory of the poison-tipped stone darts from the previous corridor snapped me back to reality. We hadn’t activated any traps yet, but that didn’t mean that we were in the clear. I’d have to stay focused to keep us safe.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the corridor around me for any magical powers, but I felt nothing. That didn’t set my mind at ease. On the contrary, it made me more wary. The gold gemstone “laser” trap had been the only magical one we’d found, but there had been nearly ten pressure plate-activated missile traps, plus the gear-powered closing walls. It seemed the people of Elmentia had been clever artificers as well as adept in the use of magical abilities.

I directed a stream of ice magic at the wall in the hopes of activating the runes that would guide us to the king’s palace, but the stone remained as inert and dull as ever. I tried again with fire magic, but still nothing. Nervous tension tightened my shoulders as we continued down the hall. I had to keep the ice magic flowing through my body and ready to activate at a moment’s notice, which took a lot out of me. As Arieste had explained long ago, the magic wanted to manifest itself in the form of solid ice, so I had to expend more energy keeping it active within me without releasing it.

I could feel my body tiring as we continued down the passage, and much as I hated it, I knew I needed to take a break. Arieste and Nyvea had both cautioned me against overusing magic, and I could feel the wear and tear on my flesh. I gained more control and power with each new magic I added, but the increase in magical “stamina” was incremental rather than exponential. The more I used my enhanced power, the more I risked burn-out.

To my relief, we reached the end of the corridor without tripping any mechanical traps, and there were no magical traps along our path. I hesitated at the open doorway, even after I sent a stream of fire to light the chamber beyond. After the closing spike wall, I was leery about entering any new room or passage.

My blast of fire illuminated a square chamber roughly ten yards across, made of the same stone as the rest of the catacombs. Opposite the entrance stood two doors, each identical in every way, and there was nothing to indicate which way we should go.

“Wait here,” I told the women. “I’m going to sweep the room for any traps.”

“I will go with you,” Rizzala said.

“Let me do this,” I told her. “It’s easier to summon an ice shield to protect one person than two.”

After a moment, she gave a reluctant nod and stepped back.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the room, but I felt nothing to indicate the presence of any magical traps. My gut tightened as I stepped through the doorway, and I tensed in anticipation of that dreaded click or thunk that indicated a mechanical trap. The tension in my shoulders lessened as I crossed the length of the room without being ambushed by flying missiles or spikes shooting out of the walls. I did two full circuits of the room, but when nothing happened, I turned back to the women.

“I didn’t find anything, but that doesn’t mean we’re totally safe,” I told them. “Let’s be careful where we step and what we do.”

The women entered, and immediately Arieste and Letharia went toward the two doors at the far end of the room. Rizzala took up a defensive position at the entrance, while Irenya unslung her pack and began rummaging through it. After a moment, she pulled out a cloth bundle and turned to me with a grin.

“I think this is as good a place as any to stop for a bite to eat,” she said. She stretched and let out a loud yawn. “Maybe take a little nap as well.”

I shot a glance at Rizzala. “What do you think?”

The dark-skinned women pondered a moment, then nodded. “If you have found no traps in this room, perhaps the fiery one’s idea is good.”

“Fiery one?” Irenya cocked an eyebrow.

Rizzala grinned. “Is it an inaccurate description?”

“She’s got you there, Irenya,” I said with a chuckle. “Fits you to a tee.”

Irenya frowned in mock anger, but after a moment broke into a broad smile. “I know,” she said and shot Rizzala a wink. “I love it!”

“Ethan, got a moment?” Arieste called over her shoulder.

“Sure,” I said, and moved to stand beside her.  “What’s up?”

“Look at them, and tell me what you see.” She motioned to the two doors.

I studied them for a few moments. “They’re identical. Same size, same door handle, even same-colored stone.”

“And therein lies the problem,” Letharia said. “There is nothing to indicate which way we should go. The tablets say nothing about them, at least not that I can find.” She rubbed her eyes. “I think with a bit of food and rest, I could solve the problem, but right now my mind feels like it’s trying to swim through mud.”

I turned to Arieste, and the platinum blonde nodded. “I’m exhausted, too, and I’m sure the others are, even if Rizzala’s too tough to show it.” She stepped close and placed a hand on my cheek. “And I see the fatigue in your eyes as well, Ethan. You’ve used a lot of magic, more than you ever have before. You need rest as much as we do.”

“But what about the doors?” I asked. “We need to figure out how to get through if we’re going to reach Curym.”

“They have stood in these catacombs for hundreds of years,” Arieste told me. “They will still be here after a few hours of sleep. You need to take care of yourself.”

I wanted to protest, but I knew she was right. I could feel the fatigue not just in my muscles, but a bone-deep weariness that only settled in when I over-used the magic. A few hours of rest would recharge my batteries enough that we could continue at full strength, and though I hated the delay, I guessed we could afford it.

“You’re right,” I said.

“Of course I am,” Arieste replied, and shot me a wink. “But it’s always nice to hear you say it.” She turned to Letharia. “Come on, let’s get some food. The tablets can wait until you’ve rested.”

I followed the two women toward the center of the room, where Irenya had actually spread one of our heavy cloaks like a picnic blanket. Our meal of soft white cheese, biscuits, olives, and dried fruits was simple, but I found myself enjoying it more than King Obragar’s feast. Arieste was right, and it had been too long since my last break. I’d been so focused on protecting Whitespire, defeating Zaddrith, and now hunting Curym that I’d forgotten about the basic necessities of life. Everything we did wasn’t just about surviving, but living. That started with a pleasant meal in the company of the important people in my life.

All too quickly the food was gone and we were licking the last crumbs from our fingers.

“Hmmmm,” Irenya sighed as she stretched her arms up into the air. The movement caused her already ample chest to swell, and she gave me a coy smirk when she saw me appreciating her body. “Mind if I come over here?” She scootched herself so that she was sitting right next to me, and then she leaned her head on my left shoulder.

“Of course not,” I whispered as I leaned my cheek down to touch the top of her head. I breathed in the spicy scent of her hair and the tension in my shoulder and back completely faded from my body.

I felt touch on my right hip, and I turned a bit to see that Arieste had moved to my other side. The slender blonde woman didn’t speak or look at my face, she just mirrored Irenya’s movements and rested her head on my shoulder.

I reached around with my arms and hugged both beautiful women to me. Arieste finally let out a light sigh, and she wiggled her body a bit so that she could snuggle closer.

And for a few minutes, life was perfect.

“This warms my heart, handsome,” Nyvea whispered in my mind. “These women have turned from hated enemies into your lovers. Look across at Rizzala and Letharia, they both wish to join in the snuggling.”

I glanced across to picnic blanket at Rizzala. The warrior woman was laying sideways on the soft cloth, and her green eyes met mine. We stared at each other for a few moments, and a slight smile came to her lips. She glanced at Irenya and Arieste relaxing in my arms, and then she looked away.

“She wishes for your touch as well,” Nyvea whispered. “When will you give it to her?”

I didn’t answer the seductive voice from my ruby amulet. Instead, I glanced over at Letharia. The skinny brunette was running her long fingers through her hair, and I saw her glancing at Irenya, Arieste, and me out of the corner of her eye. She realized that I was looking at her, and the beautiful woman’s cheeks turned bright red.

“See?” Nyvea whispered. “She wants you too. Her hips are quite slender. I bet that massive penis of yours will really spread her--”

“It isn’t all about the sex, Nyvea,” I thought back at her.

“Well, no. Of course not, but the sex should be a main consideration.”

“What about friendship and love?” I asked.

“That’s just wrapped up in the sex,” Nyvea huffed. “Before or after, it doesn’t matter. If you have the friendship and the love it leads to sex, and the sex leads to love.”

“But you are my best friend,” I thought to the voice in my amulet, “and we don’t have sex.”

“What?” Nyvea gasped.

“Yeah, I can’t think of anyone, besides my parents, who have shown me as much love and support as you have. You are constantly cheering me on. You support me in everything I do. You are my friend, and I love you, but we don’t have sex.”

“I… I… Ethan?” Nyvea asked.

“I’m just proving a point,” I said. “Granted, Rizzala and Letharia are both beautiful, but I have no problem being their friend. There doesn’t have to be any sex. Yeah, it would be fun, but look at the two wonderful women in my arms. Look at you. I am surrounded my love. I really appreciate your friendship. There doesn’t need to be any sex involved.”

“I see,” she said after a few moments. “Thank you, Ethan. Your words warmed my heart. But then again, they always do. You continue to impress me everyday, and I am grateful that we are together.”

“Me too, Nyvea,” I whispered to her.

“Oh, but one thing,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“I am very happy with our friendship, but if I was out of this amulet, I would fuck your brains out for days, hero.” Nyvea’s voice chuckled in my mind, and I snorted with my own laughter.

“Hmmm?” Arieste asked in my ear as I felt Irenya snuggle her head against my neck more.

“Sorry,” I whispered to both of them. “I’m just happy here.”

“Me too,” Arieste whispered.

“Me three,” Irenya whispered.

Rizzala took up a position by the door to guard, and Letharia bundled up near the door, still reading the tablets.

I closed my eyes and allowed myself to bask in the warmth and comfort of the women’s presence beside me. Even if we only got a few hours to rest, it would be worth it. Having Arieste and Irenya with me was as important as food and sleep.

That realization struck me like a physical blow. I knew I had come to rely on them for not just their magical abilities, but for their friendship, company, and insights. I couldn’t imagine a life without Arieste’s calm confidence and Irenya’s quick humor. Rizzala’s fierce warrior spirit had made an impression on me, and I felt as close to her as I did Adath, Sir Galfred, or General Daxos.

But what would happen when my quest to defeat the dragons of Agreon was done? Barodan had promised to send me back to Earth, but I found myself uncertain if I wanted to return. I felt I was needed here to protect people, and I loved the fact that I could wield magic in the defense of the defenseless. Yet it was more than that. I liked it here, liked the life I had with the people around me. My attraction to Arieste and Irenya had deepened to attachment, maybe even more. The thought of leaving them and everyone else here for my life on Earth left me feeling hollow.

Beside me, Arieste and Irenya’s chests rose and fell in the steady rhythm of sleep, and Letharia snored gently. I ached to join them in much-needed sleep, but my mind refused to be still. The question repeated itself in my mind: what came after? Could I bring myself to leave Agreon, or would I say goodbye to Earth forever?

A strange sound penetrated the chaos of my thoughts. It barely registered at first, and so faint that I couldn’t be sure I’d heard it. My ears pricked up as I listened, but I heard only silence. I had just shrugged it off as a trick of my mind when it came again. A quiet sound that I immediately recognized as the dripping of water on stone.

My eyes popped open as it came again. A third time, then a fourth and fifth. The sound grew louder and faster, joined by more and more.

That was when I felt the cold water trickling along the floor.
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Chapter Seven

There was no mistaking the salty tang and icy chill of ocean water, which seeped through the blanket I was lying on and into my clothes.

Water dripped from the ceiling in four different places, and before I could draw in a breath, a fifth leak had sprung. My gut tightened as I realized the danger we were in.

“Get up!” I shouted as I removed my arms from beneath Irenya and Arieste’s heads and leapt to my feet. “Quickly!”

Rizzala was awake, alert, and on her feet in an instant. “What is it?” Her eyes snapped toward the nearest leak, and she swore. Behind her, there was a loud whooshing sound, followed by a thunk as a stone door slid out of the wall and dropped into place to block what had been an open entrance.

“Shit!” the dark-skinned woman swore.

Arieste and Irenya were both slower to react, but the moment the felt the icy water through their clothing, they sprang upright.

“Arieste, help me block the leaks!” I said and reached for her hand. The moment our fingers touched, I tapped into the ice magic and pushed it through my body into hers. Together, we coated the ceiling around the leaks with a thick layer of ice. Just as we finished with the fifth leak, a sixth and seventh began on the far side of the roof.

“Just ice up the whole roof!” I shouted. Eight heartbeats seemed to pass in an eternity before I could tap into the magic again. By the time we had coated the entire ceiling with ice, the water had risen to the tops of our boots.

“What happened?” Irenya asked. “Did someone set off a trap?”

“Not that I know of,” I said, and I glanced between the other three women. “I didn’t hear anyone moving around.”

“The high tide,” Letharia said. Her face had gone white, and her eyes were white. “It’s early afternoon, which is when the tide comes in over Emerald Deep.”

“So this isn’t a trap?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “It might be. Or the ceiling could have been damaged during the sinking of Emerald Deep.”

My eyes went to the now-closed door as I tried to figure out what the fuck was going on. To my surprise, I found the water wasn’t seeping through the stone, almost as if the door was fully watertight.

I whirled to Letharia, who was nearest the two doors on the opposite side of the room. “Letharia, is there water leaking through those doors?”

The dark-haired woman frowned down at the floor, then shook her head. “No.”

“Shit!” I swore again. “It is another trap.”

An eerie cracking sound echoed from the ice coating the ceiling, and an entire section to my left crumbled beneath the weight of the water. As I summoned another ice shield to block off the leaks, another chunk of ice shattered and collapsed, and water splashed from the roof to soak Irenya. Arieste quickly repaired the ceiling, and for a moment, the ice barrier held.

“Think about it,” I said quickly, my eyes never leaving the ceiling. “This room is designed to be airtight, so when the high tide comes in, it will fill with water.”

“Killing any thieves foolish enough to be caught here,” Rizzala added.

“Exactly!” I said. “This is just one more security measure meant to stop grave robbers from getting into the crypts or leaving with stolen loot.”

“So what do we do?” Letharia asked.

My answer was delayed by a crumbling section of the ice shield, which I had to repair before more water filled the room. By now, I could feel it splashing around my ankles, so the leaks had to be growing faster as the tide rolled in.

“The identical doors are just the sort of puzzle that would make grave robbers pause, making it more likely they’re caught in the room,” I said as the pieces clicked into place. “It’s a riddle we’ve got to solve.”

“How?” Panic edged Irenya’s voice. I glanced at her and found her eyes wider than Letharia’s, her face bone white. “How do we get out of here?” The claustrophobia-induced panic was taking hold, and she’d have a full on anxiety attack if we didn’t come up with a solution quickly.

Behind Irenya, Rizzala gripped her spear tightly, and she shifted from foot to foot, chafing with her inability to do anything but watch helplessly as the room flooded. Arieste was too occupied renewing the ice shields on the ceiling to have time for fear. Letharia’s brow furrowed in concentration as she studied the stone tablet for any answers to the riddle.

“That’s it!” My eyes flew wide as I remembered what the dark-haired woman had found in the tablet. “Letharia, what was that riddle you read to us back when we first entered? Something about dragon hearts and honor?”

Letharia sucked in a sharp breath, and her head bobbed wildly as she nodded. “Honor guides your steps from danger,” she recited from the tablet, “The heart of dragons signals the path to the altar.”

“The heart of dragons!” I wanted to kick myself for not seeing it sooner. “Dragons have a beating heart like all living thing, but what is the thing that actually makes dragons come alive in the first place?”

Arieste’s eyebrows shot up. “Magic!”

“Exactly!” Triumph echoed in my voice. “Magic signals the path to the altar. Letharia, where is the altar and Curym’s lair?”

“In what was once the palace,” Letharia said, excited.

“So magic will guide us to the palace, where we’ll find Curym’s lair,” I said. “More importantly, it will get us the fuck out of here!” I turned to Irenya and Rizzala. “Use your magic on the doors and see what happens.”

My attention was diverted by another section of crumbling ice, this one half the width of the room. Had Rizzala not been leaping toward the doors, she would have been struck by the falling ice. Twenty or more leaks dripped thick streams of water into the room at a terrifying rate.

I tapped into the magic within me, but I felt the pain of every nerve fiber being rubbed raw. It was the sensation that made it clear I was reaching the end of my magical stamina. If I kept using the power, I would burn out. But right now, I had to push through the pain. The water had reached my shins and was rising fast as more and more leaks sprang in the ceiling.

I took Arieste’s hand in mine and, together, we summoned a shield of ice to cover the entire length of roof. Were it not for Arieste’s strong grip on my hand, I would have staggered as I released the ice magic. I saw the combination of understanding, fear, and determination in her eyes. We would keep doing this for as long as it took. If we stopped now, we’d end up drowning or freezing to death in the icy ocean water before we got the doors open.

“Yes!” Letharia cried.

I whirled in time to see two glowing runes flaring to life on the door. One was red to match Irenya’s fire, the other as black as the darkness magic that brought Rizzala to life.

“That’s it!” Letharia pointed to Irenya’s door. “That’s the one.”

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

“Absolutely!” Letharia’s head bobbed. “It’s the other half of the riddle. ‘Honor guides your steps from danger.’ That symbol there is the Elmentian character for honor!”

I hesitated a single heartbeat. We had nothing else to guide us, no other hints to tell us whether the door was correct or not. The stone tablet’s riddle was the only thing we had to go on.

“Do it!” I told Irenya.

With a nod, Irenya gripped the handle of the door, twisted it, and shoved hard.

The door swung outward, and immediately the leaks from the ceiling stopped. The only sound in the chamber was our ragged breathing and the whisper of water slipping through the open door.

Rizzala broke the silence first. “That was too damned close!”

“Once again,” I said as I turned to Letharia, “it looks like we owe you our lives.”

“She’s making a bit of a habit of it isn’t she?” Irenya said with a little grin.

“I…” Letharia faltered, and her cheeks colored a delicate pink. “It was the tablet.”

“Don’t sell yourself short.” Arieste walked over and placed a hand on Letharia’s shoulder. “You’ve more than proven your worth, so never let anyone tell you that you have nothing of value to offer.” A regal smile graced her lips. “You are a welcome addition to our team.”

“Indeed,” Rizzala said, and though she didn’t smile, she gave Letharia the same nod she’d used when speaking to Sir Galfred or Adath. A warrior’s sign of respect.

“Let’s see what sort of damage the water did to our gear,” I said as I turned back to my pack. All of our packs were made from cowhide, which was water-resistant but not fully waterproof. As I’d feared, moisture had seeped through the pores of the hide, and Letharia’s pack had been fully overturned and waterlogged in our escape attempts. All of the food within her pack was sodden and soggy, along with her spare clothing.

I was relieved to find the rest of our equipment had escaped a similar watery fate. That meant we had enough food for a few more days, and dry clothing for everyone in the group. Unfortunately for Letharia, she was too tall to fit in Irenya’s red dresses, so she had to choose between Arieste’s and Rizzala’s spare clothing. The choice was obvious, for Rizzala was far too broad in the shoulder, back, and legs for her shirts or trousers to fit the dark-haired woman.

On Arieste’s insistence, I turned my back for Letharia to pull on the borrowed white gown. The dress hung loose on Letharia’s shoulders, and the moderate neckline ended up plunging low enough to reveal the slight swell of her modest cleavage.

“Interesting,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “She can be quite the looker, in her own sexy slender way. Looks like you might have four mistresses to have fun with.”

“That didn’t seem to work out too well for King Dentas,” I said with a chuckle to myself.

“Ah, but I’m willing to bet he didn’t have your magic dick,” Nyvea responded. “Or that hunk of a body. Not much call for muscle on a man who spends all day sitting in a chair, not compared to a warrior and hero like you, handsome.”

I pushed Nyvea’s voice to the back of my mind and turned to the four women. “If you’re up for it, I think we should get out of here. I’d rather not have to deal with that again, so I’m willing to put some distance between us before we stop and rest.”

“Are you certain?” Arieste asked, a note of concern in her voice. “I know we are all feeling the strain of not only the day’s exertions, but also the use of magic. If we were to run into any more dangers, we could find ourselves in serious trouble.”

“I like Ethan’s suggestion,” Irenya said. “Coming close to a watery death once is more than enough for me.”

“I agree,” Rizzala said. “Between us, we should have more than enough magic to handle whatever the crypt can throw at us.”

All eyes turned to Letharia. The dark-haired woman shrank back for a moment, then seemed to regain her courage and stood straighter. “I’m for leaving,” she said. Her voice had lost its hesitant, fearful note. “Ethan’s right in thinking that the trap could just reset and catch us in here again at the next tide. Better find another section of tunnel that isn’t trapped to take a break.”

“Very well,” Arieste said with a nod. She caught my hand as I strode toward the open door. “You be careful, Ethan.” The concern in her voice matched the worry sparkling in her eyes. “If you push yourself much harder, you could collapse.”

“I promise I’ll take it easy,” I said, and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “After all, I’ve got four bad-ass women to keep an eye on me.”

Arieste released my hand with a nod, and I stepped through the open door into the tunnel beyond. The rising water had soaked our torches, so Irenya joined me at the front of the group. I held her hands and fed her magic as she summoned a thread of fire to her fingers. Instead of releasing it in a burst of flame, she managed to let the power slowly trickle out, which kept the fire burning like a torch as we walked down the passage.

Irenya’s fiery hand-torch cast a fifteen-foot globe of light around us. We walked down another tunnel lined with stone shelves, and upon the shelves sat more of the white and black stones from the previous corridor. The water escaping from the trapped chamber ran through a gutter along the left-side wall, and the air filled with a gentle trickling sound that soothed my ragged nerves.

Every few steps, I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan for magical traps. Twenty yards from the door, I found another of the golden gemstone “laser beams”, which we stepped over with ease.

As I helped Letharia step over the trap, I felt a tremor in her hand and heard the chatter of her teeth. I was surprised to find her lips were blue and her face pale. Rizzala’s face was strained, her jaw pressed together in a tight line, and she moved more slowly than usual.

“Shit,” I hissed as I realized the problem. The ocean water had been ice cold, and Letharia and Rizzala didn’t have Arieste’s ice magic to shield them from the effects of the chill. Irenya had been using her fire power since leaving the room, and that had driven the cold from her body.

“I’m so used to this fire and ice that I totally failed to think how the cold would affect you,” I told the two women. “Let me give you some fire magic to warm you up.”

“Certainly,” Rizzala said, an eager note in her voice. I remembered that she had been the one to ask for a taste of Irenya’s fire power back in Whitespire. Her magic was purely defensive, so she’d been eager for something with an offensive edge.

Letharia seemed hesitant at first, but a fresh bout of shivering made up her mind. “O-k-k-kay,” she said through chattering teeth.

“I know it didn’t work so well back in Whitespire,” I said, “but there’s no space for me to turn you into dragons in here. I’d like to give it another try to see if I can make it work without turning you into dragons first.”

I drew the black gemstone from my pouch and touched it to the side of Rizzala’s neck.

“Here goes,” I said with a grin.

I drew in a deep breath and tapped into Rizzala’s darkness magic. The shifting, sprightly power coursed through me with a vivacious energy, but I’d learned how to locate and control it. The skin along my arms and hands began to shift color as I poured the power down my arms and into Rizzala. It was just a trickle, enough to activate the gemstone but not enough to turn her into a dragon.

Rizzala closed her eyes and opened her mouth in a quiet sigh as the magic surged into her body. Her skin began to change color along with mine, and deepened from a dark sepia color to the same deep grey of the stone walls.

“Get ready,” I told her as I activated the fire magic within me and poured it into the gemstone along with the darkness power. Rizzala stiffened and her jaw clamped shut, but she didn’t flinch or break the contact. She gave a very dragon-like growl as the gemstone fought my efforts to infuse her body with the fire power. For a few long seconds, it was my will pushing against the crystal facets of the black gemstone, then there was an audible snap in my mind and the resistance gave way.

Rizzala let out a gasp as the fire magic flooded her body, but it was one of delight and surprise rather than pain. The tension in her face and body drained away, and her expression turned to one of wonder.

“This feels amazing!” she breathed. She shot Irenya an awe-struck smile. “This is how you feel all the time? Such power, such fury, a force beyond control!”

“Pretty damn awesome, if I say so myself,” Irenya said with a grin. She reached out a hand and entwined her fingers with Rizzala’s, and I felt a surge of power from both of them as they summoned fire to dance between their fingertips. They both let out simultaneous gasps that echoed with a near-sensual delight.

The fire faded from Rizzala’s fingers as the thread of magic I’d given her ran out, but her smile never waved. She pulled her hand back to her face and stared down at it in wonder.

“Your turn,” I told Letharia. “Ready to get all warm and tingly?”

“Ooh, I can think of a lot of fun ways to generate body heat,” Nyvea purred.

“Ethan, if I may make a suggestion?” Irenya said.

I shot a glance at the short, curvaceous redhead. “What’s up?”

“When you tried to pass the acid magic into me back in Whitespire,” she said with a frown, “it felt like the two magics warred with each other. I could be wrong, but what if there are certain powers that do not mix?”

“Arieste didn’t have a problem with your fire magic,” I said and scrunched up my face in thought.

“All I know is how it felt,” Irenya said with a frown. “There was a sharp, biting pain, and my mouth was filled with the taste of metal.”

“That’s the acid magic,” I replied with a nod. “That’s how it feels.”

“Still,” Irenya persisted, “I did not like how the two magic powers mixed. It didn’t feel right, though I do not know how to explain it.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “You’re the expert on fire magic.” I turned to Letharia and drew out the green gemstone. “How about ice instead? It will stop you from feeling the cold, even if it doesn’t fully warm you up.”

“I-I think I’d prefer that,” Letharia answered as she pulled down her borrowed dress to expose her right shoulder. “Less chance of pain that way.”

“Sounds good.” I touched the stone to her shoulder, then tapped into the acid magic. The biting, metallic-edged power surged through my body with that same devouring force I’d felt when melting through the door, and I gritted my teeth as it burned every cell in my arm, hand, and fingers on its way into the gemstone. Again, I poured just enough of the magic to “open the conduit”, as I’d come to think of it. Just as Letharia’s pale skin began to take on a hint of green, I added Arieste’s ice magic to the mix.

Letharia flinched from the chilling shock, but I didn’t release my grip on her shoulder. I felt more than heard a sizzling in my mind when the two powers met. The gemstone’s resistance was firm, and when I tried to push the ice into Letharia’s body, the acid would corrode it. But I’d had enough practice with the ice power to know how to wield it. It was hard, unyielding, firm, and it would not give way before the acid. There was the audible snap in my head, and the light shining from Letharia’s gemstone changed from deep emerald to a paler, lighter green.

The effect was immediate. Letharia stopped shivering, and her eyes went wide in surprise as she raised her hand and studied the thin layer of ice that had formed on her fingertips. Laughter burst from her mouth at the sight.

“Fascinating!” she said, her voice filled with wonder.

I broke the connection after I’d infused her with enough of the ice magic to drive back the chill. Letharia and Rizzala stared at Arieste and Irenya with wonder in their eyes. I knew exactly how they felt, because it was the same way I felt every time I got a new magical ability.

“Shall we continue?” I asked as I put the gemstones away. Now that I had stopped using magic, the exhaustion had returned and I could feel my body growing tired from the strain. Arieste was right, and I needed to rest soon or else I’d run the risk of burnout. “I’m ready for a bit of sleep.”

“Agreed!” Irenya added.

“Let’s do this,” Rizzala said. Her face had lost its usual seriousness, and an elated, almost youthful glee sparkled in her eyes.

“After you, Lady Irenya,” I said as I stepped aside and swept a bow for Irenya.

“Why thank you, Sir Ethan,” Irenya said with a wry grin.

Together, the redhead and I led the way down the corridor, with Irenya’s fire to light the way. The Mark of the Guardian revealed no magical traps as far ahead as I could sense, so I focused on trying to spot any mechanical traps. I didn’t know exactly what to look for, but that didn’t stop me from giving it the old college try.

To my surprise, the stone floor soon grew uneven and began to sag in places. The tunnel dipped into a gentle decline, which ran for twenty yards before the stone seemed to drop away. The light of Irenya’s hand shone on what looked like a thick coating of mud on the path.

“Hold up,” I said. Something about the mud made me hesitate. I unslung my fireman’s axe from my back, gripped it by the metal head, and used the wooden handle to probe the mud. Sure enough, my axe handle sank deep beneath the surface, and a soupy mixture of water, sand, and dirt bubbled up from the hole I made.

“Quicksand,” Letharia said from behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder at the dark-haired woman and found her lips pressed into a tight line, her brow furrowed with worry.

“There was a lot of it back in my…in Zaddrith’s swamp,” Letharia explained. “Even the murlocs and serpents knew to avoid the worst of it.”

The light of Irenya’s fire-edged hand illuminated the passage for fifteen yards, but I couldn’t see where the quicksand ended and the stone continued.

“Can you light up the way ahead?” I asked Irenya. “We need to see how far this quicksand stretches.”

“Gladly.” Irenya thrust her hand straight out, and a pillar of fire burst from her fingers. The flames shot out for forty yards before dissolving into puffs of smoke. In the light of the blast, I’d seen where the stone path continued.

“The quicksand stretches for about twenty-five yards,” I said and shot Rizzala a grin. “There’s no way any of us can jump that far, not even you.”

“It seems a strange trap for the Elmentian priests to set,” Irenya said.

“It’s not a trap,” Letharia replied with a shake of her head. “You see how the ground slopes downward, where it’s uneven. That’s damage that could only have been caused by the shifting of the current far below, the current that’s causing the quicksand in the first place.”

“Should we go back, then?” Irenya asked. “See if the other door leads us to another way around.”

“That riddle made it pretty clear that ‘honor guides your steps from danger’,” I replied. “Who knows where the other door could lead.”

“Ethan’s right,” Arieste put in. “If the stone tablets are telling the truth, this is the way to go.”

I studied the muddy ground and pondered what to do next. In her dragon form, Rizzala could have jumped across the gap easily. After all, she’d leapt over Whitespire’s city wall with a single bound. But once again, the corridor was too narrow and short for her dragon body to fit.

I contemplated asking Irenya to use her fire to harden the mud to clay, but that might be too fragile a surface for us to cross. Then I caught sight of the water trickling from the cracked gutter into the quicksand and the solution became perfectly clear.

“Arieste, you remember what you did to cross the Iron River in Ironfast?” I asked.

The platinum blonde nodded, and her eyes filled with understanding. “Of course! An ice bridge should be the perfect solution here.” She pointed to the gutter. “We won’t need to pull condensation from the air to form ice because we can use that and the water in the mud to form the ice.”

“Think you can make it strong enough to hold us all?” I asked.

Arieste’s brow furrowed in contemplation. “Right now, as tired as I am, there’s a risk that I’ll burn myself out trying.”

“But you won’t be doing it alone,” I said. “You’ll—“

She held up a hand. “If you’re going to suggest that we do it together, get that idea out of your head right now. Trust me when I say that you shouldn’t do it either. It takes a lot of effort to summon that much magic, and you’ve already pushed your body too hard for one day.”

“I was going to say that you’ve got three people to help you,” I told her with a grin, and gestured to the other women. “Letharia’s already familiar with the feeling of ice magic.” I turned to Irenya and Rizzala. “What do you say? You up for a try?”

“Yes!” Irenya said, and her amber-colored eyes sparkled with delight.

Rizzala nodded. “I’m game.”

I drew out Irenya’s gemstone first and touched it to her neck, then poured fire and ice into the stone at the same time. There was a bit of struggle at first, but I had already mixed magic back in Whitespire, so the resistance soon faded. Irenya’s eyes went wide as fire and ice swirled around inside her body.

“This feels…so weird!” She gave a little giggle. “Like I’m hot and cold at the same time.”

When I repeated it with Rizzala, the warrior woman took the new magical ability with a bit more stoicism. She managed to summon a thin layer of ice to her fingers and gave a satisfied nod. “I can see the usefulness of a power like this.”

I turned to Letharia. “You want to join in on the fun?”

After a moment of hesitation, Letharia nodded. The moment I touched the gemstone to her neck and pushed the ice through it, the magic flowed into the dark-haired woman’s body with less effort. My nerves felt raw and ragged as I poured as much of the ice power into her as I dared. When I shut off the flow, my legs wobbled and I had to lean against the wall for support.

“Ethan?” Arieste’s brow furrowed.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I said, and gave a dismissive wave. “Just a bit tired, that’s all.”

Arieste looked unconvinced, but held her tongue as she turned back to the three women.

“The thing you need to know about this magic is that it wants to be turned into a solid wall or shield,” she explained to Letharia, Rizzala, and Irenya. “All you have to do is have a clear idea of where you want it to form, and the magic will do the rest. And, instead of trying to make the ice pop out of thin air, use the water from the mud to form it.” She stepped aside. “Who wants to try first?”

Irenya stepped up without hesitation. “Me!”

“You’ve got this,” Arieste said with an encouraging smile.

Irenya’s forehead scrunched up in concentration, and I felt the surge of power within her. A layer of ice suddenly popped into existence atop the surface of the quicksand. The ice was barely a quarter-inch thick, but it stretched almost halfway across to the other side.

“Very good!” Arieste beamed down at the redhead, who returned her bright smile. “Rizzala?”

The dark-skinned woman crouched beside the quicksand and reached out to touch Irenya’s ice shield. The moment her fingers touched the glistening surface, I felt the same surge of ice power from within Rizzala. Her ice shield stretched the entire width of the quicksand, and it was noticeably thicker than Irenya’s.

“A woman of strong will,” Arieste said with a nod of respect and then turned to Letharia. “You’re up.”

Letharia’s nose wrinkled the way it did when she was deep in thought or study, but long seconds ticked by and I still felt no surge of ice power from within her. I knew the magic was there, as I’d poured it into her body myself, but it seemed that she either didn’t know how to access it or it simply refused to form.

“Don’t worry about it,” Arieste told her, and placed a hand on the dark-haired woman’s shoulder. “Try again.”

Again, Letharia’s nose wrinkled, and again she failed to tap into the ice magic. She threw up her hands in frustration. “It’s not working!”

“Remember what you’re trying to do,” Arieste said in a soothing voice. “You’ve spent your entire life using acid magic, so your body isn’t just going to automatically know how to wield ice. Give yourself time and practice.” She glanced up at me. “We’ve all spent a lot of time around Ethan, so we’re more used to feeling the different types of magic flowing through him. But you’ll get it, I promise.”

Letharia nodded, but her expression showed her disappointment.

“Watch, just like this,” Arieste said as she tapped into her ice magic. A moment later, an inch-thick shield of ice formed atop Irenya’s and Rizzala’s, and stretched all the way from one end of the muddy gap to the other.

I was surprised by the amount of power that flowed through her. It wasn’t just ice, but there were hints of fire and darkness swirling around inside her. Somehow, the fact that I’d infused her with both Rizzala and Irenya’s magic seemed to have increased her magical abilities, independent of me. I could only imagine how powerful she would be when I fed her the full extent of the ice power I’d claimed from Frosdar.

“Think it’s strong enough?” Rizzala asked with a skeptical eye.

“I’ll test it,” Irenya volunteered. She took a few hesitant steps out onto the ice, then a few more. When nothing happened and the ice remained solid, she shot a grin back at us. “Feels good!”

“Either way,” I said as I came to stand beside the women, “let’s not risk it. We’ll cross one at a time, starting with the lightest.”

“That would be Letharia,” Irenya said, and hopped back onto the stone path. She gestured to her curvaceous body. “These are as solid as they are beautiful.”

Arieste smiled, and even Rizzala cracked a grin. Letharia, however, looked hesitant.

“Trust me,” Arieste told the dark-haired woman. “You’ll make it across no problem. Just use the wall for support, and move slowly so you don’t slip.”

Letharia edged out onto the ice, and she clung to the stone walls like a drowning man clinging to a lifebuoy. It wasn’t until she’d reached the midpoint of the crossing that she started to move a bit more quickly, and I heaved a sigh of relief as she finally stepped onto the stone walkway on the other side.

Irenya gave Arieste a once-over from head to toe, then stepped out onto the ice next. She crossed with far less hesitation, and made it to join Letharia in half the time it had taken the dark-haired woman. Arieste didn’t even cling to the wall, but strode across the ice bridge with the grace of a figure skater.

I turned to Rizzala. “You’re up.”

She unslung her pack as she stepped toward the ice, then whipped her arm back and forward to send the leather bag sliding across the bridge. It didn’t quite make it the full thirty yards, but it was close enough that Arieste could retrieve it with two quick steps.

“You got this,” I told the fierce woman.

“See you on the other side,” she said.

She moved out on the ice with a calm, confident stride, and used the sharp end of her spear as a sort of walking stick to help with her balance. I winced every time I heard the scrape of metal on ice, but I knew I could always use my ice magic to fortify the bridge as I crossed. As long as Rizzala made it to the other side safely, we’d be able to keep moving without delay.

My heart stopped as I heard a loud cracking sound echo through the tunnel. Rizzala froze in place, and I saw Arieste, Irenya, and Letharia go tense.

For the space of two long heartbeats, nothing happened. The passage was perfectly silent and still, and not a one of us breathed.

Then came the second crack, louder than the first, and right underneath Rizzala’s feet.
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Chapter Eight

Time seemed to stand still as the ice splintered beneath Rizzala. I had a single moment to act before it shattered completely and she dropped into the quicksand.

I tapped into my magic and summoned a dome to appear beneath her feet in an effort to stop the ice from cracking. But even as power surged through my tired body, the ice buckled and Rizzala fell. She struck out with the spear, as if trying to embed it in the ice to hold her up, but the strike only cracked it further. She landed in the quicksand with a muddy squelching and dropped all the way to her armpits.

“Rizzala!” Arieste shouted from across the gap. I felt the surge of power coming from her and Irenya, but there was a helpless note to her cry. They couldn’t see well enough to make a solid shield for Rizzala to stand on, and they were too far away to help. Rizzala thrashed and tried to break free, which only dragged her down faster.

I had to act before Rizzala drowned or Arieste and Irenya did something foolish that got them neck-deep in trouble as well.

“Rizzala!” I shouted. “Don’t fight it, or you’ll just sink faster.”

Fear filled her green eyes as she stared at me. “Don’t let me drown!” she called out.

“I won’t!” I cried back. “Just hold on.”

I released the ice magic I’d summoned and a thick shield of ice bridged the distance between me and Rizzala. I dropped my pack, took two running steps, and threw myself into a standing slide, which sent me flying in the direction of the sinking woman. My ice shield would hold up, but even as I hurtled toward Rizzala, I could see the mud was dragging her down too quickly. I’d reach her a second too late.

“Take a deep breath!” I called, “and hold it as long as possible.”

The mud cut off her response, and her head disappeared beneath the dark surface.

“Rizzala!” Arieste screamed.

I reached the hole where Rizzala disappeared a second later and jumped into the quicksand without hesitation. I straightened my legs to cut through the mud, so I’d sink as deep in beside Rizzala as possible. In the same instant, I tapped into the ice magic again. Though it sent waves of pain through my frayed nerves and tired body, I forced myself to keep a firm grip on the ice power. Instead of shaping it into a dome, I willed it to create a long, thin tube that ran from my mouth and fully three feet above my head. Even as the mud closed around my body, I drew in a deep breath through my improvised snorkel. The ice chilled the air, but at least I could breathe.

In the same instant, I reached for the fire magic coursing within me. Every fiber in my body seemed to sizzle as I pulled it to my fingertips, but I gritted my teeth and ignored the pain. I had less than a minute to find Rizzala before the quicksand dragged her under and the currents beneath swept her up.

Fire burst from my hands, and the mud around me grew dangerously hot. I could feel the ice snorkel beginning to melt as I poured the flames into the quicksand. The heat evaporated the water and hardened the sand and dirt in the mud to clay. I couldn’t turn the entire pit solid, but I only needed enough for me to gather my footing.

My boots struck hard clay, and I scrambled for purchase. The moment I got a solid grip on the ground, I shoved off in the direction of where Rizzala had disappeared beneath the muddy surface. I groped blindly through the mud toward where I hoped I’d find her.

My heart leapt as I felt solid flesh and muscle meet my questing hands. I grabbed tight to the arm I felt, and immediately began to pull Rizzala toward me. The mud shifted dangerously around us, and I could feel the suction tugging at her feet and trying to pull her down. I adjusted my grip on her arm, pulled her close, then wrapped one arm around her muscular waist.

The moment I pulled her close, I tapped into the fire magic and summoned it to my hands. I poured the magic through her skin and into her body, and with my other hand directed a stream of burning fire downward toward the mud around my feet. Rizzala tensed as the quicksand around us grew boiling hot, but I could only hope the fire magic I was pouring into her would protect her as it did me.

The mud hardened under my feet, and I shoved off the newly-made solid clay with every ounce of strength. I felt the clay crack beneath the force of my leap, but we shot upward liking a rising cork and broke the surface. Even as Rizzala dragged in one gasping breath and coughed up mud, I summoned a shield of ice to form beneath us. It gave me another solid surface to stand on as I shoved Rizzala out of the mud onto an undamaged section of ice bridge. A moment later, I clambered up onto the bridge beside her.

We lay on the ice, covered in mud, gasping for breath, yet alive.

“How?” she asked as she turned her wide eyes on me. “I should have died…”

“A little bit of mud isn’t going to drag a warrior like you down!” I told her with a very muddy grin.

“Ethan!” Arieste’s cry came from the far side of the bridge, where she stood with Irenya and Letharia.

“We’re okay,” I told her, then spat a mouthful of mud onto the ice. “Think you can give us a hand strengthening the bridge?”

I felt the surge of power within the platinum blonde woman, and a two-inch-thick ice shield winked into existence over the cracked section where Rizzala had broken through. I helped Rizzala stand, then together we hurried the remaining distance to the others.

Rizzala leapt onto the stone with a sigh of relief, and I had to admit I’d never been so happy to be on solid ground.

“Ethan, you foolish, foolish man!” Arieste’s eyes blazed, and her face twisted with anger. “You could have gotten yourself killed in there.”

“I had to go after her, Arieste,” I told her as I wiped mud from my face. “I could just let her drown.”

“Of course you couldn’t, you damn hero!” Arieste snapped. “It’s the thing I lo--I admire most about you, but that doesn’t make it any easier!”

“What she means to say,” Irenya put in, “is that we were worried about you.” She was smiling, but I saw concern sparkling in her amber-colored eyes. “We’re glad you’re unhurt, the both of you. Isn’t that right, Arieste?”

“Of course,” Arieste snapped again. “I’m glad you got Rizzala out, it’s just…” She bit off her words and shook her head as she turned to Rizzala. “It truly is good to know you are safe.”

“Thank you,” Rizzala said, and there was genuine emotion in her voice.

I found Letharia staring at us wide-eyed, as if in shock.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“You…” She swallowed. “You leapt in after her, even knowing the risk.”

Irenya shot the platinum blonde a little grin. “That’s Ethan for you,” she said. “He’s crazy, but that’s half his charm.”

“He is a hero,” Arieste hissed, “but he is our hero.”

“Thank you,” I said to both of my lovers, and then I turned to Letharia. “Listen, when I promised that I would do whatever I could to keep you out of harm’s way, I meant it. I only jumped in after Rizzala because that’s what friends do for each other. I would do the same for Arieste, for Irenya, and for you.”

“I…am your friend?” Letharia asked.

“We only met yesterday,” I said with a shrug, “but you’ve done more to help us achieve our mission than any of us expected. You saved our asses back there, and we all owe you our lives. That makes you a friend in my book.”

“Agreed,” Arieste said.

“I can always use more friends!” Irenya added, and there was a cheery sparkle in her amber-colored eyes. “I like having friends.”

“You’re one of us now,” I told Letharia with a grin. “We’ve got your back.”

“Speaking of backs,” Irenya said with a mischievous grin, “maybe you’d like to get out of those wet, muddy clothes?” Her eyes roamed down my chest, toward my belt, and her smile broadened. “I know we’d all feel better once you’re clean.”

Arieste rolled her eyes. “Do you really believe now is the time for that, Irenya?”

“Now is always the time for that,” Irenya replied, and her grin made her desires plain. “And by that, I mean getting clean, of course. All that mud’s going to get really uncomfortable really quickly.”

“She’s right,” I said. “I can already feel it hardening in places where I’d rather not have hard mud. Problem is, my clothes are back there.” I jerked a thumb toward where I dropped the pack. “And, if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not run around these tunnels in the nude.”

“Are you sure?” Irenya persisted. “I know the rest of us won’t mind.”

“Enough, Irenya,” Arieste said with a shake of her head. “Why don’t you go get Ethan’s pack and bring it back here?”

“Only if he promises not to strip until I get back,” Irenya sang out. Her eyes went to Rizzala’s athletic figure. “And Rizzala, too.”

“If we promise, will you go?” Rizzala asked.

“Of course!” Irenya’s face brightened.

“Then you have our word,” I said.

As Irenya scrambled along the icy bridge to retrieve my pack, I turned to Arieste. “Do me a favor and summon a small bowl of ice, and make it as thick as you can manage.”

“A bowl?” Arieste asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, just trust me on this.”

Arieste cupped her hands together, and I felt the ice power surging through her as she carried out my request. A upside-down dome of ice the size and shape of a soup bowl formed in her hands, and she focused on adding more magic until it was nearly two inches thick.

“Will this work?” she asked.

“Perfect!” I took the bowl from her, then summoned a trickle of fire magic to my hands. Instead of releasing it into a pillar of flame, however, I used the power to heat my right hand. I placed my hand inside the bowl and let the heat running through my fingers and palm melt the ice. After about twenty seconds of high heat, I had melted at least a couple of cups of water, more than enough to wash the mud from my face and Rizzala’s.

“I’m baaack!” Irenya sang out as she traipsed across the ice bridge toward us. She pulled a torch from my pack and lit it with a snap of her fingers. “Now you can strip down and get clean.”

Arieste rolled her eyes as she summoned another ice bowl and handed it to Irenya. “Make yourself useful,” she said, then explained my trick of using fire to heat my hands and melt the ice without turning the water to steam with direct heat.

“Ooh, Ethan’s taking a shower? Yippee!” Irenya clapped her hands.

Rizzala and I stripped down to our muddy underclothing so we could try my improvised magical showers. Arieste held my ice bowl as I used my fire magic to melt the water, and Irenya melted the bowl that Rizzala held. It took a lot of time and effort using this method, but finally we had washed off enough of the mud that I was willing to pull on my clean clothing.

“Aww, the fun’s over,” Irenya said with a mock pout. “And Ethan hadn’t even washed his fun parts for us yet.”

“Another time,” I promised.

Irenya hadn’t been the only one to take notice of our showering. Letharia hadn’t taken her eyes off me throughout, and at one point Arieste had actually bitten her lip as she helped me to wash mud from my chest. Even Rizzala hadn’t been sparing with her glances. I felt a bit strange under all the attention, but I’d been so concentrated on controlling the fire magic that it hadn’t really bothered me. I’d also enjoyed the sight of the water dripping over Rizzala’s muscular body. If we’d have spent much more time in our half-naked state, there might have been some embarrassing stirrings in my trousers.

“And to think, things could have gotten so interesting with all five of you,“ Nyvea purred. “If you all manage to make it out, they definitely will.“

“Now that that’s over,” I said as I pulled on my clean tunic, “what say we get back to the business of  kicking Curym’s ass, eh?”

“I’m all for it,” Rizzala replied with a nod. She hadn’t seemed embarrassed by Irenya’s lingering gazes or the way my eyes roamed over her body. But even back in Whitespire, she had been confident enough  in her body to walk around the palace in little more than her gauzy gown.

“Not before we rest,” Arieste said, her voice firm. “We’re all tired from a long day, but you’re the one who really needs to sleep. If you don’t, you’re going to burn out.”

I didn’t need much convincing on that account. Just the little bit of magic I’d used to melt the ice had drained what little energy I had left, and I was running on fumes. I’d be able to use the power once, maybe twice more before things got really bad. I didn’t want to find out how terrible magical burnout could be.

“You’re right,” I said. “As soon as we find somewhere safe, we’ll rest.”

“Why not rest here?” Arieste asked. “With the quicksand at our backs, we won’t have to worry about enemies coming at us from behind.”

“That is why we can’t rest here,” Letharia said, and her finger indicated the mud. “The water is rising.”

Sure enough, I found the level of the mud had crept up the side of the sloping path by at least an inch or two.

“You think it’s because of the high tide?” I asked.

“Yes,” Letharia said. “This quicksand could only be formed by currents beneath the surface of the mud, which means water is moving beneath the mud.”

“Water that will rise when the ocean’s tide comes in,” I said, as my mind put the pieces together. “So maybe this quicksand is really low normally, but at high tide, it rises to the level of the path.”

“And, depending on how far in the tide is,” Letharia continued, “the mud could continue rising.” She pointed to the walls, and for the first time I noticed dark brown lines along the stone. The highest line came all the way up to the level of my knees.

“Good eye,” I told Letharia with a nod of appreciation, then turned to the others. “We can’t stay here, else risk getting caught by the rising mud level. We’ll go until we find someplace where the mud can’t reach us.”

“And where there are no traps!” Irenya insisted.

“If such a place exists down here,” Rizzala said with a snort.

“Hopefully not too far away,” Arieste added. “We all need rest, but you most of all, Ethan.”

“As soon as we can, I promise I will,” I told her.

Her expression remained skeptical, but she nodded. “I will hold you to that.”

We set off again, this time with Rizzala and me in the lead and Arieste guarding our rear. I welcomed Rizzala’s strength, because I could feel my own begin to flag. My pack was getting damned heavy, and my muddy boots seemed to weigh about a metric ton each. I really hoped we could find somewhere quiet, safe, and above the water line to take a nap soon.

The tunnel rose for a few feet before leveling out, and when Rizzala held the torch to the wall, I could still see the mud line, this time at ankle height. If we could find another short incline, we’d get above the water level and could stop for the night.

I had no idea what time it was, but I guessed it was about seven or eight PM. I had to remind myself that Curym and her minions didn’t have the same night and day cycle that we humans did. They’d proven that when they’d attacked Whitespire and kept up the assault all night long. We’d only survived the invasion because of our city wall, and because Curym wanted us so focused on the frontal assault that we missed the sneak attack from the rear.

Curym had proven that she was smart and strategic. She’d only committed the nagia to the battle once she was certain the dragons were gone, and when she knew we had no way to counterattack. If her nagia hadn’t given us the ammunition for our ballistas, we never would have been able to hit her nagias. When she’d sensed Zaddrith’s defeat, she had pulled back her forces without a desperate last attempt.

So what would she have waiting for us when we attacked her lair? No way she’d fall for any of our attempts to lure her out from the safety of her watery depths. She would be confident in her ability to defeat any dragon underwater, even two or three of them. But that could actually work in our favor.

“I’ve been thinking about our impending battle with Curym,” I told the four dragon women. “Specifically, what she’s going to have waiting for us when we attack, and how we’re going to fight her.”

“She will have all her merslayers nearby, for certain,” Letharia said. “She lost only a few dozen to you in the aquifer, so she still has hundreds more.”

The thought of facing hundreds of those mermaid-looking monsters underwater didn’t sit well with me, and I could see the same thought in Rizzala’s eyes. She had stood on the stone steps of the Hall of Cascades and fought the merslayers beside me, and she knew how dangerous they were out of the water. Neither of us were looking forward to finding out how they fought in their natural element.

“And the nagia?” Arieste asked. “Will she send them at us as well?”

“The nagia are a curious race,” Letharia said, her voice pensive. “As Curym is the most cunning of the dragons of Iriador, so too the nagia are the most intelligent magical creatures. Though they were summoned by Curym’s magic, they operate with far more independence than the rest of our…the dragons’ minions.”

“Riamod’s fire shamans were fairly independent and intelligent,” Irenya put in. “They created a whole social structure for the goblins.”

“Emroth’s ayrag also had more autonomy than the ghoulins,” Rizzala added.

“Could it be that the more magic is used to create a minion, the more intelligent it becomes?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” Arieste replied. “Though the Snow Killers formed by Frosdar’s magic were far more monster than intelligent beast.”

“My…er, Zaddrith’s serpents were clever in the way of predators, but they had no higher consciousness as we do,” Letharia said. “But Ethan’s guess is correct, in a way. A dragon’s willpower plays a prominent role in the formation of the magical creatures, but the magic itself also affects the outcome. No two dragons are the same, just as no two magical powers are the same. Thus, the creatures created will always be affected by both factors.”

It didn’t give a full explanation of how or why fire goblins, rock trolls, Snow Killers, giant serpents, and all the other creatures came into existence, but I guessed it was good enough for now.

“So it’s enough to say that Curym’s will and magic, probably affected by her intellect, shaped the nagia’s existence?’ I asked.

“Precisely,” Letharia said with a nod. “The nagia are far less dependent on Curym than the merslayers, or Zaddrith’s creatures. Which means it requires a great deal of mental and magical effort for her to control the nagia. In the case of our attack on Whitespire, it was worth the effort.”

“But now?” I asked. “Do you think Curym will summon the nagia if it costs her so much?”

“I do not think so,” Letharia said after a long moment. “The nagia have lost much, and their numbers are greatly reduced. They doubtless blame Curym, so will resist her efforts to control them. I expect Curym will make do with her merslayers.”

“So we’ve got to be ready to not only fight Curym,” I said, “but also hundreds of merslayers. Should be a fucking ball, but we’ll make it work.”

“What do you have in mind?” Rizzala asked.

“Curym’s going to know we’ll be coming,” I told her. “She’ll sense our magic, so she’ll be ready to fight us. We’re not going to disappoint her, but we’ll ram our attack right down her throat.”

“You plan to attack her head on?” Rizzala looked incredulous.

“No, I plan for the four of you to attack her head on,” I said with a grin.

Letharia went white and Arieste frowned at this.

“Curym’s going to be expecting dragons, so we’ll give her exactly that,” I told the four women. “She’ll probably think she can outsmart whatever plan we have, but she might not be expecting a straight-on assault from four powerful dragons. It will be more than enough to keep her occupied while I go for her altar.”

“Of course!” Irenya said, a bright smile on her face. “You take her power, she can’t fight us, and she loses control of her merslayers.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “She’s going to expect you to come straight-on, but she won’t be ready for you to be able to breathe underwater. She’ll probably fight you the way she would have if you’d attacked her when you were Frosdar, Riamod, Zaddrith, and Emroth. But she won’t be expecting me.”

“Won’t she sense the magic within you?” Rizzala asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, my brow furrowed. “Hopefully, you four can keep her so focused on you that she won’t sense me. You will all have your magic, so I will just be a small presence in her magical senses.”

“Ah, of course,” Arieste said. “Like when you first entered Frosdar’s lair. I could sense the magic within you, but it was faint enough that I could have missed it had I not been wary of you.”

“I do have one worry, though,” I said with a frown. “I’m worried Curym will sense it when we kill her nagia and steal their power.”

“That is a real concern,” Rizzala said.

“All dragons are linked to their minions, right?” I asked the four of them. “Connected through the magic?”

“Yes, but not as closely as you might think,” Arieste said. “When dragons are in close proximity to any of their minions, it is instinctive for them to take control of the creatures through the magic that shaped them. Which explains how Frosdar could sense your presence when the Snow Killers attacked.”

“But only when you’re close?” I asked, then turned to Irenya. “So when I killed the fire goblins and rock trolls, what was that like?”

“A minor sensation, one barely noticed,” the redhead said after a moment of contemplation. “I could sense the fire within them dying out, but it was so minor it didn’t seem anything of importance. After all, the fire goblins often killed each other with their own inter-clan wars.”

“The same for Emroth’s ghoulins,” Rizzala put in. “When she was controlling them directly, the loss was felt more keenly. But she barely registered it when the ayrag and ghoulins in Ironfast were killed.”

“Essentially, the magic that binds the dragons to the altars also binds them to their minions,” Letharia explained. “But when a dragon is far enough away from their minions or they do not take direct control of the minions through the magic, the loss of a minion is a small thing. Think of it as one star being erased from the heavens. You would hardly notice, for there are so many more shining in the sky.”

“So the fact that the nagia operate so independently of Curym means we don’t have to worry too much about her sensing their deaths?” I asked.

“It will be like a flea bite to an ox,” Rizzala said. “If she is focused on controlling her merslayers, she will not have the mind space to register it.”

“Well, that’s the best news I’ve heard all day!” I said with a grin. “That was one of my biggest worries, that our killing the nagia would alert Curym to our presence.”

“She has to know we are here already,” Letharia said. “She would have felt us approaching Emerald Deep, and the earth can only hide us from her to a certain extent. But the hope is that she will not be able to sense us for certain until we are ready to make our move on her.”

“That’s as good as I can hope for,” I said, shrugging. “Any little edge we’ve got could make the difference between victory and defeat.”

“But we’ll only be able to fight if we rest,” Arieste reminded me.

“And I think we’ve found the right place to do it!” Rizzala said with a grin.

She held the torch low to the ground, and I saw there were no mud or water lines marking up the wall. We had risen above the water level even at high tide, so all we needed to do was find somewhere to make camp.

About five yards ahead, the tunnel widened into a circular-shaped area roughly ten feet across. That would give us more than enough space to lay our blankets for the night.

“Good thinking!” I said, and clapped Rizzala on the back. “But first, we check for dangers.”

I scanned the area with the Mark of the Guardian, but found nothing to indicate any magical traps.

“We move slowly, cautiously,” I told the others. “Careful for any mechanical traps.”

My eyes scanned the walls, ceiling, and floor for any danger as we made our careful way toward the circular chamber. We were five feet from our destination when I heard a quiet click from beneath Rizzala’s foot. My gut clenched as I tapped into the ice magic to throw up a shield, but no stone missiles whistled toward us. For long seconds, nothing happened. Was the magical trap a dud?

Then I felt it, a heavy, sleepy feeling seeping into my mind. I could feel the tug at my eyelids, and my muscles begged to relax, to sit, to rest. My arms lowered, everything suddenly seemed to weigh a thousand pounds.

My brain worked sluggishly, but I recalled one of the training modules in the Fire Academy when we’d prepared for propane emergencies. Propane was odorless and invisible, but could be deadly.

I didn’t know what we were dealing with here, but one thing was perfectly clear. We were breathing in gas, and it was going to knock us all out within a matter of seconds.
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Chapter Nine

I blinked hard and tried to push back the fatigue I felt descending over me.

“Use your magic!” Nyvea shouted.

It took me a long second to respond, my mind as sluggish as my body, but I managed to tap into Rizzala’s darkness magic. The moment I touched it, the power sent a jolt of energy coursing through me. The magic was alive, shifting, changing, and it had an instant transformative effect on every cell of my body. My skin deepened in color to match the black stone around me, and I felt the power pushing the sleepiness out of my mind and body.

I held my breath as I scanned the tunnel for any pipes, holes, or openings where the sleeping  gas could be coming from. After a moment’s search, I found nothing, so I changed tactics.

One of the first lessons I’d learned about propane emergencies was that the gas, though invisible, was highly flammable.  Even a single spark of fire could light the gas and cause a massive explosion. An explosion wouldn’t help me here, but fire could incinerate whatever gas or vapor was hanging in the air. Incineration would turn it into ash, water vapor, and carbon dioxide, effectively neutralizing its toxicity.

I whirled toward the four women, who were just a step behind me. Irenya and Letharia sagged against the wall and their eyes drooped closed. Letharia would join them soon, for already her eyelids were fluttering as the sleeping gas overwhelmed her natural resistance to toxins and poisons. Rizzala looked less affected by the gas, but if I didn’t deal with it soon, she’d follow the others into unconsciousness.

“Get down!” I shouted. The sacrifice of oxygen was worth saving their lives.

Rizzala dropped to the ground, and Letharia sagged as the sleeping gas overcame her. I took two quick steps toward Rizzala and the three unconscious woman and tapped into the ice magic. The power set my nerves sizzling as I summoned the ice shield, but I gritted my teeth against the pain and willed it into existence. Rizzala’s eyes went wide as inch-thick dome of ice appeared above her head and surrounded the four of them.

“What are you doing?” she shouted.

I hesitated a single heartbeat before tapping into the fire magic. Even though I knew I was dangerously close to burnout I had to take the risk. If I didn’t neutralize the sleeping gas, I’d follow the other women to sleep. I didn’t know if we’d wake up, or if the sleeping gas was meant to be fatal. The only way we survived this was through magic.

The blazing fire magic surged through my body and into my outstretched arms. A cry of pain burst from my throat as twin pillars of bright red and orange flames shot down the tunnel in both directions. I hurled the fire with as much force as I could, and a moment later two explosions rocked the tunnel. Long jets of flame raced away from us as the gas ignited, blazed bright hot for a heartbeat, then fizzled into ash and water vapor.

The magic drained from my body and I sagged against the wall. I barely managed to catch myself before falling, but I knew I had used the last of my power. Even though I had released my hold on the fire magic, I could feel it burning through my body. If I hadn’t had Rizzala’s darkness magic to repair my cells, the fire would probably have burned me from the inside out.

I shuddered at the close call, but forced myself to stand on shaking legs. I glanced down at the ice dome and found it had all but melted. Rizzala was crouched protectively over the three unconscious woman, and there were lines of pain etched on her face.

“Did you get burned?” I asked.

“A little,” she said, and held up her right arm, which had been burned as she tried to shield her face. “But it will heal.  My magic will repair the damage.”

I could feel her tapping into the darkness power within her, and the cells of her arm began to shift and change color to the deep black of the tunnel’s stone. She still moved a bit stiffly as she stood, but all traces of the fatigue seemed to have left her body.

My legs seemed to weigh a thousand pounds each as I moved to crouch beside Arieste and Irenya. I pressed a hand to their necks and was rewarded with a strong pulse. Their chests rose and fell in a steady rhythm, and their expressions were as peaceful as if they slept safe in their own beds. I didn’t know what sort of gas had been used, but I held out hope that it had been mild, like the anesthetic used by doctors.

Letharia slept more lightly, and I guessed her magic had protected her from the toxic effects of the sleeping gas. However, when I shook her shoulder, she mumbled something in a language I didn’t understand and refused to wake.

“Looks like we’ll be resting here,” I told Rizzala with a sigh. “The best thing for them is to just sleep it off.” Anesthetics could knock a patient out for a few hours, which meant we’d need to wait until they awoke. I’d have to check to ensure their airways remained clear and they didn’t have any breathing difficulties, but otherwise they would have no problems. At most, they’d wake up with dry mouths and headaches.

“You look like you could use a rest as well,” Rizzala told me. Her brow was furrowed in concern, and she offered a hand to help me up. I found my leg muscles refused to work properly, so was glad for the assistance.

“Yeah, that last burst of magic really took a lot more out of me than I expected,” I said as I took a seat against the wall.

“You will be more careful in the future,” Rizzala said, a statement rather than a question. “Too much is riding on your shoulders to risk your safety.” There was something more in her voice, something beneath the words and in the way she looked at me.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“I will admit to a bit of fatigue,” Rizzala said as she took a seat against the wall opposite me, “but that is to be expected from the sleeping gas. Or perhaps the day’s exertions have taken their toll on me.”

“Yeah, no doubt.” I grinned at her. “It’s not every day that you get to try using new magical powers. How did it feel using the fire and ice?”

“Truly marvelous,” Rizzala said, and a note of wonder echoed in her voice. “Each power has its own unique feel, and I find myself in awe of the magic wielded by my fellow women.” Her eyes went to the sleeping redhead beside me. “Irenya, in particular. That fire within her is a force of amazing power and destruction. No wonder she has the temperament and passions to match.”

“Arieste’s a bad-ass in her own right,” I said with a glance at the platinum blonde on the floor. “She’s as cool and calm as ice, but she has an inner strength that makes her a truly amazing person. Irenya’s fiery, but I think Arieste is actually the stronger of the two.”

“Her body certainly speaks of strength,” Rizzala said, then glanced down at her own body. “Though I must admit I am glad that my human form was built with such powerful muscles. As Emroth, I only ever knew battle, so I feel I would be very out of place in a frail form like Letharia’s.”

“You know, I think there’s a lot more to Letharia than meets the eye,” I replied. “She may have more than her share of fears, and yet she overcame them to join us on our quest to defeat Curym. That took a lot of strength. Add that to her intellect and interest in learning, and she has the potential to be as powerful as any of you. Where you use strength and warrior’s skill, she will use her knowledge. I think that adding her to the team is going to pay off in a big way down the line.”

For a moment, Rizzala said nothing, but simply stared at me. “How do you do that?” she finally asked in a quiet voice.

“Do what?” I asked.

“See the best in people,” she replied with a shake of her head. “All of my memories from my time as Emroth are filled with the knowledge that everything in the world was a threat to me and my existence. Emroth created a horde of ghoulins and ayrag as a shield to defend herself from larger, stronger dragons and humans who she feared would seek to hurt her. When I became human, I fully expected you to kill me. It is the dragon way to slay our fallen foes, yet you gave me a chance to be better, and it was that belief that drove me to fight in Whitespire. How do you see past the enemy before you and look at the friend or ally beneath?”

I pondered her words a moment. “I think it all comes down to wanting to believe that people really are good,” I told her. “There will always be bad people in the world, and I have no problem dealing with them the dragon way.”

She grinned at this. “The story of Military Councilor Warrald of Windwall was popular among the Blackguards that joined our fight.”

“But I didn’t set out to do that,” I continued. “We went to Windwall for help and to help them, and he was nothing but an ass. Whatever his reasons, he was the one that decided to fire on Irenya and me, so he forced my hand. I gave him a chance, even if it turned out he didn’t deserve one. I guess that’s the closest thing to an answer I can give you. Everyone should get a chance, and in some cases, even a second chance.”

“Isn’t that too gracious?” Rizzala asked. “Is there not the risk that your enemies will seek to stab you in the back after they accept your friendship?”

“Of course there is,” I said with a nod, “which is why I’ve learned to be careful who I trust and how much I trust them. But I’ve also learned that actions speak a lot louder than any words people can say. Like when you fought beside us to save Whitespire. Even if you started out doing it because it was the only way to survive, at some point it became something you did because you knew it was right. You couldn’t stand by and let those men die, so you used your power and skill to protect them. You proved yourself trustworthy.”

“And what of those like Letharia?” Rizzala asked. “She swore to serve you, then planned to lead you astray at the first opportunity.”

“She was scared, and that’s where those second chances come in.” I shot her a wry grin. “Fear can drive us to do things we regret, but I can understand why she did what she did. When she put aside her fear to save us, that proved that there is more to her beneath her insecurities and anxieties. She may never be as strong as you, Irenya, or Arieste, but that’s not what matters. As long as she keeps trying to be better than who she was this morning, yesterday, and last year, she’s proving herself someone we can trust.”

“Your words have a great deal of wisdom,” Rizzala said with a shake of her head. “Yet even now, I find it hard to look past the potential threat in everyone we face. Perhaps it is the lingering effects of Emroth’s mind in mine.”

“It’s human nature to be skeptical of others,” I told her. “It’s our way of protecting ourselves from the very real dangers in the world. It’s not a bad thing, but you can’t let it shape your perspective on people.”

“I suppose my continued efforts to overcome that instinctive suspicion are the path,” Rizzala said.

“Definitely!” I grinned and pushed myself to my feet. “Now, let’s make sure our friends sleep comfortably.”

Rizzala helped me pull two heavy cloaks from our packs and spread them onto the stone floor like blankets. Gently, we moved the sleeping forms of Irenya, Letharia, and Arieste onto the cloaks, then covered them with two more cloaks and put rolled-up dresses under their heads as pillows. It didn’t do much to soften the hard stone, but at least they would be warm and as comfortable as possible.

An idea struck me as we were moving the women. “Rizzala, did you happen to see where the sleeping gas was coming from?”

“No,” Rizzala said, and her brow furrowed. “Do you think there will be more?”

“That’s what I want to find out,” I told her. “I figured that mechanical trap we tripped back there activated the gas, but what if there’s another trap that will flood the tunnels with more gas? We both need rest, but I know I won’t sleep easy until I’m sure we’re safe. Or as safe as it gets down here. I’ll detect the nagia long before they reach us, but I need to be certain we’re not going to be knocked out by more of that gas.”

“Then let us search,” she told me.

We divided the tunnel nearby into two sections and set about searching them for any hole, pipe, nozzle, or opening that the gas could leak through.

“You know, if Curym is as smart as Letharia says, we need to be ready for anything,” I said after a few minutes of fruitless searching. “After all, she was the one who conceived of the sneak attack through the aquifer. I wouldn’t put it past her to find some way to turn the tides against us. Literally.”

“What, like flooding the tunnels with water?” Rizzala asked.

“Maybe,” I said with a nod. “If she senses us down here, she could use her water magic to simply pour enough water into this tunnel to drown us. Trapped by earth, we would have no way to escape.”

“Then one of us should remain awake to keep watch,” Rizzala said. “I will take the first watch.”

“No,” I told her. “You’ve had as tiring a day as the rest of us, and--”

“And you are the one who will shield us if Curym does attempt something,” Rizzala interrupted. “I know my limitations, magical as well as physical. I am a warrior, and I know I will be needed to fight the nagia, but if there is a threat beyond our abilities to punch or slash, the burden rests on you. Thus, it is imperative that you regain your strength.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “Fine, I’ll rest first, but you wake me up after a few hours.”

“I will,” Rizzala said. “But…aha!”

I spun and raced over to where she stood bent over, her eyes fixed on the wall. “Did you find it?”

“Look,” she said and pointed to what looked like a tiny nozzle in the crevice between two stones. “That is what we seek, is it not?”

“Damn right it is!” I said with a laugh. “You’ve got sharp eyes, Rizzala.”

Rizzala grinned, and a hint of color showed in her cheeks. “Now that we’ve found it, what do you suggest?”

“We’re going to need a bit of magic for this,” I told her as I pulled out the black gemstone. “But I think it’s better that you do the honors.”

She tilted her head so I could press the stone to her neck, and a gasp escaped her lips as I forced the ice magic through the stone into her body. It took a lot of effort to push past the pain of the ice, which felt like it was freezing every nerve ending. My head was pounding by the time I shut off the flow of magic and removed my hand from Rizzala’s neck.

The warrior woman stretched out a hand toward the opening in the wall and summoned the power. To my surprise, she managed to create a surprisingly small, concentrated dome of ice that fit like a plug into the nozzle.

“You’ve got a lot of control over the power, even on your first day of using it,” I remarked.

“Perhaps it is the result of my close bond to my altar,” she said in a quiet voice. “I could always feel the magic more keenly, which was why Emroth could summon so many ghoulins. Now, being so close to you, I can still feel the magic.”

She turned toward me now, and her face lifted up toward mine. Her lips parted as her dazzling green eyes fixed on me.

“It is not the only thing I feel, Ethan.” The way she said my name sent a shiver down my spine. It had the same sultry tones as Nyvea, with the fierce passion of Irenya, but a respect that only came from warriors that had fought together on the wall. “What you did back there, risking your life to save mine, that is something I can never repay.”

“It’s nothing,” I told her. “It was the right thing to do.”

“Be that as it may,” Rizzala continued, and her hand ran up to where my fingers rested on her neck, “coming that close to death made many things clear to me. Things like what I want in life, what I want from you.”

She stepped closer, until her full breasts were just an inch away from my chest. “When I was in the quicksand, for a moment I truly believed I would die, and all I could think was how sorry I was that I would never see any of you again. I feel a true bond of kinship with Irenya and Arieste, and I believe I can come to feel the same about Letharia. But my greatest regret was that I would never be able to do this.”

“Oh my, hero.” Nyvea quickly whispered. “The powerful warrior finally admits to her cravings. I am going to enjoy watching this.”

Rizzala reached her arms around my neck, and I pulled her into a kiss. The moment our lips touched, I could feel her magic shifting the cells in both of our bodies at the same time. The mingled power was like nothing I’d ever felt, and the sensitive nerves in my lips crackled with a spine-tingling energy.

She broke off the kiss after a long moment, and there was a smile on her face as she stared into my eyes. “I saw one of the White Guards doing this with his wife before he faced the murlocs on the wall. I thought it looked truly pleasurable, and I am glad to see I was right.”

“The pleasure is just getting started,” I told her, then pressed my lips to hers again in a fierce kiss. I felt the strength in her arms as she wrapped them around my back and pressed her well-toned body against mine. Our kiss lasted nearly a full minute before she broke off, breathless.

She tugged at my shirt with enough force that it nearly ripped, and I quickly unbuckled my belt before she tore it from my body. A smile played on her lips as her eyes roamed over my naked body and my erect penis.

“Yes,” she murmured in a breathy voice. “I can see how enjoyable this will be.”

She pulled the gauzy dress over her head and dropped it to the ground beside her bare feet. My heart pounded a furious beat in my chest as I drank in every inch of her nude form. My eyes roamed from her beautiful face down to her powerful shoulders and arms, over her full breasts to her toned abs and her well-formed hips and legs. She had the body of a professional athlete, and there was an undeniable power in her frame.

I stepped toward her, pulled her into my arms, and kissed her again. She let out a little gasp as I pressed her back against the stone wall. Her arms wrapped around my neck and she jumped to wrap her legs around my bare waist. With one hand, she reached down to guide me inside her, and I couldn’t help moaning in pleasure at the warm wetness that awaited me.

“Ethan,” she whispered into my ear, “I need you, Ethan!”

Her teeth grazed the skin of my neck as her arms and legs tightened in pleasure. A shiver ran through her powerful body as an orgasm swept over her, and her cries of pleasure echoed in my ear.

She thrust her hips harder and faster as her desire increased, and I obliged by meeting her stroke for stroke. I could almost feel the stone wall shuddering beneath the impact of our passion, and Rizzala’s voice echoed loud in the tunnel as we fucked. She was a true warrior, a woman of fierce bravery and wild desire, and she felt no shame in getting what she wanted. Her back arched in pleasure and her breath came faster as orgasms swept over her in cascading waves.

She climaxed three times in the space of a minute, and still her desire remained unabated. I could feel her fingers digging into my back, her legs squeezing my hips as she pulled me deep inside her. Our lips locked and the nerve-tingling energy crackled between us. Finally, she gave one last echoing shout of pleasure as a final, powerful orgasm racked her, and I gave into my pleasure and climaxed with her.

For long moments, we remained standing, our bodies pressed together, with her arms and legs wrapped around me, our hearts hammering in our chests. Her eyes locked on mine, and she pressed a fierce, lingering kiss to my lips.

“I thought this would be wonderful,” she whispered in my ear, “but this was even better than I expected.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. The exhaustion was somehow gone, and even though I had just climaxed, I felt more than ready to go again.

So I did, and Rizzala gasped as we spiraled toward another mind-numbing orgasm.

Then we were both out of breath for words, and I carried her back to the sleep roll so we could pass out.
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Chapter Ten

I had hardly lain down on the hard stone floor before I felt myself drifting off. I must have fallen sound asleep, because the next thing I remembered was Rizzala shaking my shoulder.

“Ethan,” she said, “we’ve got to move out.”

I was halfway to my feet before my eyes opened fully. To my surprise, I found Arieste, Irenya, and Letharia sitting nearby, wide awake and staring at me with amused grins.

“Did anyone ever tell you that you snore a little bit?” Irenya asked, and her smile widened. “I think it’s really cute.”

“How long have you been awake?” I asked as I blinked the last of the sleep from my eyes.

“Irenya woke about two hours ago,” Rizzala said with a yawn. “She took watch so I could rest.”

“Damn,” I said. “I didn’t mean to sleep for so long.”

“I had it under control,” Irenya said and shrugged. “Besides, Rizzala and I decided that you needed to rest after all the magic you used saving our lives. When Arieste woke up, she agreed.”

“The more you rest,” Arieste put in before I could respond, “the more your body can repair itself from its use of the magic. For what we are to face today, it is in all of our best interests that you are as recovered as possible.”

I wanted to continue the argument, but I couldn’t deny that a few hours of sleep had done me a lot of good. I hadn’t slept since the night Arieste returned from Windwall, and that had been a couple of days ago. Now, I felt rested, energized, and ready to face the new day. When I tapped into the fire and ice powers, they surged through my body with none of the pain I’d experienced the previous day.

“Thank you,” I told them.

“You look out for all of us,” Rizzala added. “The least we can do is return the favor.”

“Besides, we were enjoying our conversation so much that we didn’t want to disturb you,” Irenya said. Something about the twinkle in her eyes and the little grins on the other three women’s faces made me feel suddenly self-conscious.  I probably didn’t want to know what they’d been talking about.

“Here.” Arieste held out a cloth-wrapped bundle. “Not much, but as close to a decent breakfast as we’ll get.”

“Suddenly miss our days traveling into Ironfast,” Irenya lamented. “At least Captain Daxos packed those  delicious rice balls, rather than these stale trail biscuits.” She sniffed and pushed the food aside. “I’ll pass, I think.”

Letharia, Rizzala, and Arieste didn’t seem too bothered by the dry biscuits, nuts, and now-hard cheese. Our meal was meager, but it was enough to give us the energy we needed for the day ahead.

“By my calculations,” I said, “we’re getting close to those four towers I saw as we flew toward Emerald Deep.”

“I believe you are right,” Letharia replied with a nod of agreement. “We have crossed most of the distance to King Dentas’ palace. Perhaps another half hour of travel and we should reach the end of this tunnel.”

A thought struck me. “Did any of you find it strange that there was just one long tunnel?” I asked. “If these crypts were supposed to go through the city, it seems odd that there be a single passage to and from the palace” I turned to Letharia. “It’s probably too much to hope that the tablets have anything about that, right?”

Letharia drew out the tablet and studied it, then shook her head. “I find nothing to indicate the presence of any intersecting corridors.”

I pondered for a moment. “Maybe there are hidden side passages,” I said. “Like secret passages that connected with hidden doors. The only reason we didn’t find them is because we didn’t know where to look.”

“Perhaps that is for the best,” Rizzala said. “After all, if the city is submerged, the other corridors could be deep underwater as well.”

“Which begs the question of why this passage isn’t underwater,” I said. The thought had been nagging me since we left the quicksand behind. “The tunnel would have to be watertight to preserve the skulls back there, so maybe the entrance to the palace is watertight as well.”

“A reasonable assumption,” Letharia said.

“You said the nagia were creatures of both land and water, right?” I asked the dark-skinned woman.

“Yes,” Letharia replied. “They can survive underwater for hours thanks to their gills, but they prefer to breathe air through their human-like lungs.”

That made sense, given what I’d seen of the water monsters during the battle of Whitespire. The nagia looked like pale-skinned woman with long blue hair and human features, so they very likely had at least some of the organs of the humans they resembled.

“So if the nagia are living in King Dentas’ palace, it probably means the palace isn’t fully submerged under the ocean,” I said. “They’d made their nests on dry ground, so there has to be parts of the palace that were sealed against the ocean.”

“The towers!” Letharia sat bolt upright, her eyes flew wide, and she bent to study the tablet. “Yes, here it is! King Dentas built a tower for each of his concubines, but made them out of some strange transparent material he found when lightning struck sand on the shores of Emerald Deep.”

“It’s called glass,” I told her with a grin.

“Glass,” she repeated, as if tasting the word. “This glass allowed light to enter the towers and gave the concubines a view of the world around them, but sealed them from any external threat. King Dentas sought to protect that which he valued most in the world.”

“So all we need to do is reach the towers and find a way in where there is no water,” Arieste said. “Once inside, this glass will protect us from the ocean, correct?”

“That sounds about right,” I said. “All we need to figure out is how to get from wherever this passage ends to the four towers.”

“Didn’t that tablet say that King Dentas brought his concubines to the temple with him?” Irenya asked.

Letharia’s eyes narrowed. “It did.”

“Of course!” Realization dawned on me. “Irenya, you’re a genius! If King Dentas sealed his concubines into the towers, then it stands to reason that there would be a secret way to get from the towers into this passage.”

“So those corridors could be as watertight as these,” Arieste said. She gave Irenya a dazzling smile of approval. “We can travel between the four towers through the secret tunnels.”

“If they exist, of course,” Letharia said.

“Well, let’s go find out!” I said with a grin. I brushed the crumbs off my clothes, stood, and helped Letharia, Arieste, and Irenya to their feet. Rizzala was already moving to retrieve her fallen pack and double-headed magical spear.

Within two minutes, we had all stowed our gear, shouldered our packs, and made ready to leave. I could feel an undercurrent of nervous excitement running through the four women, the same excitement that flowed through me. At the end of this tunnel, we’d face the nagia, and that meant we were one step closer to bringing down Curym. None of us doubted it would be a tough battle, but I could see the resolve in the four pairs of eyes that met mine, even timid Letharia’s. After this battle, the last of Iriador’s dragons would be defeated and our continent would have peace. That was something worth fighting for.

We lit our last two torches, and I took one to the front of our little group. Rizzala walked beside me, with Irenya just behind us and Arieste and Letharia guarding our backs. Whatever happened, whatever enemies we faced, we would deal with them together. Our combined strength and magical power made us a force to be reckoned with.

I kept the pace deliberately slow and steady as we moved down the corridor toward King Dentas’ palace. There was no sense risking being caught by another magical or mechanical trap this close to our goal. I summoned fire and ice magic to my hands and held the power ready to unleash as needed. The ice would shield us from any flying missiles while the fire would incinerate any more sleeping gas or enemies that lurked in the tunnels ahead.

The Mark of the Guardian warned me of a magical laser beam fifty yards farther, and we evaded it with ease. When the mechanical trap clicked under Rizzala’s boot, I was ready with an ice shield to deflect the missiles. Now that I was somewhat rested, my ice shield was more than thick enough to stop the flying stone darts. I really had needed a few hours of sleep to be back to full strength. Now that I had added Letharia’s acid magic to the mix, I could feel my abilities amplified and my stamina increased.

Three hundred yards farther along, the tunnel came to an abrupt end at a blank stone wall. We had found the exit, now all we needed to do was find the way out.

I scanned the wall using the Mark of the Guardian, but I found no magical locks or “laser beams” to open it for us. A quick examination of the stone revealed nothing that could be a pressure plate, and there were no keyholes. There was only one other way I could think of to get the door open.

Once again, I tapped into fire and ice and summoned the two powers to my hands. I kept the ice ready to summon a protective shield, but sent a thin stream of fire magic at the door. The moment the yellow and orange tongue of flame touched stone, red runes flared to life all along the wall. Within seconds, the entire wall had lit up and filled the corridor with a bright ruby glow. Something clunked behind the stone, then a section slid aside to reveal a doorway into darkness.

“The heart of the dragon shows the way again,” I said, and shot a wink over my shoulder at Letharia. The dark-haired woman ducked her head to hide a smile.

“Time for a power-up,” I told the four women as I pulled out the four gemstones. “We need to be ready to face anything. What powers do you want?”

Rizzala stepped up first. “Fire and ice,” she said, and tilted her head to expose the side of her neck. She closed her eyes and drew in a sharp breath as I flooded her body first with her own darkness magic, then the fire and ice powers.

“Fire and darkness,” Irenya said, then swept a hand toward her body. “Not that I want anything to conceal this marvel, but I think the ability to heal faster will be quite useful.” She thrust out her chest with a sly grin, and gave a little giggle as I nestled the gemstone between her ample breasts.

It took more effort to infuse her body with the darkness magic, even though I’d already broken through the gemstone’s initial resistance. Finally, I felt the barrier fall and the sprightly, energetic magic I’d taken from Emroth filled her body. Her eyes popped open, and she gave a little squeal of delight.

“That feels wonderful!” She turned to Rizzala with a huge grin. “It’s all tingly!” Her hands ran across her body, and I could see her skin shift color to match the red of her dress and the black of the stone behind her.

Arieste came next. “I will have them all,” she said. “I have felt the fire and darkness coursing through me, yet I believe the acid magic is what is needed most in our battle to come.”

She closed her eyes as I placed the gemstone against her forehead, and a little sigh escaped her lips as I poured first ice, then fire, then darkness into her body. I hesitated to use the acid magic, given Irenya’s reaction to it back in Whitespire. Yet if Letharia could use ice magic without pain, maybe Arieste could handle the acid magic.

Arieste stiffened as I poured the metallic, biting power into her body, yet I could feel the ice within her resist the corrupting touch of the acid. From my own experience mixing the powers, I knew the ice would act as a shield to keep the acid from interacting with the fire, and the darkness magic would repair any damage done by the degrading power.

After a long moment, the tension drained from her body and she opened her eyes. “Damn!” she breathed. “That is an unusual sensation.”

“Does it hurt?” I asked, concerned.

“Not as much as I expected,” Arieste said with a shake of her head. “It will require some getting used to, but I believe I can manage.”

I turned to Letharia. “You’re up.”

“Can I try darkness?” she asked in a meek voice. “I believe the ability to hide would serve me well in the battle to come. As we have established, I am no fighter.”

“You’re right,” Rizzala said with a nod. She towered over the dark-haired Letharia, but there was no malice or recrimination in her voice. Instead, she placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “But do not do yourself a disservice. Your acid magic is far more powerful than you realize. Cloak yourself in shadow, but be prepared to leap in when you are needed most.”

“Okay,” Letharia said. She seemed surprised by Rizzala’s compliment, but a shy smile broke through. “I-I’ll try.”

The acid magic flowed through the green gemstone I set against her right shoulder, and the ice followed it without much difficulty. When I tried to push the darkness power into her body, it seemed the acid resisted it. I had to force it to obey my will, which was easier said than done with the shifting, changing, lively magic. However, after a few seconds, it did as I commanded and flowed into her.

“I tried to give you as much as I thought was safe,” I told the four of them, “but I don’t know how long the magic will last or how much you can use at once. If it runs out in the middle of battle, I may not be able to give you a refill. We’ll need to fight smart, conserve our magical energy.”

“We each have weapons we can wield,” Rizzala said, and hefted her magical spear. “Let us face our enemies with bared steel and grim resolve, with magic as our recourse when the situation grows dire.”

“Easy for you to say,” Arieste said with a shake of her head as she gestured to the handle of the fencing sword that poked out of the top of her pack. “You know how to fight, but we don’t.”

“Ah, but the nagia don’t know that!” I replied with a little chuckle. “They see you holding those fencing blades, they will draw swords and charge you head on like a warrior. All you have to do is hold your ground until they get close, then hit them with your magic.”

“A clever ruse.” Rizzala’s teeth shone white against her coffee-colored skin. “Ethan and I will face them head-on, and it will be your job to take care of any that get through us.”

“And watch our backs,” I told them. “We don’t know how many nagia we’re going to face, so we’ve got to be ready for anything. The good news is that we’re only facing about twenty or thirty of them, according to Letharia.”

The dark-haired woman colored, but gave a hesitant nod. “I believe that is the correct number, though Curym may have lied about how many she left guarding Emerald Deep.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I told her. “Either way, we’re going to be facing odds that we can beat any day.”

“The nagia are bad-asses, but they’ve got nothing on us!” Rizzala said, and clapped Arieste on the back.

“And, if what Letharia said is true,” I continued, “they’ll be spread out to the four towers of the palace, so we won’t have to fight more than eight at once. Even with the Mistresses, that’s not too much for us to handle.”

“That’s it, hero!” Nyvea purred in my mind. “That confidence is contagious.”

“And remember,” I told the four women, “I need to siphon off as much power as I can from the nagia. Kill them if you have to, but try and restrain them long enough for me to steal their magic. Arieste, that means you and your ice shields are going to be very handy.”

“And Letharia’s,” Arieste said with a pointed glance at the shorter, dark-haired woman beside her. “She, too, wields my ice magic.”

“But I don’t know how to use it!” Letharia protested. “You saw what happened when I tried back at the quicksand.”

“So you’ll try again,” Arieste replied with a shrug. “And you will keep trying until you succeed.”

“You’ve got this,” Irenya added, and wrapped an arm around Letharia.

Rizzala placed a hand on Letharia’s shoulder. “We all have confidence in your abilities.”

Letharia colored, but the words of her companions seemed to push back the anxiety and timidity that filled her eyes. Just knowing someone believed in you instilled confidence, and I knew the women’s words would go a long way toward helping Letharia overcome her fears.

I unslung my axe from its sheath and turned toward the door. “Let’s do this,” I said, then stepped through the opening.

The tunnel beyond had the same black stone walls, floor, and ceiling as the rest of the corridor we’d traveled, but it sloped sharply upward for thirty yards. I guessed that we were ascending toward what had once been the basement level of the palace. No doubt the secret passages that ran between the concubines’ towers would have been underground, but not so deep beneath the earth that King Dentas would have to travel far out of his way to reach his women.

The passage leveled off after thirty yards, ran straight for two hundred yards, then reached an intersection that split into four identical passages set at right angles to each other.

“Any guesses of which way to go?” I asked Letharia over my shoulder.

“The tablets have no directions,” she replied in a hushed voice.

I contemplated the passages, which were identical in every way. I put myself in the mindset of King Dentas building secret tunnels to get from his chambers to the four towers, or from the palace to the temple. A possible picture of the palace’s layout popped into my head.

“If this spot is the exact center of the palace,” I said, “then the four concubines would have to travel the exact same distance from their towers to reach it.”

“What of it?” Rizzala asked, her brow furrowed in confusion.

“I heard the story of a king long ago that set a round table in his throne room,” I told the four women. “He made the table round so none of them would feel like they were superior to the others because they were closer to him. What if that’s the same thing here? What if this is the exact midpoint in the palace, so all four concubines have to travel the same distance to reach it, then the same distance to the temple and back.”

“So none of them would feel slighted that they were farther from King Dentas or their destination!” Letharia exclaimed. “Brilliant!”

“If that’s the case,” I continued, “it means these four passages will lead us to the four towers of the concubines and the nagia nests. At the northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest corners of the palace.”

“Then I would suggest that tunnel.” Letharia pointed to the southeastern tunnel. “Mistress Queraya’s clan was always the weakest among the nagia, and her losses in the battle of Whitespire were the most substantial. She would be the easiest target.”

“I would suggest we go for the strongest first,” Rizzala said and bared her teeth in a snarl. “Fight the hardest battle while we are still fresh.”

Both options held appeal, so I turned to Arieste and Irenya with a questioning glance. “What do you think?”

“Perhaps the easier target is the better choice,” Arieste said. She held up a hand, and I could feel her tap into the darkness magic, which her skin shifting. “It might be better for us to develop our skills with our magical abilities if our enemy is easier to defeat. Less chance of a mistake turning fatal.”

“Damn, Arieste, that’s good thinking!” Irenya said. “I was going to agree with Rizzala, but now I’m throwing in with the other two.”

I glanced at Rizzala. “Maybe the easier opponent will give you more practice with your powers.”

“It was a wise suggestion,” Rizzala said, and inclined her head to Arieste. “Mistress Queraya will be the first to taste our wrath.”

“But not the last.” I hefted my axe and led our little crew down the southeastern tunnel.

The passage ran for fifty yards before ending in another stone doorway. Once again, I found no locking mechanism or keyhole, so I tapped into the fire magic and sent a thin thread of flames toward the door. A red glow filled the passage as the runes flared to life. A moment of silence gripped us, broken by a loud hissing like a watertight seal being broken. The stone door rumbled as it slid to one side, and water sloshed through the opening to surge all around us.

I tensed in expectation of a flood and prepared to summon an ice shield to block the opening, but to my surprise only a few inches of water washed over my boots and slithered along the stone tunnel behind us.

“Good to know the tunnel isn’t truly flooded,” Rizzala whispered.

“Yeah, though if the towers really were airtight, where did all this water come from?” I asked. There was no mistaking the salty tang of ocean water.

“Let’s go find out,” the fierce warrior women said. “Our enemy awaits above.”

Through the door was a set of stone stairs, which climbed to what I guessed was the lowest floor of the tower. The moment we stepped out of the stairwell, I was struck dumb by the magnificence of the tower. King Dentas really had wanted to give his concubines the best of everything, and he’d spent a fortune to do it.

The walls of the tower were made of glass, and through them I could see the dark blue-black of water too deep for sunlight to hit it. It felt like being trapped in an aquarium or a glass submarine deep beneath the surface of the ocean, and I couldn’t help feeling an instinctive fear that the glass would shatter at any moment and flood the tower with water. I had to remind myself that it had survived sinking into the ocean and hundreds of years underwater, so we were as safe as it got.

The floor of the tower was white marble, which doubtless would have shone brilliant in sunlight, but which looked pale and ghastly in the shadowy light leaking through the glass walls. The floor was wet, with sections where water had pooled. However the water had gotten into the tower, it hadn’t had a way to get out until we opened the doorway at the bottom of the stairs.

Rich furniture of stone, woven bamboo, palm, and teak was scattered around the room. The chamber had the appearance of something that had once been organized, but now belonged to occupants that cared little for the value of what they owned. Deep claw marks scored the empty bookshelves, bamboo chairs, and even the one ebony table in the center of the room. The carpet that ran along the entire eastern wall had sat in stagnant ocean water for so long that all the colors had faded, and only dull brown threads remained.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the chamber, but felt nothing. The only magical presences came from a few floors above us. It was faint, but there was no mistaking the surging, rushing power of Curym’s minions. I sensed five nagia, including a larger creature that had to be Mistress Queraya.

“Four plus the Mistress,” I told my companions.

“Easy pickings,” Rizzala growled. “We hit them hard and fast.”

I nodded. “Take them down, then siphon their magic.”

A curving staircase curled along the western wall of the room, and we slipped up the marble-tiled steps as silently as we could. I kept a tight grip on my axe, but didn’t touch my magic. I didn’t know if the nagia could sense the power, but I didn’t want to risk anything alerting them. The element of surprise would be our greatest ally in this fight.

For two floors we climbed, and the ocean outside the glass walls grew brighter as we approached the surface of the water. I lifted a raised fist to slow our movement, then pointed to the ceiling and mouthed, “Above us.”

Rizzala grinned and tightened her grip on her spear. Arieste and Irenya drew their fencing swords, though they held them awkwardly. Letharia’s dagger would be next to useless against a well-armed foe like the nagia, but she wasn’t going to fight with the blade. Magic would win this fight for us.

I took the lead and climbed the last few stairs to the floor where the nagia awaited, then peered over the bannister at our enemies.

Five nagia lounged among the ruined furniture and waterlogged finery of the tower. Long blue hair flowed down around their broad, strong shoulders. One of them was facing me, and I could see her beautiful female features. However, there was nothing beautiful about the rows of razor sharp teeth in her mouth, or the claws that tipped her thick fingers. Her arms were heavily-muscled and had to be easily twice as long as any normal human. Even from this distance, I could see the nagia were at least eight or nine feet tall. Add in the length of their blue-and-white-scaled, spike-tipped tail, and the serpent-like creatures would be fifteen or twenty feet long.

Then there was Mistress Queraya. She was taller, broader in the shoulder, and a deeper blue than her four clanswomen. The two curving scimitars on her back were easily six feet long, and she had two shorter blades hanging on her belt. I had no doubt she could use them to devastating effect. If this was a straight hand-to-hand fight, we’d be in serious trouble.

But thanks to the might of the dragon magic we possessed, they stood no chance.


[image: ]





Chapter Eleven

I leapt into the room, tapped into my magic, and hurled a massive blast of fire at the nagia nearest me. The serpent-like creature didn’t even manage to turn as the pillar of flames engulfed her. A loud screaming, hissing sound filled the air, and her huge body writhed and twisted as the fire magic roasted her alive. By the time the flow of magic trickled away, all that remained of her was a hunk of charred, twisted flesh.

“Intruders!” hissed Mistress Queraya, and thrust a claw-tipped finger at us. “Kill them!”

“You’re welcome to try,” I spat as I raced toward the next nagia. The serpent creature reached for one of its scimitars and half-drew the weapon before I reached her, but my axe put an end to her movement as it chopped through her skull, face, and down to her collarbone. I released my grip on the axe, embedded in her head, and turned toward the next threat.

A third nagia hacked at me, but I was ready with an ice shield to deflect the strike. Even as her scimitar bounced off the inch-thick dome that appeared in front of her, I was reaching for my acid magic. I dispelled the ice shield, then sent a stream of neon green acid spraying from my palms right at her face. Her shrieks echoed loud in the glass-walled room, and she clawed at her face in an attempt to stop the corrosive liquid from burning through her flesh.

A loud cry of anger sounded behind me, followed by the clang of steel striking steel. I shot a glance over my shoulder in time to see Rizzala knocking aside two flashing scimitars. The warrior woman dodged a low thrust aimed at her gut, ducked a powerful swipe that would have taken off her head, then drove the flaming tip of her magical spear into the nagia’s gut. A heartbeat later, Irenya’s fire engulfed the nagia’s head, and the creature fell back with a scream.

“Ethan!” Arieste’s cry echoed from my right. “She’s trying to run!”

I whirled and found Mistress Queraya slithering as fast as she could away from us, toward a section of wall where the glass had been shattered to create a hole. I raced toward her at full tilt, but even as I began to move, I knew she’d reach the opening long before I could reach her. Once she was through, she’d have the entire ocean to hide in, and there was no way I could follow her into the depths without the water magic to breathe underwater.

My gut clenched as the nagia Mistress curled her tail beneath her, then flung her huge serpentine body toward the hole. Right into the wall of ice which had just appeared there.

I had no time to shoot Arieste a word of thanks for her quick intervention, because I had a pissed-off nagia Mistress to contend with. I felt the fire magic flooding through me once more, and I summoned as much of it as I could muster, then sent it hurting toward her. The Mistress, though stunned from her face-first impact with the ice shield, managed to throw herself out of the way. Her head and torso escaped the flames, but not her slithering body. Her pale blue skin blistered and charred beneath the heat of the magic, and her scream of mingled rage and pain echoed in the chamber.

“Curse you!” Mistress Queraya hissed as she reached for the two long scimitars on her back and the short swords hanging on her belt. “You have defeated my sisters, but not--”

Her words cut off with a gasp as I summoned a dome of ice to appear around her head. Back in Whitespire, I’d discovered that the limited oxygen in my improvised diving helmet made it terrible scuba gear, but cutting off an enemy’s air supply served as the perfect distraction. Mistress Queraya recoiled, stunned, then clawed at the inch-thick layer of ice encasing her head. I crossed the distance to the nagia in two steps, drew a dagger from my belt, and drove it into her chest just above her ample breasts, where I guessed her monstrous heart would be.

The fishbowl-shaped helmet around the nagia’s head muffled her screams, but I could feel her struggles growing weaker as sea-blue blood gushed from the wound.

“Now!” Nyvea cried. “Siphon her magic before she dies.”

I reached out with my mind and searched for the magic flowing within her, the magic that held her together. It had been weeks since I used the Mark of the Guardian this way, but I could feel it eagerly grasping at the rushing, fast-flowing power of Curym’s water magic. The power was weakening as Mistress Queraya died, but there was enough that I could sense it as clearly as I felt the magic flowing through my four dragon women.

I pulled on the magic, though it felt like trying to control a waterfall with my bare hands. The magic resisted my tug at first, as if it was bound by strong cords to the creature it animated. But my will was stronger, my control over the magic enhanced by the addition of new powers and weeks of practice. Suddenly, the water power gushed out of the dying nagia and surged like a tidal wave into my body. I was nearly knocked off my feet by the force of the new power, but managed to retain my grip on the thrashing creature. The nagia fell back to the ground, landed hard, and lay still as I ripped out the last of its magic.

My jaw dropped in marvel at the sensations flowing through me. The water magic was a force that none of the other magics could compare. It recoiled from the fire and flowed around the ice, but the acid could not touch it. Darkness simply accepted the power, and the surging sensations finally settled to a dim trickle deep within my core as the water magic settled among the others.

“Damn!” I breathed. “That is amazing! And to think I have only a fraction of what Curym has.”

No wonder Curym was the cleverest of the dragons of Iriador. Water was inexorable yet far more adaptable than any of the others. Water sought to flow through cracks and avoid obstacles, yet it could wear mountains into valleys and carve canyons through solid stone. Where fire was fury, ice was solid immovability, darkness changing, and acid corrosive, the water was clever, careful, unstoppable.

“Here, Ethan,” Rizzala growled from behind me. “Take their power before they die.”

I looked up from the dead Mistress to find Rizzala trying to wrestle her spear from the body of a dying nagia. The serpentine creature gripped it with two hands while her other two arms struck out at Rizzala with her short swords. The nagia was dying, but it wouldn’t go without a fight.

I ripped my axe from the split skull of another nagia and raced toward Rizzala. I brought the axe blade down hard enough to sever one of the creature’s upper arms at the elbow, and Arieste’s ice shield encircled its other hand a heartbeat later. I leapt atop the struggling monster and tapped into the Mark of the Guardian. This time, I was ready for the sudden rush of power as I siphoned the water magic out of the dying nagia. There was far less than I’d taken from the Mistress, but I could feel the power amplified by the other magics.

When I had drained the last of its magic, I turned to regard the other nagia in the room. The three I’d taken down were dead, the power within them snuffed out. I regretted having to kill them when we could have used their magic, but there was no way I’d have been able to take Mistress Queraya’s power while worrying about enemies attacking from behind.

I turned to Arieste, Irenya, and Letharia, who stood at the head of the staircase into the room. “You did good!” I told them with a grin. “That fire blast of yours was perfect, Irenya. And Arieste, those ice shields were damned brilliant.”

Both of the women glowed under my praise. Letharia, however, stood frozen, her emerald green eyes wide in fear. I recognized the stunned look of someone that had just seen death up close and personal for the first time, because I’d seen it in Princess Selene’s eyes when she killed a murloc on the walls of Whitespire. Even though Letharia had been a dragon and doubtless had taken a life before, it was something else entirely to see it in human form. A human form that could be easily destroyed by the creatures we’d just slain.

“Letharia, are you okay?” I asked. “Are you hurt?”

Her expression was dull, her eyes glazed over as she looked at me. “N-No,” she finally managed. “I wasn’t’…I didn’t….” She took a deep breath. “I didn’t do anything. I just froze.”

“You need not worry,” Arieste told her with a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Fear is perfectly normal in these circumstances.”

“Yeah, it’s just your brain’s reaction to a threat,” I said and gave her a grin. “Some people fight, some people run, and some people freeze. All of our brains react differently.”

“But…” Letharia swallowed, then shook her head. “I froze, and in doing so, could have put your lives at risk. What if there had been more, or if--”

“Do not burden your mind with questions of what if,” Rizzala said as she came to stand beside the dark-haired woman. “Simply understand that your reaction was normal, and prepare to overcome it the next time you are faced with a threat.” She gripped Letharia’s upper arm in her strong hand. “That is how a true warrior is made.”

Letharia gave her a weak grin, then nodded. “O-Okay.”

I turned to Arieste. “Good eye, Arieste. If it wasn’t for you, Mistress Queraya would have gotten away.”

The platinum blonde grinned, and a hint of color rose to her cheeks. “It was a team effort,” she said.

I strode toward the iced-over opening in the glass walls. The glass had been either cut or broken, and the opening was just a few inches above the level of the ocean. I could actually see the shifting tides moving just below the surface, and occasionally some of the water would splash through the opening to trickle onto the ground.

“Well, I guess that explains how the nagia got in and out of this place,” I said. I had been wondering about it after discovering the magic-sealed door at the base of the tower.

Something Letharia had said earlier popped into my mind, and I turned to the dark-haired woman.

“You mentioned that the nagia made their nests in a dry place above the water level, right?” I asked, then gestured at the room around us. “You can see where the water pools on the floor and flows along the wall. This isn’t dry enough for them, is it?”

Still in a bit of shock, Letharia took a long moment to respond. “No,” she managed finally. “They would make it at the top of the tower.”

I glanced over at the stairwell that rose to the highest chamber in the concubine’s tower, and my gut tightened. Could there be more nagia waiting up there for us? I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and scanned the room above. I felt only the faintest blip on my magical radar, nothing large enough to be a minion, but something that reminded me of the power I felt coming from gemstone-enhanced weapons.

“Let’s go check it out,” I said. “I think there’s some loot up there, something with a gemstone and real power.”

I led the way up the stairs, with Rizzala beside me and Arieste behind Irenya and Letharia. Even through the cloud cover, the daylight streaming through the glass walls of the top tower room was almost blinding after a day spent in the dark tunnels. I had to shield my eyes as I scanned the room for the magical presence I’d felt.

Bronze swords, brass breastplates, painted wooden shields, and massive longbows leaned against the walls, as neat and tidy as expected from warriors like the nagia. However, upon the huge circular bed in the center of the chamber lay a pile that could only be the treasures of the nagia clan. Gold, jewels, and trinkets nestled among animal pelts, stone statuettes, and a random assortment of human and animal bones.

I followed the Mark of the Guardian’s pingings to the far side of the pile and scanned the objects piled there. To my surprise, I found a long brass tube about an inch thick and ten inches long, with a red gemstone set into the bronze cap at one end. I picked up the object and studied it, curious. The crimson stone meant it was a fire weapon, so maybe it was some kind of magical flamethrower. That would be fucking awesome, but something about the design made me discard that idea. The brass and bronze would heat up too quickly when exposed to a prolonged burst of flame.

As I lowered the tube, something rolled out from within it and dropped to the floor. I caught it before it rolled away and found I was holding a round, smooth black stone. The stone looked exactly one inch in diameter, and when I dropped it into the tube, it fit perfectly.

My heart leapt as I realized what it was.

“Holy shit!” I shouted and my eyes flew wide.

Rizzala was the first to race around the pile of loot. “What is it?” She held her spear gripped tight, and her eyes searched for any sign of threat. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong!” I said with a grin. “Look at this!”

I upended the tube until I was certain the round stone was set against the bronze cap, then leveled it at a pile of furs and pressed the red gemstone. The tube bucked in my grip and grew suddenly hot as the round stone shot out from the hollow end, then plowed through the furs.

“Wow,” Rizzala gasped as she leapt back in surprise. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the brass tube. “What is this thing?”

“It’s called a firearm,” I told her. It was as primitive as the early Chinese cannons I’d read about in history books, but the fact that it used magic instead of gunpowder meant it would be much easier to use. “And it can do some serious damage, if we can find the right ammunition for it. Help me look.”

I dug through the pile of furs until I found the round stone rattled around the inside of a skull it had shattered. The stone seemed undamaged by the fire and impact, though I doubted it would survive more than a few shots before cracking.

To my dismay, we couldn’t find any more round, smooth stones for ammunition. We spent a full five minutes pawing through the pile, and the other three women joined in when we called them over. However, we eventually had to give up the search. We had more pressing things to do than find more ammunition.

I pocketed the stone and slipped the tube into my belt. “Let’s go,” I told the four women. “This is the only magical weapon here.”

“Shame,” Rizzala said with a shake of her head. “That would have been handy for fighting the other nagia.”

“We don’t need it,” Irenya replied, and her face split into a grin. “You saw how easily we took those five down.”

“That was the easy clan, remember?” Arieste said. “The others will be harder.”

“And you’ll be ready for them,” I told the four women. “You’ve got more than enough magic to handle it.”

Our spirits were lighter as we descended the curving staircase back down to the magic-sealed door at the base of the tower. We’d taken down the first of our enemies and claimed their water magic, so we were one step closer to being ready to deal with Curym. I had confidence in my team that we could deal with the others as quickly.

As we descended the stairs into the tunnel and began the hundred-yard crossing to the next tower entrance, my mind raced with the implications of what my latest discovery meant. The magic-powered firearm would do more than just give me an edge our fight against the nagia. It could give the soldiers of Whitespire and Windwall a serious edge against both dragons and their minions. Metal balls could shatter murloc skin, Snow Killer hides, and rock troll stone, perhaps even dragon scales.

The problem was how to replicate it. I had a pretty good idea of how it worked: the red gemstone produced a sudden burst of fire, which filled the brass tube and the explosive force would shoot the stone out. But it was the magic that evaded me. I had no idea how the gemstones were created or imbued with power in the first place. I’d simply taken the magic-powered weapons we’d found at face value without ever questioning their provenance or origin. Until we figured out the secret of those gemstones, we wouldn’t be able to replicate it.

As we approached the magical door that led into the southwestern tower, I pushed the thought from my mind. I could look into the magical gemstones and their creation when we returned to Whitespire, after defeating Curym. Hell, if the blue dragon really was the smartest of the lot, she might know more about magic. If not, Letharia would probably much rather spend her days researching in a library than fighting battles.

The fire magic surged to my fingers with an eager energy, and I released it in a thin thread toward the stone door. Again, the runes lit up and filled the corridor with a red glow. After a few seconds, we heard the hissing of the watertight seal, and a gush of water slid down the stairs toward us as the stone door rumbled to one side. This time, there was a lot more water in the stairs, and I had to step back to avoid the deluge.

None of us spoke as we climbed the stairs in silence. We had gotten out of the first battle unscathed and victorious, but that had been the easy fight. Now we were going to face the clan of Mistress Ohiara, and Letharia had estimated there were seven or eight nagia to fight beside the Mistress. This would be a much harder battle, no doubt about it.

I felt the familiar clenching in my gut as we stepped into the room at the base of the tower and stared through the glass walls at the endless ocean outside. For a moment, I thought I caught a ripple of movement, but the water was too dark to be sure. When I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan our surroundings, the only magical presences in the area belonged to the nagia upstairs. In the distance, I could feel the larger, powerful pulse of Curym herself, but it was too far away for me to get a lock on her position.

I wasn’t certain why Curym hadn’t come after us yet. I suspected it might have something to do with the magical seals on the doors. Maybe the runes that sealed the door also concealed our magic, or we were too deep underground for her to sense us clearly. But she could have made a move against us when we attacked the first nagia’s tower, or she might be gearing up for an attack on us once we were at the top of this tower. Whatever happened with the nagia, we had to be ready for Curym as well.

A tense silence gripped our group as we climbed the few floors to where the nagia waited. Rizzala was a step behind me, with Arieste next, and Irenya and Letharia bringing up the rear. That was probably for the best, as that meant less risk of Letharia getting hurt if she froze up again. Her acid magic would be handy if she could just summon the courage to face her enemies.

I slowed our pace as we slipped in silence up the last staircase to the nagia’s level. My magical radar found nine monsters waiting, including a larger, more powerful force of water magic that could only be Mistress Ohiara. Thankfully, the nagia were spread out on the two floors above us. Six of them lounged around on the level immediately above us, while Mistress Ohiara and two more were on the topmost floor.

I turned to the women and mouth the word “six” as I pointed to the floor, then “three more” as I indicated the roof above. This time, instead of charging in with fire magic blazing, I tried a different approach. I activated the darkness magic until my skin began to shift colors to match the light sea-green of the ocean visible through the glass walls. I thrust a finger at Rizzala and Irenya, and nodded for them to do the same.

“Arieste,” I whispered, “stay here, and be ready to move when you hear us.”

The platinum blonde nodded, and I felt the magical energy surging within her as she activated both her ice and the fire magic I’d given her. I was surprised by how quickly she’d grown accustomed to wielding the various powers. Maybe it was because she’d been linked to me longer than the others, or perhaps because she had the most experience. After all, she had been the test subject for the mixing and matching of powers. The fire and darkness that had saved her life seemed to have enhanced her abilities beyond the others.

Rizzala’s body shimmered for a moment, then disappeared before my eyes as the magic shifted the color of her skin and, to my surprise, her armor to match her surroundings. A moment later, Irenya’s red dress deepened to a sea-green, and I lost sight of her, too. All of them were getting a better grip on the use of the various magical powers.

As quickly and quietly as I could, I slipped up the stairs and toward the nagias. The four-armed sea monsters lounged on broken and overturned furniture, their long blue-and-white-scaled tails curled up beneath them like slimy cushions. They were bigger than the nagias of Mistress Queraya’s clan, and I saw long, straight swords on their backs instead of scimitars.

I took up position behind one of the nagia, then counted to three to give Rizzala and Irenya time to get into place as well. I couldn’t see them, but I felt a hint of their magic as they slipped up behind two of the other serpent creatures. I hadn’t told them what signal to look out for, but they’d know it the moment they saw it.

I swung my axe high over my head and brought it down hard into the side of the nagia’s neck. The black tattoo on my chest flared to life as I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and pulled the water magic from the dying sea monster. The nagia’s gurgling cries grew fainter as I tore the power out of her body. Drop by drop, I siphoned off the magic that kept her alive until only empty flesh remained, and her serpentine form collapsed to one side.

The other nagia leapt upright in alarm, but two of them never had a chance to see their death blows coming. Rizzala’s burning spear punched through one’s chest, and while a blast of Irenya’s magic engulfed the other’s head in bright tongues of flame. A terrible sizzling sound echoed in the room, enhanced by the screams of the dying nagia.

I dropped the darkness magic as I ripped my axe free of the nagia’s neck, then tapped into the fire magic and used it to sheathe the steel head in red-hot flames. I swung at the next nagia, but she managed to draw one of her short swords in time to knock the axe wide. I summoned an ice shield to turn aside two lightning-fast strikes of her long swords, then sent a spray of neon green acid into her face. She fell back, screaming, and her body writhed in agony.

I whirled to face the next threat, only to find a nagia clawing at a fishbowl-shaped dome of ice around her head. I shot a mental note of thanks to Arieste as I cut the nagia’s gut open with a horizontal slash of my axe blade. Flesh sizzled as the fire-coated steel sliced her serpentine flesh, and her guts spilled out onto the white marble floor.

When the nagia collapsed a moment later, I leapt onto her back, tapped into the Mark of the Guardian, and siphoned the water magic from her dying body with one powerful yank. Now that I had tasted the water magic, I had a better sense of how to wield it. Water couldn’t be fought into submission, only channeled. The moment I opened the way, the power simply flowed into me as it escaped the death of its former host.

I searched the room for the last of the six nagia, but found the creature writhing on the floor as Irenya and Rizzala blasted her body with twin pillars of bright flames. Confident that they had the situation under control, I turned to race toward the staircase that led up to the towertop room.

Just in time to see Mistress Oharia herself flying through the air straight at Arieste and Letharia.
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Chapter Twelve

Time slowed as I watched the huge nagia leaping down the staircase toward the two women. I sprinted toward them and reached for the ice magic, only to find it inaccessible. Eight heartbeats hadn’t passed since I last summoned it, and the same for Arieste. She still had access to the other powers I’d given her, but fire, darkness, and acid wouldn’t stop her from being crushed beneath four hundred pounds of nagia Mistress.

“Arieste!” Irenya cried out behind me, a note of helpless horror in her voice. She couldn’t do anything to save the platinum blonde any more than I could.

Suddenly, a dome of ice sprang to life in front of the nagia. Mistress Oharia’s bulk crashed into the ice, shattered it, and plowed through, but the impact had slowed her momentum just enough that she landed on the stairs a few feet away from Arieste.

With a roar, I punched my fist forward and unleashed the fire magic in a blast so powerful it burned a hole through Mistress Oharia’s torso and the glass behind her. The nagia screamed and fell back onto the stairs, and the stink of sizzling snake meat rose from the gaping wound in her body.

Rizzala’s spear hurtled past my head and slammed into the nagia slithering down the stairs behind Mistress Oharia. The flame-covered blade took the serpent creature in the side of her head, and the nagia flopped in a limp heap atop her Mistress. The last nagia died screaming as my acid magic ate through the slimy, scaled skin of her face, chest, and shoulders.

I whirled toward Arieste, who stood staring wide-eyed at Letharia.

“I-I had…had to do something,” Letharia stammered. She seemed equally surprised, and stared down at her hands. “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“You saved me,” Arieste said, and took the smaller, dark-haired woman by the shoulders. “You were our only hope of survival again, and you came through.”

“Woohoo, Letharia!” Irenya cheered and clapped from where she stood over the corpse of the nagia she’d killed. “You saved Arieste! Hooray!”

“You did great,” Rizzala told Letharia. “You faced your fears and came through the victor.”

“I did?” Letharia had the same poleaxed look, but a smile broke out on her face as she realized what she’d done. “I did!”

“Once again, I owe you my life,” Arieste said, and gratitude sparkled in her eyes. “You seem to be making a habit of it.”

“I just…it just happened.” Letharia looked at the shards of ice scattered across the floor. “I saw her coming for you and I knew I had to stop her.”

“Thank you.” Arieste swept the shorter woman into an embrace. Letharia tensed at Arieste’s touch, but when she realized there was no threat, she relaxed and wrapped her own arms around the tall, lithe platinum blonde.

“Y-You’re welcome,” she murmured.

I smiled at the exchange, glad to see that our team was bonding and growing more cohesive. The women had kicked serious ass in this battle, and we’d taken down eight nagia and a Mistress in the space of less than a minute.

I stooped over Mistress Oharia, and to my surprise found she was still alive. Barely. Her pulse was weak, thread, and she was losing blood fast. I quickly siphoned off as much magic as still remained to her, which was far less than I’d gotten from Mistress Queraya. It seemed the closer the creatures came to death, the less magic their bodies held.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the other eight nagia for any signs of life. The two on the stairs were dead and gone, but one of the nagia behind me were still alive. I rushed over to her and drained her of the water magic before it faded all together. It was barely a drop in the bucket, but every little bit would count in the battle against Curym.

Something else pinged on my magical radar and when I scanned the ocean, I found a number of fainter magical presences hurtling toward us. There was no sign of the blue dragon, but I recognized her rushing, flowing water magic.

“Guys, we need to get out of here!” I shouted. “I think Curym knows we’re here and sent her merslayers to come for us.”

I shot a wistful glance up at the ceiling. I’d sensed a pair of gold magical pulses in the towertop chamber, which meant magical weapons. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t have the time to find and test them. Those merslayers were approaching far too fast for my comfort.

“Downstairs, now!” I shouted.

We barreled down the stairs as fast as we dared on the water-slicked marble. Every few seconds, I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the ocean for the approaching minions. I held out hope that we’d get out of the tower before they came for us, but it would be a close thing given how fast they were swimming at us.

My heart leapt as we reached the bottom floor of the tower and raced down the black stone steps into the tunnel. The merslayers hadn’t yet reached the tower, but they’d be there at any minute. If they got in and came after us, we’d be facing enemies from both directions.

“Help me figure out how to close this door!” I told the four women as we entered the corridor. I could see no handle, no keypad, nothing to indicate how to shut the heavy stone slab. I directed a stream of fire magic at it, but nothing happened. Ice, darkness, and acid had as much effect.

“Shit!” I cursed as I sensed the merslayers reaching the tower. To catch up, they’d have to rise to the surface of the ocean, climb into the opening in the glass, and descend the staircase after us.  If we hurried, we could at least hit the other nagia tower before they caught up. Three Mistresses’ worth of power was better than none.

“We need to hurry,” I told the four women. “Those merslayers could be slithering their way into this tunnel at any minute. We’ve got two more nagias to hit, and only time for one.” I turned to Letharia. “We need as much power as we can get, which means the most powerful clan of the nagias.”

“Mistress Rannis’ clan in the northeastern tower is by far the mightiest of the nagia,” Letharia said with a grimace. “No fewer than a dozen of her sisters will have survived the battle of Whitespire.”

“Good,” I grinned, “more magic to steal.”

“You are certain?” Letharia asked. “If you fear an attack from behind and before us, would not our best choice be to destroy Mistress Kalrak and her sisters? They will be easier to defeat, and we will be able to face the merslayers from an advantageous position.”

“There are too many merslayers for us to beat,” I told her. “Our best choice is to get as much power as we can, then take the battle to Curym as soon as possible.”

“Then let us do that,” Rizzala said, and hefted her double-bladed magical spear for emphasis. “We have two victories under our belt, and surely we will prevail again.”

“Whatever we do, we do it quickly,” Arieste said. “Before those merslayers catch up.”

For a heartbeat, I considered our options. Mistress Rannis had more power, which meant more water magic to help us breathe underwater when we fought Curym. But it would be a harder battle to win, which meant a greater chance the merslayers would catch up to us sooner. So which would give us the greater chance of not just surviving this, but beating Curym?

“It has to be Mistress Rannis,” I said. “No doubt in my mind. We need that power, and we can always fight off a few merslayers. We kicked their asses in Whitespire, and we’ll do it again here.”

“Agreed!” Rizzala said. Irenya and Arieste nodded, and finally Letharia relented.

“Let’s go!”

I turned and ran off down the corridor toward the intersection and the passage that would lead us to the northeastern tower. Fifty yards seemed like an eternity, and Letharia was huffing and puffing by the time we turned into the northeastern passage.

“Come on, Letharia!” Irenya called out in encouragement. “Just a little more.”

“Can’t…breathe!” the dark-haired woman panted. “Body…tired.”

“Better tired than dead,” Rizzala yelled over her shoulder.

I sprinted ahead of the others down the last twenty yards to the door that led into the northeastern tower, and I summoned the magic to send a blast of fire shooting down the corridor. The moment the flames touched the stone walls, red runes sprang to life and the door gave a loud hissing before rumbling open.

Another rumbling echoed through the tower, this time from behind us. It was louder than the opening door, and it increased in volume with every passing heartbeat. My eyes flew wide as I looked past the running women and saw the source of the sound: a rushing wave of water surged through the tunnel, right toward us.

“Run!” I shouted. “Run like your life depends on it!”

Rizzala passed me first and sprinted up the stone stairs without hesitation. Arieste came next, and her longer legs ate up the ground with that dancer’s agility I found so attractive. Irenya and Letharia were in the rear, and both looked to be growing tired with the effort. One look at the wall of water rushing toward them told me they wouldn’t make it.

I had only one way to save them. Without hesitation, I tapped into the ice magic and gathered as much as I could handle. Even as the power threatened to dry out, I dug deeper until I found more. It would take everything I had to stop that wall of water.

A roar burst from my lips as I released all the magic welling within me. The air of the tunnel grew suddenly chilly, and a wall of ice sprang into existence just behind Letharia. I kept pouring on the magic, and I used all of my willpower and determination to thicken that ice. One inch thick, two inches, three. I couldn’t use the rushing sea water to form the ice, because I needed the wall to be solid before the water hit. It was me and the magic against the most powerful elemental force on Agreon.

I staggered backward as the water crashed into my wall of ice, and the flow of magic snapped off. I had to catch myself on the wall to avoid falling. Every muscle in my body ached as if I’d just run a marathon after the world’s most intense CrossFit session. Just the act of standing took every shred of my remaining strength. I had used so much magical energy that it had drained the physical energy from my body.

But the wall held. Impossibly, despite the crashing force of the ocean, the ice refused to yield.

Letharia and Irenya pounded up the stairs beside me, and I followed them on watery legs. As I reached the bottom floor of the tower, I heard the ice beginning to buckle beneath the strain of the water.

“We need to get higher,” I told the women. Even saying the words felt exhausting. “The water’s going to break through any minute and flood this place.”

“How did it get in?” Irenya asked. Surprise and a hint of panic tinged her face. As a former fire dragon, water would be one of her most terrifying enemies.

“It had to be Curym,” I said. “Either she cracked the glass of the other tower, or she had the merslayers do it. It’s the only way that much water would flood into the tunnels.”

“Damn!” Rizzala swore.

“Probably…sent merslayers…to both this and… northwestern tower,”  Letharia gasped. The dark-haired woman had taken a seat on a crushed rattan couch and was trying desperately to regain her breath.

“Then they’ll be on their way here right now,” I said.

Letharia nodded. “They…swim fast!”

“Then we need to get above the water level now,” I said. “If we’re caught below it, she’ll crack the glass on this tower and drown us before we have enough power to face her.”

“Need…rest,” Letharia said, panting.

“We don’t have time for rest,” I told her. “We need to climb, one way or another.”

I stooped, lifted her into my arms, and straightened. She gave a little protest, but relented and grabbed onto me tightly.

“Being near you makes me feel safe, protected,” she murmured in my ear.

“I’ll always do what I can to protect you,” I told Letharia with a smile, and she nuzzled her face into my neck.

“Strong arms and heroic behavior,” Nyvea purred. “You’re a real catch, handsome.”

“Rizzala, take the lead,” I told the fierce warrior woman. “I’ll be right behind you, and I’ll keep a close eye on the tower above and below us for any sign of magic.”

“Got it.” Rizzala tightened her grip on her magical spear.

“Arieste, bring up the rear and get ready with an ice shield if the water starts rising. Irenya, if she needs help, get ready to add as much ice magic as you have left.”

Both women nodded and tapped into their magic stores. Rizzala hadn’t used any of her fire or ice magic, so she would have more than enough for the battle ahead. Irenya had relied on her fire magic, but she’d used up most of her darkness magic to camouflage her in the last fight. Arieste still had plenty of fire, darkness, and acid along with her ice. Letharia, however, had used up all of her ice power, and only had darkness and acid remaining to her.

But right now, we didn’t have time for a power-up. At any second, the water would break through the wall of ice and flood the tower. We had to get to higher ground now.

Rizzala led the way as we charged up the stairs. I had to tap into the darkness magic to restore energy to my tired muscles, spent after using so much power to generate that ice wall. The skin of my hands shifted to match the lightening blue-green of the ocean outside the tower as we raced up the stairs. The sprightly power pushed back the fatigue enough that I could match the others’ pace, but I’d need to take a few seconds to breathe before we attacked the nagia.

Seconds which we wouldn’t have. Even as we reached the third floor, I heard the water surging up the stairs and into the lowest level of the tower. We’d have to climb all the way to the upper floors where the nagia waited if we wanted to escape the rising ocean.

I heard a loud growl from Rizzala, and the warrior woman leapt up the stairs to confront a nagia that was slithering down toward us. The fire-headed spear punched through the serpent monster’s soft white belly, and with a quick upward slash, Rizzala gutted the creature. Flesh sizzled and the nagia screamed as it collapsed to the staircase.

I set Letharia on her feet, turned to the dying nagia, and siphoned the magic from her twitching body in the space of three seconds. Then, drawing my axe, I summoned fire to encase its steel head and charged up the stairs after Rizzala.

The warrior woman was locked in combat with two nagia, both of whom had only drawn two of their four swords. Their blades had a vicious hook at the end, similar to the hook swords I’d seen in martial arts movies back on Earth. Even as I barreled toward them, one of the nagia locked the two swords together and whipped them at Rizzala. Rizzala had to throw herself into a backward somersault to avoid the blow that would have opened her throat.

My fire-headed axe chopped through the nagia’s upper right arm, and it spun away with the hooked swords still clasped in its hand. The nagia stared dumbfounded at the bleeding stump, and never saw the pick side of my axe hurtling toward her face. Steel crushed nagia skull and the creature sagged backward, sharp pick buried in her brain.

The second nagia screamed at the sight of her fallen comrade and charged me with fury etched into her beautiful, monstrous face. Her hook swords wove deadly arcs in the air all around my head. I met her charge with a ball of fire right to the face. When she fell back, her pale skin scorched and black, I lopped off her head with a powerful chop of my axe.

Magic burst to life all around me. Irenya hurled a ball of fire at one nagia, while Arieste summoned a dome of ice just above the head of the nagia that was aiming a two-handed strike at Rizzala’s back. A stream of acid poured from Letharia’s hands and set the face and neck of a third nagia sizzling. Rizzala’s fire-tipped spear opened one nagia’s throat while the pillar of fire she summoned engulfed another’s head. I brought the burning monster down with a single blow of my axe to the side of her neck, then ripped the water magic from her dying body.

“Sisters!” A piercing wail echoed through the room, and I whirled to find a huge blue-and-white-scaled nagia gliding down the stairs. Mistress Rannis was easily half again as large as Mistress Queraya, and her four arms were so heavily muscled it was a wonder she could move them at all. She gripped a four-foot long sword in each hand, and rage shone in the eyes she fixed on me.

“You will die for this!” she hissed.

“Come and try me, you scaly bitch!” I hefted my axe and raced forward to meet her slithering charge. As the distance between us closed, I tapped into my magic and summoned all four powers into my body. Ice slicked the ground beneath Mistress Rannis’ serpentine tail, and I hurled a stream of acid onto the marble in front of her. When she tried to slink out of the way, her tail could find no purchase on the ground, so her forward momentum carried her straight onto the acid. The stink of sizzling snake flesh filled the towertop, accompanied by her shriek of agony.

I released the fire magic in a pillar aimed straight at her face. Instead of a concentrated blast, however, I sent a broad fan of flames right at her. It did little damage, but she had to fling herself back to avoid getting roasted. In that single moment when she was blinded by the flames, I activated as much darkness magic as I could muster. Instantly, I felt my body shifting as the power cloaked my skin, hair, and even my armor. When Mistress Rannis recovered from the fire, her searching eyes met only empty air.

She never saw me coming as I stepped up onto the corpse of another nagia and leapt into the air. I brought the axe swinging across in a diagonal blow that chopped through her upper left arm, crunched through ribs, carved organs, and slammed into her spine. A cry of agony burst from her lips, yet she managed a wild swing with the two swords in her right hand. But I wasn’t where she’d expected. I’d released my axe, then dropped into a sideways roll and came up on her right side. She committed every shred of her remaining strength to the blows, so she had no way to pull her arms back in time as I leapt onto her back.

I couldn’t tap into the fire, ice, or acid magic yet, but I didn’t need them. I drew my right fist back and unleashed a devastating punch into the base of her skull. I heard a loud crack as her spine snapped, and she sagged forward onto her flailing right arms. Two more cracks echoed in the room as her falling bulk crushed her arms.

She would never rise again, but I didn’t give her time to try. I reached for the rushing, surging magic within her, gripped it tight, and pulled with all of my willpower. A sizzling pain raced down the left side of my chest, and the Mistress twitched beneath me as I dragged the power out of her. The water magic flowed into my body with the force of a crashing tidal wave, and it pushed back my fatigue. Again, I was struck by the terrible might of Curym’s water magic.

“And to think, it’s just a taste of the power you will command once you have taken her magic for yourself,” Nyvea said.

“Ethan!” Arieste’s call echoed faint in my ears, but it snapped me from the momentary trance. I looked up to see an ice dome around me and a nagia hacking at it with furious blows, her monstrous rage-filled eyes fixed on me.

Six heartbeats had passed, and I had all the magic I needed to bring her down. I summoned fire magic to my hand and I drove my fist at the wall between us. The blistering heat radiating off my skin melted the ice before my hand touched it, and my blow slammed into the nagia with enough force to punch straight through scaly skin, organs, and bones. I felt soft tissue sizzle and char as my balled fist plowed up to elbow in her guts. With a roar, I unleashed a left-handed punch up into her jaw. Her head snapped to one side, and the flame covering my hand left a burned mark on her face. She slumped to the ground, unconscious. It was the work of two seconds to tear the water magic out of her.

When I looked up, I found the chamber empty. The Mark of the Guardian revealed only four magical presences, with nothing coming from the fifteen nagia bodies that lay scattered around the chamber.

Arieste stood near the staircase, and I could see the scorch marks on her dress left by the fire she’d summoned to burn the nagia curled into a smoking heap at her feet. Letharia had brought down just one nagia, but the acid had eaten through its face so completely that it bore little resemblance to a woman. Three nagia had scorch marks as a testament to Irenya’s magic, and Rizzala had filled the room with almost as many corpses as me.

We hadn’t escaped the battle unscathed, however. I felt a little twinge in my left shoulder, and glanced down to find a gash left by Mistress Rannis’ long sword. Rizzala had two cuts across her forehead, along with a furrow carved into the back of her right forearm. Irenya was hunched over, breathing hard, and holding her gut as if she’d taken a blow to the solar plexus. Blood stained Arieste’s white dress where a nagia spear had slashed the outside of her leg. Letharia was staring at a long cut along her side, but I could tell at a glance that she’d escaped serious injury.

But we had won, and we had claimed Mistress Rannis’ power. I could feel the added water magic coursing through my body and felt more alive and energized than ever. We’d escaped the rising water and won another battle without serious losses. That alone was worth celebrating.

We didn’t have a chance to enjoy the success, because at that moment, I felt the presence of scores of merslayers surging up through the water toward us.
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Chapter Thirteen

“Shit!” The merslayers would reach us in less than a minute.

My mind raced as I tried to figure out what to do next. The merslayers could breathe above water just like the nagia, so they’d have no trouble fighting us. My magical radar picked up fifty or sixty creatures approaching us, with more coming every second. We’d have our fight cut out for us if Curym decided to send all of them right at us. Worse, she could just use her minions as a distraction as she prepared another attack, one we’d never see coming.

But we had one advantage right now. Curym couldn’t know about my siphon ability, so she’d have no idea that sending her merslayers against us played right into our hands. We needed this fight because it was the only way to get enough water magic to face the blue dragon underwater. The trick would be in fighting smart.

“We need to get upstairs, now!” I shouted to the four women. “Merslayers are on the way, lots of them, and they’re going to hit us hard in thirty seconds. But the top level of the tower is above the water level, so they can’t get at us that way. If they want to fight us, they’ll have to come up the stairs, and they’ll find we’re ready for them.”

“Good plan,” Rizzala said as she yanked her spear from the chest of her last kill. “You and I will hold the stairs while the others to watch our backs.”

I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian again, but this time I directed my search upward. My heart leapt as I sensed two faint magical pulses from the room above us, the familiar solidity of ice and a crackling, sizzling power I’d never encountered before.

“We might have some magical backup to help us out,” I said. “I sense two weapons up in the nagia’s nest.”

I led the way up the stairs, with Arieste and Irenya helping Letharia behind and Rizzala to guard our backs. I could feel the merslayers’ magical presences growing stronger as they approached our position. That knowledge filled me with a sense of urgency as I dug through the piles of weapons, rotted furs, clothing, and trinkets piled high on the circular bed in the middle of the room.

“Aha!” I said as I pulled a pair of brass knuckles out of the pile. I slipped them onto my right hand, then used my thumb to trigger the blue gemstone set into their side. There was a faint hum of magical energy, then four two-inch ice spikes sprouted from the metal and a sheath of ice encased my hand to the forearm.

“Damn, these are wicked!” I said with a grin as I stared down at my right hand. They might look like simple brass knuckles, but thanks to the magic, I felt like I was Wolverine sprouting claws or an Roman gladiator ready to fight with spiked battle gloves.

I pressed the gemstone again to shut off the magic, and the spiked ice gloves winked out of existence. I tucked my epic find into my pocket. It would come in handy if I ever found myself fighting bare-handed.

I kept digging through the pile until I found the source of the strange crackling energy. The weapon was a trident with a silver gemstone set into the handle. The moment the stone clicked into its setting, electricity hummed between the three spiked tines like a bad-ass magical taser. With a sigh, I set the trident to one side. It was a real shame we were headed into an underwater battle, as I wouldn’t be able to use the weapon’s magic for fear of electrocuting myself and everyone around me.

Drawing my axe, I tapped into my fire power and used it to summon flames to coat the head of my axe. Though I’d used a lot of my magic to create the ice wall to shield us in the passage, draining the nagia of their power had restored my stamina. I had energy enough for the battle to come, but I couldn’t help thinking that Curym was planning something devious. She wouldn’t just throw her merslayers at us like Zaddrith had at the city of Whitespire. There was something else coming for us, but what?

“Nothing you can’t handle, hero,” Nyvea purred. “And I’ve seen you handle a lot!”

“Letharia, I need you to keep an eye on the ocean,” I told the dark-haired woman. “Curym’s up to something, no doubt about it, but I can’t figure out what she’s going to do.”

“You think she’ll attack us from behind while we’re occupied fighting her merslayers?” Rizzala asked. “The same tactic she used in Whitespire?”

“It’s possible,” Letharia said, but she didn’t look convinced. “If she sensed my presence here, she’ll have to know that I’ve aligned with you just as the others did. She’d try a new tactic, something I didn’t know to expect.”

“She already threw the ocean at us,” I told her. “She had the merslayers crack the glass to flood the towers and the corridors, so it’s clear she’s going to find as many ways to come at us as possible. While she sends some merslayers up the stairs at us, I need you to watch out for any other tricks she might try to pull.”

“I will stay vigilant,” Letharia said with a nod.

“Thank you,” I told her. “We’re going to have to stay focused on the battle ahead of us, so we’re counting on you to watch our backs.”

I turned to Irenya and Arieste. “Rizzala and I will hold the top of the stairs and use our weapons to hold back the merslayers. I need you two to use your fire and ice to keep the merslayers from overrunning us, got it?”

“Of course, Ethan,” Arieste said with a nod.

“Why not just use magic to kill them all?” Irenya asked. “Wouldn’t that be much easier?”

“It would be, if we were trying to kill them,” I replied. “But we need to wound and weaken them as much as possible so I can steal their magic. We couldn’t get the magic from Mistress Kalrak and her nagia, so it means we’re going to have to make do what the merslayers. But that means a lot less magic from each kill, so we’re going to need a lot more of them.”

“Smart as well as handsome, eh?” Irenya said with a sly grin.

“And well-endowed,” Nyvea chimed in.

I winked at the redhead, then turned to Rizzala. “To make this work, you’re going to need to be holding the front of the line. It only takes a second or two to drain the magic, but--”

“Even a second of distraction is all it takes for a merslayer claw to tear out your heart,” Rizzala said.

“Exactly.” I shook my head. “I’d hold the front, but we need that magic to keep us alive when we fight Curym.”

“I will hold them,” Rizzala said with a savage grin.

“I’ll have your back, and so with Arieste and Irenya,” I told her. “And, you can use some ice magic to form a protective armor around your body, like this.” I explained to her the method I’d discovered to generate the ice armor, then drew out her gemstone and infused her body with the magic she’d need.

Then the sound of splashing fins and hissing merslayers echoed in the chamber below, and I knew our time was up.

“Let’s kick some ass!” I shouted, then raced over to take my place in front of the staircase and called down to the monsters. “Hey, fish fuckers, come up here and get us!”

I felt a flare of fire magic as Rizzala triggered the red gemstone in her spear, and bright red flames coated the twin heads of the weapon she leveled at the staircase. Behind me, I could feel Arieste and Irenya tap into their own magical powers as they prepared to guard our backs.

A gleeful laugh burst from Rizzala’s lips as the first of the merslayers slithered up the stairs toward us. “Come and die!” she shouted and shook her spear at them.

Once again, I was struck by how human the merslayers looked. Like mermaids of Earth legend, they had a human-looking face, with sparkling blue eyes, pale cheeks, and a nose that was just a little too flat to be beautiful. Long white hair flowed around their delicate features, down their sleek shoulders, and over their ample, scale-covered breasts. They even had the gently curving waists and fishy tails of Earth mermaids.

But there was nothing gentle or delicate about the rows of sharp teeth in their mouths, their claw-tipped fingers, and the spiked tip of their serpentine tails. Though they lacked the heavy musculature and visible power of the nagia, I’d learned back in Whitespire that they were fearsome creatures in their own right.

Fearsome or not, they’d still get the ass-kicking they deserved. I needed their water magic, and they were coming to kill us on Curym’s orders. There was only one way this battle could end.

The first merslayer tried to slither out of the way of Rizzala’s lightning-fast spear thrust, but the flaming blade opened her pale blue throat with a follow-up slash. I grimaced as the mermaid-like creature fell backward and slid down the stairs onto the comrades climbing behind her. That was one less monster to siphon the magic from.

But Rizzala knew what she was doing, and she’d heeded my instructions to wound as many as possible. The merslayer’s thrashing corpse forced the others to slow, so they could only come up the curving staircase one at a time. When the next monster reached the warrior woman, Rizzala drove her flaming spear into the merslayers right shoulder, just below the collarbone. With a grunt, Rizzala lifted the merslayer off the ground and tossed her toward me like a farmer baling hay.

I hit the thrashing monster with a skull-crushing blow, then siphoned the water magic out of its dying body. It took only a second, but by the time I looked up, Rizzala had another enemy for me to drain. Even as I stole the creature’s life force, I felt the flare of magic coming from where Arieste stood, and an ice shield popped into existence in front of a merslayer preparing to slash at Rizzala’s legs. Rizzala drove her spear through the ice into the monster’s chest, then ripped her weapon free with a spray of pale blue blood.

One merslayer burst through the wall of ice and lunged at Rizzala too fast for the warrior woman to react. I hit the monster with a blast of fire that roasted its head and chest, and a moment later Irenya’s fire struck it from behind. The creature struck the glass wall with a loud smack, then flopped backward and rolled down the stairs.

“Is that the best you can do?” I shouted at the mermaid-like monsters. “We’re getting bored up here!”

“If you get too bored, handsome, feel free to bed Letharia, Nyvea whispered in my mind. “You should see the way she’s been eyeing you. Not that I blame her for wanting all your rugged goodness.”

“Nyvea, another time, please!” I didn’t mind Nyvea’s comments, but mid-battle wasn’t really the best moment for them.

We needed the monsters to keep coming at us if we wanted enough water magic to face Curym, but every moment that we spent locked in hand-to-hand combat would give the blue dragon more time for whatever she had planned.

“I think they heard you,” Rizzala said with a mocking laugh as more of the mermaid monsters slithered over their fallen comrades and up at us.

“Good!”

I shot a glance over my shoulder at Letharia, who stood at the far end of the room, her eyes fixed on the ocean. She’d warn us if Curym tried a sneak attack from behind. I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian to scan the water around the tower for any sign of the blue dragon. I felt close to a hundred merslayers crowding around the opening in the glass below us, but no Curym.

There was a loud crashing sound from below, then more and more. My gut clenched as I realized what was happening.

“The merslayers are breaking the glass,” I shouted at Rizzala. “They’re going to try to rush up the stairs and overwhelm us.”

“Wonderful!” Rizzala’s face split into a delighted grin. “The more the merrier.”

She gutted a merslayer with a quick slash of her spear, then seized the creature’s neck with her left hand and dragged her up the stairs. I slammed my axe blade into the merslayer’s skull and, as it flopped to the ground, I ripped the water magic from its dying body. Rizzala buried her spear into another monster’s throat, tore it free, and whipped it around to slam the butt end between another merslayer’s eye. As the creature fell, stunned, I brought the pick side of my axe up in an overhand blow that crunched down into her back. I felt the sharp steel tip strike stone as it punched through ribs, heart, and chest. By the time I dragged the merslayer up the stairs like a hooked fish, most of the water magic had seeped from her body along with her pale blue blood.

The merslayers kept coming, and Rizzala and I kept killing and draining them. I felt no anger toward these creatures, no hate. They were coming to kill us because their master ordered them to, and we killed them because we had no other choice. We couldn’t fly away from this battle.

Irenya’s fire and Arieste’s ice kept the merslayers from overwhelming our position. When the monsters crowded too closely on the stairs, Irenya sent a blast of flames at the creatures farther down. Arieste seized the opening to throw up an ice shield, and the merslayers lost precious seconds slashing at it with their claws or throwing their feminine shoulders against the solid wall. By the time they broke through, Rizzala and I had dealt with their companions.

I could feel the growing power of the water magic flowing through me, but I knew we didn’t have enough for our underwater battle. When I’d drained the Circlet of Darksight and shared the power with Irenya and Arieste, the magic had lasted for just a few short minutes. There was no way we’d defeat Curym and her army of sea monsters that quickly. We needed a lot more magic to make this work.

I had to find a way to get more power more quickly. Rizzala had to kill a merslayer for each one that I drained, or else risk her position being overwhelmed. At this rate, we’d be fighting for at least half an hour before we had enough magic to make this work.

An idea suddenly struck me, and I almost kicked myself for not thinking of it sooner.

“Arieste!” I shouted. “Help me throw up the thickest ice shield you can manage.”

Magic surged through the platinum blonde, and a moment later a wall of glistening ice winked into existence in the staircase. I added my magic to make it even thicker and poured the power on until the wall was easily three or four inches thick. In the seconds it would take the merslayers to break through it, we’d be ready for them.

“Rizzala, time to change tactics!” I said, and drew out the black gemstone. “Your dragon form will win this battle a lot faster.”

Her eyes flew wide. “Of course!” She nearly ripped her clothing in her hurry to strip down to the scant black dress beneath. “After all that time in the cramped tunnel below, how did I not think of this?”

The towertop chamber was easily forty feet in diameter and fifteen tall, more than large enough for the compact, panther-like dragon. I crossed the distance to Rizzala in two steps and pressed the onyx stone to her neck. She closed her eyes as I tapped into the darkness magic and pushed it through the gemstone into her body.

Her skin shifted and changed from a deep coffee color to a midnight black and the gauzy fabric of her dress transformed to dragon scales. Her powerful hands and fingers elongated into feline claw-tipped paws. Muscles sprouted all along her body as her shoulders changed to panther-like haunches, and she fell forward onto her front paws. The black dragon bared sharp teeth in a grin as she shook her head in a very cat-like gesture. Her eyelids popped open and she fixed dazzling green eyes on me.

“Let’s do this,” she growled in her deep-throated dragon voice.

In her dragon form, Rizzala was only twenty feet long, her shoulder barely taller than my head. Yet she was as powerful as she was compact, and one hell of a scrappy fighter. The merslayers would never know what hit them.

I dispelled the ice shield I’d summoned, and Arieste did the same. The merslayers momentarily fell back, stunned, as the obstacle disappeared in front of their eyes. Their shock lasted just a second, then they took their assault on our position with renewed determination.

That lasted all of three seconds, because they engaged hand to hand with a grinning back dragon crouched at the top of the stairs. Rizzala pounced before the monsters could let out a hiss of surprise. Her powerful jaws snapped shut over a merslayer’s head, chest, and shoulders with bone-crushing force. She shook the creature once, then hurled it back to where I waited. While I drained the water magic from the dying monster, Rizzala’s claws snapped out to bat two more merslayers down to the stone stairs. Two more bleeding monster bodies joined the pile growing at my feet, and my store of water magic increased.

The merslayers came on, either too stubborn to quit or driven by Curym’s will, but they stood no chance against even a small dragon. Rizzala’s jaws and claws tore through fishy scales, crushed bones, and ripped gaping wounds into pale-skinned flesh. Light blue blood stained the floor all around me and turned the marble tiles slick. The pile of dying monsters grew so quickly I barely had time to drain one before another was added. I could feel myself growing more powerful with every monster I siphoned.

“Ethan!” Letharia’s panicked cry echoed behind me. “Ethan!”

I whirled to find the dark-haired woman pointing at the ocean outside the glass walls of the tower. For a moment, I could see nothing but the churning, foam-covered sea. Blue-green water stretched to the horizon to the north and east, with nothing but fluffy blue sky to interrupt it.

Then I saw what she was pointing at. Half a mile to the east, a wall of water rose thirty yards out of the ocean. Curym had summoned a tidal wave to drown us. Even as my brain registered the sight, I knew we had no time to escape.
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Chapter Fourteen

I sucked in a breath as I stared at the the massive wave coming toward us. I had no doubt in my mind that the force of that crashing wave would shatter the glass walls, break the tower, and sweep us away. No way we’d survive that.

Yet as I got a better look at it, I realized that it wasn’t a proper tidal wave. It wasn’t a solid wall of water that stretched for miles in every direction. Instead, it was one huge a-frame wave aimed directly at the tower, as if driven by a concentrated rush of water. Curym’s doing, without a doubt.

The blue dragon’s nickname was Waterblade, given to her by the pillar of water she could summon using her magic. She’d attacked Irenya and me with a smaller pillar as we flew over the Crystal River, but now that she had all of the water in the ocean at her disposal, she could make it as large as she wanted.

I spotted tiny flecks of pale blue riding the waves, and the Mark of the Guardian alerted me to the presence of dozens of magical pulses hurtling toward us. The merslayers were literally surfing Curym’s pillar of water. When the force of the crashing wave shattered the tower and dragged us under, the merslayers would pick us off as we floundered in the sea.

My gut clenched as I tried to figure out what to do. Being from Chicago, I’d never had much concern about tidal waves on Lake Michigan. I had seen pictures of massive sea walls that protected cities from strong ocean currents and tsunami waves, but those were made of solid stone or concrete and rebar. Even if I threw every shred of magical power into summoning an ice shield to encase the tower in a protective dome, there was no way it would be thick enough to survive the impact. It would just drain my strength and leave me more vulnerable to the merslayers. I could use the water magic to breathe underwater, but that would drain me of the power I and the dragons needed to fight Curym. There was no time to turn even one of the other women into a dragon to fly out of the tower.

All this flashed through my mind in a second, and my heart sank as I realized I had no idea what to do. The ocean was something I couldn’t punch, blast, or cut my way through.

“Cut!” The word burst from my mouth as a desperate hope blossomed in my mind. The wall of water would plow through any barrier I erected to stop it, but what if I didn’t try to block it? Water always sought the path of least resistance, so I just needed to give it a better path to take that didn’t involve crashing into us.

“Arieste, I need you!” I shouted as I ran toward where Letharia stood watching the approaching pillar. Arieste ran toward me, then drew in a sharp breath as she saw the tidal wave.

“Goddesses!” she breathed. “There’s no way I can throw up a wall to stop it.”

“We’re not going to throw up a wall, but we’re going to use a blade.” I spoke at a hundred miles an hour. We’d have to move fast if we were going to summon enough magic before the water hit us. “We need to cut the water right down the middle and split it so it goes around us. Think of a plow cutting through soil or a blade through flesh.”

Her eyes went wide, and I could see the wheels in her head turning as she tried to picture what I was telling her.

“There,” I said, and pointed straight ahead, toward the wall of water. “We erect a wedge-shaped wall of magic that slices the wave in half and redirects it to either side like the head of my axe.” I mimicked the movement with my hands.

“Let’s do it!” she said.

I gripped her hand in mine and summoned every shred of ice magic I could squeeze from deep within me. Power sizzled through my veins as I gathered the magic, then pushed it out of my body and willed it into existence right in front of the tower. In my mind, I pictured the wedge plows or “cow catchers” old locomotive trains had used to clear objects, snow, or debris off the rails. But instead of a steel device at the front of a train, I had to make this wedge-shaped wall tall enough to split the entire wave.

I felt Arieste grip my hand tighter, and she added her magical energy to mine. Before my eyes, a towering wall of ice sprang into existence in front of the tower. The glistening blade-like front edge of the wall rose for twenty five yards above the water’s surface, and the side walls spread out three yards past the northern and southern walls of the tower.

Then the magic ran out and I slumped to one knee, exhausted. I managed to catch Arieste as she sagged, and held her in my arms as we watched the massive wave hurtling toward us. Her hand gripped mine with a strength that matched the stubborn defiance in her eyes. We’d done what we could, the rest was up to the laws of physics.

The sea-green wall loomed high above the towertop, so high it blocked the sun for a full second before it crashed into our ice wedge. The tower shuddered as the force of the water slammed into it, and I held my breath in anticipation of what came next.

Our ice blade sliced through the cresting wave, and the water splashed along the side walls before rushing past at a hundred miles per hour. A massive boom echoed as the ocean slammed into the shore and raced inland for miles, wreaking devastation all along the coast.

But the tower still stood. I almost couldn’t believe it, but we had survived what should have been total destruction. Arieste’s hand trembled in mine, and her eyes were wide as she stared out at the now calm ocean.

“We...did it,” she breathed. She blinked, swallowed, then broke into a massive grin. “We did it!” She threw her arms around my neck and pressed a fierce kiss to my lips. “We did it, we did it, we did it!” Her laughter echoed in the towertop chamber, and I felt myself break out into relieved laughter as well. There was nothing else to do but smile when you came that close to death.

Rizzala’s furious growling reminded me that we weren’t out of the woods yet. We’d survived one of Curym’s attacks, but it wouldn’t be her last. We needed to get as much water magic as possible so we could take the fight to her before she found more ways to destroy us.

“That had to take a lot of magic out of Curym, right?” I asked a very pale, very shaken Letharia, who had fallen to a sitting position by my feet. She clung to my pants leg and I guessed that she had planned to hang onto me incase the plan didn’t work, and we got tossed into the ocean.

Letharia looked up at me with shock in her eyes, but managed a nod and a weak, “Y-Yes. A lot.” Then she let go of my pants and let out a long exhale.

Curym’s water pillar back in the Crystal River had been powerful enough to knock Irenya from the sky, but the amount of magic it would have taken to generate this tidal wave would have drained the blue dragon’s magical energy. We might have a few minutes before she regained enough strength to attack us either in person or with another water pillar. I intended to use those few minutes to drain as many of her minions as Rizzala could set up for me.

My legs were leaden and my body numb with fatigue, but I forced myself to my feet anyway. Thankfully, I only wavered once as I staggered over to where Rizzala and Irenya held the stairway. I was stunned by how many merslayer bodies lay piled around Rizzala, and the dragon’s black scales were covered in a terrifying amount of pale blue blood. Yet as I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian, I could sense that she hadn’t slain all the merslayers. Despite their crushed chests, snapped spines, and mangled limbs, they had enough life left in them for me to drain.

“A beast on the streets and a beast in the sheets.” Nyvea chuckled.

“I think it’s actually ‘A lady on the streets and a freak in the sheets,’ Nyvea,” I chuckled. “How do you know Ludacris?”

“Luda-who? I was talking about you, handsome!” Nyvea giggled, and I smiled as I looked back at the black dragon.

“Good work, Rizzala!” I shouted as I set about siphoning the water magic out of the merslayers’ bodies. A few of them put up some resistance, but my fire-headed axe put a quick end to their flashing claws and snapping teeth. The more magic I drained from them, the faster my body recovered from its recent expenditure. By the time I had gotten through the nearest pile of ten or fifteen merslayers, I felt more energized and refreshed by the new water power than I had since waking up that morning.

I used the Mark of the Guardian to scan the tower below us for more enemies. There were dozens crowded into the room, with more splashing all around the tower waiting their turn to come at us. Even though her plan with the tidal wave had failed, Curym was keeping up the pressure by sending the merslayers after us. Doubtless she hoped that they’d overwhelm us and cut us down, or at least distract us long enough to recover. She couldn’t know about my magic-siphoning ability, which meant she couldn’t know that her clever plan was playing right into our hands.

“How are you holding up, Rizzala?” I shouted as I set about siphoning the magic out of the next merslayer the black dragon sent my way.

“I could do this all day!” she roared, and from the delight in her voice it sounded like she was having as much fun as a cat playing with mice.

“Then keep it up,” I told her. “I’m going to get the others ready.”

“Ready for what?” Irenya called over. The curvaceous redhead stood a short distance behind the black dragon, well out of the way of snapping teeth and flashing claws. She had her fire magic ready to unleash, but by the looks of things, Rizzala didn’t need any help. The black dragon was like a paper shredder and the merslayers were the world’s tastiest documents.

“To take the battle to Curym,” I said. “I think I’ve almost got enough water magic to make this work, so it’ll soon be time to hit the depths.”

“Yes!” Irenya grinned and pumped her fist in the air, a gesture she’d evidently learned from me. “After seeing that wall of water, I was just thinking that Curym’s getting desperate.”

“Her plan failed,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean she won’t have back-ups. If we hit her while she’s still recovering from using that much magic, we might be able to catch her with her defenses weak.”

“You say the word,” Rizzala growled, “and we’ll do it.”

I turned to Letharia. “What can you tell me about Curym’s lair?” I asked. “Where do I find it? How do I get in?”

“The entrance to her lair is at the bottom of a deep trench, just beyond what used to be the eastern boundary of Emerald Deep,” Letharia told me. “It is eighty of your human feet down, and it is hidden beneath a rocky shelf. Unless you know what you’re looking for, it will be impossible to find.”

“But you can find it, right?” I asked. “You know where it is?”

Letharia hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I believe I do.”

“Good.” I rubbed my stubble-covered jaw as I began to formulate a plan of attack. “Will she be guarding it?”

“Curym is too smart for that,” Letharia  said with a shake of her head. “She will stay away from the lair, thus making it harder for her enemies to find it. But she knows I am here, which she will take to mean that I am helping you. I cannot say if she will guard her lair against me or take to the open water where her versatility and magic give her the advantage.”

“We’ve got enough dragonpower that she’ll have to split her focus,” I told her. “Irenya and Arieste will go straight for her, while you get Rizzala and me into her lair. Then, once you drop us off, you can help the others distract Curym.”

“You want me to face Curym?” Letharia’s eyebrows shot up and her face went three shades paler than usual. “The mightiest dragon of Iriador, in her own habitat?”

“Hey, I resent that!” Irenya called out from where she stood. “We all know I’m the most bad-ass!”

“Yes,” I told Letharia in all seriousness, though the somber effect was broken because I couldn’t help grinning at Irenya’s words. “You’re the only one who’s used to maneuvering in and under water, so you’re our greatest weapon against Curym. The three of you together—“

“Cannot win!” Letharia’s voice rose to a shout, edged with panic. “The others may rule the skies, but the seas belong to Curym. We have no hope of defeating her.”

“Letharia, think about everything you’ve done thus far.” I was surprised to hear Arieste speak up. The platinum blonde walked over and crouched in front of the now-trembling Letharia. “You discovered the way through the tunnels of a long-dead nation of people, survived a trap that should have killed us, and saved all of our lives in the process. You did the impossible when you used ice magic, and in doing so, saved my life. You are strong, not because you are fearless like Rizzala, but because you face down your fears rather than allowing them to overwhelm you.”

“But Curym--” Letharia began.

“I just one more fear to face,” Arieste said in a voice that was at once soothing and firm. She took Letharia’s hands in hers and gripped them hard.

“She’ll kill me!” Letharia whimpered.

“Those spikes in the tunnel could have killed you,” Arieste replied. “So could the water that flooded the tunnel or Mistress Oharia. There are a thousand things that can kill you every day. But if you live your life in fear of what could be, you will never get to experience the many wonders that there are. Curym may be dangerous, but you are far more powerful than her.”

“I’m not!” Letharia protested. “I’m just a scared human woman, not even a dragon anymore.”

“You will be a dragon once more,” Arieste said with a smile. “But it is not the dragon part of you that makes you strong.”

Letharia’s brow wrinkled in confusion, and she stared down at her thin arms and long, slender fingers.

Arieste placed a hand over Letharia’s heart. “This is what makes you strong. Courage in the face of fear, determination to fight for those that matter.” Her eyes darted up toward me, then toward Irenya and Rizzala.

“It’s not the size of the dragon in the fight,” Rizzala called over her shoulder, “but the size of the fight in the dragon.”

I smiled at the familiar adage, the same one I’d used when convincing the warrior woman that the two of us could defeat Zaddrith.

“Curym fights alone,” Arieste continued, “but you do not.”

“Curym’s minions—“

“Are simply creatures heeding her command.” Arieste shook her head. “They do her bidding, but she is alone in this fight. She has no one to watch out for her, to shield her as you shielded me.” She gripped Letharia’s hands tighter. “You’ve got all four of us. Ethan, Rizzala, Irenya, and me. And we’re not just allies fighting for a common cause. We are friends, a family even. We fight for each other because we care for each other. That includes you, too.”

“I-It does?” Letharia’s hesitant voice was accompanied by a surprised look in her eyes.

“You’re one of us,” Irenya called over. “For better or worse.”

“We’ve got your back!” Rizzala rumbled, and punctuated her words with a snap of her powerful jaws around a merslayer’s neck.

“We fight together,” I told her, and held out a hand. “We win together.”

She made no move for a long moment, but finally she reached out and slipped her small hand into mine.

“Together,” she said in a quiet voice, and stepped out of the dress she’d borrowed from Arieste.

I drew out the green gemstone and placed it against her shoulder. “Together,” I repeated, then tapped into the acid magic.

My stomach churned as the biting, metallic-edged power raced through my body, down my arm, and into the gemstone. Letharia sighed and threw her head back as the magic suffused her body, and her skin began to deepen from a pale white to a light green, then neon green scales. Her legs squeezed together, then began to elongate into the long serpentine tail of her dragon form. Her arms pressed against her sides as her torso lengthened and turned into rippling coils, and four dragonfly-like wings snapped out from her sides. Her petite features changed to a snake’s broad head and square snout, and I felt the familiar moment of doubt as I stared into her emerald green eyes.

I knew I was taking a risk giving her back her power. There was always the chance she would panic and simply fly away, which would seriously set back our plan to bring down Curym right here and now. She could also turn against me and use her acid magic to try to kill me and the other three women. I was gambling on the fact that the Letharia I’d come to know over the past couple of days was vastly different from the woman I’d met in Zaddrith’s swamp.

The green dragon coiled up like a snake, and her head lifted high above mine. Her mouth opened to reveal four long fangs dripping with neon green acid. Now was the moment of truth.

“Let’ssssss do thisssss,” she said in a hissing voice.

With a grin of mingled relief and excitement, I turned to Arieste and drew the white gemstone from my pocket.

“Your turn, gorgeous,” I said with a wink.

“You know just what to say to charm a woman,” she said, and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I’ll be expecting more than that later.”

“Happy to oblige, my lady,” I replied as I tapped into the ice magic. The power flowed through my body with that same numbing chill, but it flowed through the white gemstone and into Arieste far more easily than it had before, almost as if using the gemstone to channel other powers widened the magical conduit. Within seconds, the stunning platinum blonde had changed into a huge white dragon.

“It’s getting cramped in here,” Arieste growled. The forty-foot-wide room was barely long enough to contain her body, and I heard the sound of glass shattering as her tail whipped around.

“Take this magic, then take to the skies and get ready to attack,” I told her. This time, I drew on the water magic I’d taken from the merslayers and nagia. The supply of magic was limited, but I drew on a full quarter of what I had and infused it into her body. She and Irenya would be doing most of the attacking, so they’d need as much of the power as I could give them.

“Mmmm,” she rumbled, and her voice echoed with a mixture of curiosity and delight. “A fascinating sensation, this water magic.”

“Save it until you need it,” I told her.

She dropped her head to nuzzle against me, and I rubbed her big dragon neck. We both knew that we were about to face the hardest fight of our lives, but there was no need for words.

“See you on the other side,” I told her.

“Can’t wait,” she growled. Her tail whipped out and shattered all the windows along the northern wall of the room, just enough for her to squeeze her bulk through. The moment her forelegs and midsection were through the opening, she snapped out her broad white wings and took to the skies.

I watched her go for a single moment, then turned back to where Rizzala was still ripping apart the merslayers.

“Just a few more seconds, Rizzala,” I said, “then we’re out of here.”

“No rush,” the black dragon growled. “Things are just getting good.”

“Save some for the battle with Curym, eh?”

“Plenty to go around!” she boomed in response.

“Irenya, you’re up,” I said as I moved toward the diminutive redhead and drew out the red gemstone.

“About time!” She hopped toward me eagerly, a bright smile on her face, and she thrust out her ample chest. “I’ve been wanting your hands on my body for days.”

“More fun to come, I promise,” I told her with a grin as I nestled the stone between her breasts and tapped into the magic. “First, we need to kick this blue dragon’s ass.”

The fire sizzled through my body and rushed into Irenya’s with blistering force. Her well-formed arms, shoulders, chest, and legs lengthened, broadened with thick bands of muscle, and changed into the familiar red dragon form I’d come to know so well over the last few weeks. Irenya’s amber-colored eyes sparkled as I finished pouring the fire into her, then added as much water magic as I’d given Arieste.

She seemed to recoil from the water magic, not out of pain as she had with the acid magic, but with the same surprised reaction as when I’d infused her body with ice. The fire within her seemed to resist my efforts for a moment, and I had to push harder than ever to force the stolen water power through her gemstone and into her form. Finally, the barrier gave way and the magic rushed into her.

“I’ll be waiting, handsome.” She nuzzled me as well, and her surprisingly-rough dragon tongue licked my face. As she straightened her legs to lift her bulk, I heard the shattering of glass and the straining of metal from the tower around me. When she leapt into the air, she literally took the ceiling, roof, and spire of the tower with her. I watched her go, and my eyes followed the top of the tower splashing into the water as she shook it off her back.

“You’re going to have your hands full delivering on all the post-battle promises you’ve just made,” Nyvea purred in my mind, “but I’m sure you’ll be up to the task. I’ll watch, and advise to make sure you don’t forget about any of these beautiful women. You know, just to be sure.”

Right now wasn’t the time for those thoughts, as pleasant as they were. I watched Irenya and Arieste circling high overhead, their eyes fixed on me as they waited for the signal to attack. There was just one more thing to take care of.

“Rizzala, time to go!” I called out as I raced toward the black dragon. I tapped into my ice magic and summoned the thickest, strongest shield I could to block the staircase. We only needed a few seconds to make our getaway.

“Aww, no more fun?” Rizzala said as she turned to me.

“For now, no,” I told her. “We need to go before Curym recovers fully.”

“Then let’s make our move,” she growled.

“Are you going to be okay underwater?” I asked her. “This dragon body isn’t exactly made for swimming.”

Back on Earth, YouTube had been filled with videos of panthers playing in swimming pools, lakes, and streams. While the cats could swim, they weren’t streamlined.

“I’ll make it work,” Rizzala growled. “If nothing else, I’ll give Curym an easy target.”

“I could always use your help in the lair,” I told her. “Who knows what I’ll find there.”

“My place is fighting beside the others,” she replied with a shake of her huge dragon head. “We will distract her long enough to give you the chance to reach her lair and shatter the altar.”

“Good luck, then,” I told her, and poured water magic through the gemstone into her body. Her gemstone put up little resistance, and her darkness magic seemed to make space for the new power more easily than Arieste’s ice magic or Irenya’s fire.

Rizzala let out a loud growl, then leapt out of the now-shattered tower and dove into the ocean.

I slipped out of my pack, piled it with the packs of the other dragon women, then tapped into the ice magic to summon a thick ice dome to protect it. I couldn’t take my pack underwater, as I needed to be as aerodynamic as possible to minimize resistance as we descended. Hopefully the merslayers would rather chase us than waste time trying to break through the ice dome for our food and clothing.

I drained the magic from the last of the merslayers Rizzala had piled up for me, then turned to Letharia. “Let’s do this,” I told her with a grin. “Let’s go kick Curym’s ass!”
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Chapter Fifteen

I leapt onto Letharia’s back, but found it was surprisingly hard to stay in place. Her body was sleeker than any of the other dragons’, and she had no spikes to hold onto. Thankfully, if I sat far enough back, I could wrap my legs around the bones that connected her dragonfly wings to her serpentine body. It would be a strange ride, that much was certain.

“Get me to the lair’s entrance,” I told the green dragon. “Once I’m inside, help the others. The last thing I need is for Curym to catch me in her lair while I’m trying to destroy her altar.”

“Yessssss,” Letharia said in her hissing dragon voice. “I am no fighter, but I will do what I can.”

“You’re our best chance underwater,” I said. “I have complete faith in your ass-kicking abilities. Curym won’t know what hit her.”

“Your confidenssssee issss encouraging,” she replied as she slithered toward the shattered glass window. Then she hesitated just a moment before sliding down the wall and into the ocean.

Just before we hit the water, I tapped into my ice magic. Though I’d given most of it to Arieste to turn her into a dragon, I had enough that I could create a shield around my body. Instead of a round, humped dome shape, I made it a long, half-teardrop-shaped construction that would allow Letharia to slice through the water without slowing her down. I didn’t have much experience with hydrodynamics, but even I knew that the sleeker and more streamlined the shield, the faster Letharia would move.

I drew in a deep breath as the water closed around my improvised shield, but it held. The ice distorted my field of view, and the ocean grew darker as we descended. I had only the Mark of the Guardian to warn me of approaching danger, and my magical radar was pinging like crazy. I sensed at least fifty to a hundred merslayers below, and the unmistakeable presence of Curym herself.

I knew Letharia had a body made for slithering through wet conditions, but I was surprised by just how maneuverable she was. Her wings glided up and down and her tail whipped back and forth like a fish’s, and we hurtled through the water with surprising speed. In fact, we were swimming so fast, we were already halfway down by the time I felt Arieste and Rizzala’s magical presences hitting the water’s surface above me.

I risked a glance over my shoulder and found Rizzala swimming with the grace of a panther, and she was making the descent slowly but steadily. The red and white dragons, however, sliced through the water with speed almost as impressive as Letharia’s. Both had their legs pulled up and their wings tucked back against their sides, and their long dragon necks and tails undulated in a manner similar to Letharia’s. They reminded me of a National Geographic documentary I’d seen on cormorants, the Earth birds that actually dove into the water to eat fish.

Only we weren’t after fish. Their target was much larger and had the ability to bite back.

I felt a massive surge of magic coming from beneath me, and my head whipped around in time to see a bubbling, white mass of water shooting up toward us. Letharia barely managed to slither out of the way in time, and the pillar actually struck Rizzala in the shoulder and knocked her to one side. A massive burst of air escaped from the black dragon’s mouth as she struggled to right herself.

I was relieved to find that none of the dragons were using their water magic. We didn’t have enough siphoned magic for a prolonged underwater fight, and I had no idea how long the dragons could hold their breath. Soon enough, they’d have to tap into their water magic and the countdown would begin. If we didn’t defeat Curym before the water magic ran out, we’d be in serious trouble.

A quiet cracking sound echoed from my improvised ice shield, and I quickly summoned the magic needed to repair it. The icy enclosure wasn’t just meant to protect me from the water pressure, but it also held enough oxygen for me to hopefully make the descent without using the magic I’d stolen from Curym. The longer I could delay using it, the better.

My gut tightened as I felt Rizzala tap into the water magic. The black dragon was struggling to make the descent, and her body wasn’t as aerodynamic as the other three. But just her presence would be enough of a distraction to prevent Curym from noticing the real threat: me.

Right now, I had only a fraction of the magic I’d taken from each of the four dragons I’d defeated. Curym might be able to sense it, but it would only be like a spark next to a bright fire. I was as close to invisible to her magical senses as I could be, and clinging to Letharia’s back, I’d be hard to see in the vast ocean.

Seven heartbeats passed before another blast of water magic shot up toward us. Letharia slithered to the side, but the water pillar caught her tail and spun her around for a moment before she righted herself. The impact of the magical attack sent massive cracks through my ice shield, and it cost me precious seconds to repair it. By the time I sealed up the fissures, nearly a gallon of ocean water had seeped through. I could feel myself growing lightheaded as my oxygen ran out.

“Faster, Letharia!” I shouted in the hope that she could hear me through the ice shield and the ocean. “We need to reach that lair now.”

I searched the ocean, but I couldn’t see where Curym was hiding. The Mark of the Guardian pinpointed her beneath a rocky sheld far below us. She had no reason to come out of hiding anytime soon, not when she could simply hurl water pillars and her merslayers at us. We’d have to take the attack to her to draw her out.

The magical presences of dozens of merslayers pinged on my magical radar, and I could feel them drawing closer with every heartbeat. Their mermaid-like tails sliced through the water with terrifying speed, fast enough that they would close on Letharia and me before Arieste or Irenya caught up. We’d be facing more than fifty of the fish monsters alone.

Letharia whipped to the side so violently my head smacked up against the inside of my ice shield, and a rush of bubbling white water shot up a yard away from me. I felt a surge of water magic coming from Arieste as she tried to fight the powerful water blade and the ocean’s currents.

Then the merslayers hit Letharia. The dragon’s serpentine body lashed back and forth as she tried to hurry the descent and evade the monsters at the same time, but a few of the merslayers managed to grab onto her scales. One actually managed to sink its claws into my ice shield, and I could hear the ice beginning to crack.

I summoned more ice to reinforce the shield, but in that moment, Letharia’s body whipped again and distracted me from accessing the magic. The merslayer somehow managed to hold on and continued its assault against the ice protecting me from the ocean. Even as I tapped into the magic, I could feel the shield weakening.

I drew in a deep breath of the little oxygen that remained in my ice shield, then did the one thing I’d wanted to avoid all this time: I drove my boot into the merslayer’s claw and shattered the shield. Water smashed into me with the force of a Mack truck going sixty-miles an hour, and the impact knocked the air from my lungs but managed to hold onto her. But as the ice shield shattered, the merslayer was dislodged from Letharia’s back.

Desperate, I tapped into the water magic long enough to fill my lungs with one breath. My head ached and my ears felt ready to burst, but I had to hold on. One heartbeat, two, three, just a few until the ice magic recharged.

The moment the power flooded my body, I drew on as much as I could manage and used it to create a thick coat of ice armor around my body. Immediately, the pressure on my head and chest diminished.

I gritted my teeth and forced myself not to exhale. I had to hold in the oxygen as long as possible to draw out the water magic. I’d only have a few minutes to use it, and if I burned through it just getting to Curym’s lair, there was no way I’d be able to finish this mission.

But Curym seemed to understand that as well, for she kept hurling merslayers at us. Letharia tried to slither out of the way, but there were too many of them to evade completely.  I felt the green dragon’s body shudder beneath the impact of dozens of merslayer claws.

Suddenly, Letharia whipped her body around and began swimming upwards, away from Curym and the merslayers. My heart sank and, for a moment, I was gripped by the horrifying thought that Zaddrith’s cowardly nature had taken hold of her. Then I saw three huge shapes hurtling past me right toward the enemy.  Irenya and Arieste sliced through the water, with Rizzala holding tight to Irenya’s rear leg.

Understanding dawned the instant before Letharia curled around and began the descent once again. She’d made the mistake of swimming too far ahead of the others, which had left us vulnerable to attack. Now, there were three other dragons to distract Curym and her merslayers. Lerharia’s feigned retreat bought us a moment to circle around behind the others. Curym would be so focused on the threat right in front of her that she wouldn’t see Letharia slipping off toward the blue dragon’s lair.

I wanted to shout in triumph but couldn’t spare a breath.  Indeed, I could feel myself growing light-headed as my lungs begged for oxygen, and I had to tap into the water magic again just long enough to draw in another lungful. We had to get to the entrance to Curym’s lair soon, or I might find myself either passing out from oxygen deprivation or I’d use up all my water magic.

Magic and white light flared off to my left, and I saw one of Curym’s water pillars slamming into Arieste’s hastily summoned ice shields. I grinned as I searched the ocean and saw no sign of Rizzala. I could feel her through our tether and a hint on my magical radar, but the darkness magic in her body would be hiding her from not only my view, but the enemy’s as well.

Irenya, however, had to take a different approach with her magic. She couldn’t blast pillars of fire into the ocean, but to my surprise, I found her drawing on the power anyway. Instead of releasing it, however, she held it and used it to fill every cell of her massive body. My eyes widened as I realized what she was doing. She was super-heating her body as a protection against the merslayers.

A massive rocky shelf hid my dragons and the enemy from view, and hope surged within me as Letharia slithered through a twenty-foot opening in the underwater cliff.  Everything went dark, and I found myself suddenly wishing for a diver’s torch. I couldn’t summon fire to light our way, so I had to rely on Letharia’s instincts to get us where we need to go.

The stone walls pressed in around me, but I could feel the pressure of the water diminishing as we swam in a direction I assumed was upwards. I risked using a little more water magic so I could take another breath. I had no idea how far up this passage went, but I had to be ready for anything we’d find.

We broke the surface of the water, and immediately I dispelled the ice shield and drew in a deep, shuddering breath. Calling it fresh air wouldn’t be accurate, as the air was distinctly heavy with the salty odor of ocean water edged with the stink of rot and decay. But it was oxygen, and I could breathe it without having to use magic. That was enough to bring hope surging within me.

I leapt off Letharia’s back and treaded water beside her serpentine form. “Go!” I told her. “Help the others to lure Curym over here. This battle ends when I take her magic, but to do that, I need her gemstone.”

“Ssssssssso be it,” Letharia hissed. “Ssshe will be here ssssssoon. Doubtlessss she hassss already ssssensssed ussss.”

“I’ll be quick, then,” I told her.

“Be ssssssafe, Ethan,” she said, then dove her serpentine head into the water and left me alone in the silence and darkness.

I summoned a small burst of fire and shot it into the air above me. In the brief second it lasted, I was able to get a decent view of my surroundings. I was in a rocky cave at least twenty feet high and thirty feet across, with an inclined slope rising out of the water on the side of the cave opposite me. A round tunnel cut through the rock wall and disappeared into darkness.

I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and used it to search for any magical presences in the cave. My heart leapt as I found a massive amount of energy a short distance down the round tunnel. There was no mistaking the rushing, surging power of Curym, and in such a vast quantity that it could only be the altar.

I swam toward the inclined slope until I hit a rock ledge, then dragged myself out of the water and onto hard stone. Not for the first time, I was glad for the ice magic’s ability to shield me from the chill. The ocean would be freezing cold at the depth we’d reach, and were it not for the magic, I’d probably have died of hypothermia long before I reached the altar.

Warmth flowed through me as I tapped into the fire magic. Drawing my axe, I summoned a thin coating of flame to burn around the steel head, then held up my magical torch. Light glimmered off the surface of the water and shone on moist-slickened rocks, but I saw and heard nothing else. The Mark of the Guardian could only detect the massive amounts of water magic radiating from Curym’s altar.

I picked my way up the inclined slope and along the slippery rocks. To my surprise, there was moss and lichen growing all around the tunnel, even in the absence of sunlight. Proof, perhaps, that life always found a way to flourish, even in a place as isolated and remote as this.

Yet a dark doorway off to my right indicated that maybe the tunnel wasn’t as isolated as I’d thought. I tensed as I drew in front of it and held the torch to scan the shadows. To my surprise, I found solid rock, with no hint of door handle, lock, or even a seam in the stone. Perhaps this was another of the magic-controlled doorways that led through the underground corridors beneath King Dentas’ palace. I contemplated using magic to try and open it, but hesitated. Curym had flooded the tunnels in an effort to drown us out, so I didn’t want to risk flooding this lair with water. Besides, there was no need to go exploring, not when I had to get to the altar and sever Curym’s connection with her magic. That would put a quick end to the underwater battle, hopefully before the dragons’ siphoned water magic ran out.

The light of my magical torch shone on smooth stone walls, which arched upward to a perfectly rounded ceiling. This had the look of a man-made structure, an odd change from the lairs where I’d found the other four dragons. Did a human build this tunnel for the altar, or did Curym simply claim this man-made tunnel for her altar when she discovered it? This was a chicken-and-egg question I didn’t have an answer to.

My heart leapt as I caught sight of a faint blue glow twenty yards down the tunnel. Magic had to be the only source of light in this rocky chamber. I hurried toward the blue stone altar, eager to shatter it, claim Curym’s power, and put an end to this battle. I didn’t want to risk any of my dragons getting hurt by the merslayers or Curym herself.

Something stopped me as I approached the altar. There was something strangely off about this entire thing. Curym was supposed to be the smartest of the dragons, so her strategy for dealing with the four dragons far away from her lair made sense. But then why didn’t she try to stop Letharia and me when we made a move toward her lair? According to the other dragons, they had a biological, psychological, or magical imperative to protect their altars. So where was Curym to stop me from destroying her magic? She wouldn’t leave it unguarded to deal with a threat, even one she thought she could defeat, would she?

My answer came a moment later as a huge serpentine figure with the face of a woman, long blue hair, and four powerfully muscled arms slithered out from behind the altar.

“Little human,” she snarled, her face twisted in rage as she drew two huge scimitars and leveled them at me, “your quest for ultimate power comes to an end here!”
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Chapter Sixteen

I tightened my grip on my axe as two, three, and then six more nagia appeared in the soft blue glow emanated by the gemstone in Curym’s altar. The fact that they’d been concealed behind the altar was the reason I’d been unable to sense them. The water magic running through them was like a match against the floodlight of power emanating from the stone.

One against seven. Not the best odds in the world, I had to admit. Curym had counted on me coming for her lair, but she’d anticipated that I’d send my dragons to keep her occupied. She’d been clever to set the nagia in wait.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t counted on my kicking her nagia’s asses. She’d been too confident that seven nagia were enough to stop me. Time to prove her wrong.

I snuffed out the magical flame coating the head of my axe, and the tunnel was plunged into near darkness, with only the soft blue light of the glowing altar brightening the room. At the same time, I tapped into Rizzala’s darkness magic, and I felt my skin begin to shift colors to blend in with the shadows.

The magic must have worked, for the Mistress, who Letharia had called Kalrak, hissed and drew her two short swords with her lower pair of arms.

“You will not claim the Dreamkey!” she snarled. “Your body will join the myriad others that have tried in vain to take what rightfully belongs to our mistress.”

My brow furrowed in confusion as I crept toward the curving tunnel wall. I’d never heard of anything called a Dreamkey. Did Curym not know I was coming here for her altar? The mention inflamed my curiosity. What could be so important that Curym considered it more crucial to protect it than her altar? If she didn’t think I was coming here to take her magic as I’d done to the others, what did she think I was here for? I desperately wanted to find out, but right now I had more important things to focus on.

Mistress Kalrak lunged at where I’d been standing a moment earlier, and her blades hacked empty air with enough force to chop through a solid tree trunk. The other six nagia spread out and drew weapons of their own. One actually slithered to within just three feet of where I stood, close enough that I could reach out and touch its heavily muscled arms and long blue hair.

That meant it was within the range of my axe. I whipped the heavy steel head at the creature’s neck, and the blade hacked through flesh, bone, and gristle with deadly ease. The nagia’s head bounced off the stone wall and pale blue blood sprayed from the stump of its neck. Even as the corpse slumped, I called on the Mark of the Guardian to pull the magic from the monster’s dying body. It wasn’t much, little more than a trickle, but every little bit would count when I swam out to face Curym.

Two nagia hissed and slithered toward the dead nagia, but I was already on the move. I managed to slip between them, then spun and drove the pick side of my axe into the back of one’s skull. The creature slumped forward, blue blood turned the stones slick, and I siphoned out what little remained of its fading powers.

That moment of delay nearly cost me my head. One of the other nagias had seen the body fall and hurled her serpentine body through the air with the speed of a striking sidewinder. I had just enough time to throw myself into a forward roll, then two enormous scimitars cut through the air inches above my back. I was up to my feet in an instant and racing toward the opposite wall of the tunnel, where there were no nagias.

My heart pounded as I pressed my back against the cool stone and sized up the situations. I’d taken two nagias down, but there were still five more, including a pissed-off Mistress.

“Coward!” Mistress Kalrak hissed. Her eyes darted around the cavern and she searched the shadows to find me. I didn’t know if she could sense magic like the dragons could, or if she had to rely on her physical senses like me. Against so many enemies, I didn’t want to risk doing anything that would give away my position. I needed that advantage to win this battle quickly.

“You cannot escape this place, thief!” Mistress Kalrak shouted. “The only way out is down, for all the other tunnels your humans used to use are blocked by earth, stone, and water.”

I gave myself a mental high-five for not trying to open the magical doorway. Curym really had chosen a clever place for her lair, with only one way in and out. With her merslayers, nagia, and the dragon herself to guard it, there was very little chance that any enemy could get in.

But I wasn’t just any enemy. I hadn’t come to kill her or steal her treasure. I’d come for her magic, and she’d made the mistake of underestimating me.

I summoned fire magic to my hands, then sent a single blast at the nearest nagia a few yards to my right. When it whipped around to shield itself from the scorching flames, I leapt to the left, toward a nagia that was already slithering at the position where it guessed I was hiding. The creature was clever enough to try and intercept me even though I was invisible. Her swords flashed out and carved deadly arcs through the air on both her right and left.

I went straight down the middle. I raced at her, leapt high into the air, and brought the sharp blade of my axe crashing onto her high forehead. Blue blood sprayed as steel shattered bone and brain, and the nagia sagged. I didn’t bother trying to siphon off this one’s magic, but spun and sprinted back toward the nagia I’d attacked with fire.

My gamble worked. The nagia surged toward their dying comrade, no doubt in an attempt to stop me from breaking past and heading toward the back of the lair. The still-burning nagia didn’t even have time to let out a cry of pain as I hacked both of her right arms off with a single blow, then brought the pick side whipping around to punch through her chest. She let out a terrible shriek of pain, but her resistance was weak as I siphoned the magic from her body.

“Behind you!” Nyvea screamed at me.

I ducked on instinct, and two huge scimitars whistled above my head to hack through the head of the dying nagia in front of me. I threw myself to one side, barely in time to avoid Mistress Kalrak’s four whirling blades. She had no idea where I was, but that didn’t stop her from weaving deadly arcs of steel in the air. Her scimitars hacked and slashed almost too fast for my eyes to see, and the shorter swords in her lower arms thrust with the speed of a scorpion’s tail. She was like a blender set to puree.

I knew there was no way I could fight her hand-to-hand. She had four arms to my two, and she wielded her four swords with a skill Adath and Sir Galfred would envy. If I met her axe to swords, she’d cut me to pieces.

In a fight to the death, magic always beat steel. I drew on as much fire as I could muster, summoned it to my right hand, then punched out with a blow backed by all the force of my arm. My fist didn’t come close to her flying swords, but fire surged from my knuckles in a single concentrated blast. Red-hot flames drilled a fist-sized hole through her torso and blew out the back of her spine. The spinning swords slowed, and Mistress Kalrak’s huge body sagged. She hit the ground with a resounding thump and lay twitching, and blue blood began to pool around her.

I glanced at the two remaining nagia, who were a good ten yards away from me. It was worth the risk for the magic I’d siphon off the dying Mistress. I drew in a quick breath, tapped into the Mark of the Guardian, and pulled the power from Mistress Kalrak’s body into my own. To my horror, I felt the darkness magic slipping from my grasp as the power ran out. I couldn’t stop pulling the magic out of the nagia, but now the other monsters could see me.

There was a lot more water power than I realized. Mistress Kalrak might not have been the most powerful of the nagia, but this close to the altar, the magic had infused her body. I found myself drawing more and more of the power into my body, and still it continued to flow. I couldn’t stop, but I couldn’t afford to keep going as the remaining nagia slithered toward me.

Time slowed to a crawl as I tried to pull the magic out of Mistress Kalrak before the enemy reached me. I needed that magic to fight Curym, but I had to fight to survive this.

The water magic dried up a heartbeat before the nagia attacked. The moment I felt the flow of power from Mistress Kalrak’s dying body slow to a trickle, I released my hold on it and the Mark of the Guardian. I had enough time to take a single step back and to the left before the nagia hurled themselves at me. One of the two actually came within an inch of skewering me with her barbed tail, and only my quick reflexes saved me from a vicious slash of a scimitar.

But that was as close as I’d let them get. I tapped into my ice magic and summoned a dome of ice to form around the farthest nagia’s head. The monster clawed at the translucent helmet that was cutting off her oxygen, but I’d made the ice thick enough that it would take her a few seconds to get through it. More than enough time for me to deal with her comrade.

The last nagia made the mistake of turning toward her thrashing, struggling companion, which meant her heavily-muscled back was exposed to me. I took two running steps, leapt off her thick, scaled tail, and brought my axe down onto the back of her head. She sagged like a sack of rocks, and her face and chest slammed into the stony floor hard. I didn’t even bother tearing my axe free of her skull as I drained the water magic from her twitching body.

A loud tinkling of shattering ice echoed in the tunnel, followed by the hissing scream of the nagia. She hacked at me with her sword, and the steel blades cut through the air all around me. I had to give ground to avoid being cut to pieces, but it turned out the nagia was just buying time to get away. She swung a vicious two-handed blow that forced me to leap back, then whirled and slithered as fast as she could down the slope toward the ocean.

She didn’t live long enough to regret the decision to flee. I caught up to her in three strides, and I brought my axe down hard on her barbed tail. Her shrieking cries echoed off the stone walls as she turned to try and counterattack. Her swiping swords bounced off an ice shield I threw up in front of her, and as she crashed through the barrier, she met a face full of my fire. Her perfect, pale blue skin shriveled and withered beneath the blistering heat, and she fell back with an even louder cry of agony. My axe put an end to her cries as I hacked off her head with one powerful blow.

And then I was alone in Curym’s lair. Alone with seven nagia bodies, the sound of the lapping ocean, and the soft blue glow emanating from the altar.

I drew in a deep breath and felt a slight twinge of pain running down my left arm. To my surprise, when I touched my bicep, my fingers came away wet with red blood, not blue. One of the nagia must have managed to land a lucky shot. Thankfully, I had Rizzala’s magic, and I knew the cells of my skin and muscles would repair the wound far faster as they shifted to camouflage me with my surroundings.

I strode toward rear of the lair, my eyes fixed on Curym’s altar. It looked the same as the others: a single block of some deep blue stone, with a glowing blue jewel set into its top. I was surprised to see tendrils of water slithering all around the altar, as if the magic had somehow made the water come alive and was using it as a protective shield. But those few threads of water wouldn’t be enough to stop my axe from shattering the gemstone and the altar.

I gripped my axe in both hands and planted my feet for the strike, but something stopped me. There was no warning of danger, no shout from Nyvea or pinging on my magical radar. Instead, it was a curious sensation coming from off to my left, in the alcove a few yards away from Curym’s altar.

“What’s wrong, Ethan?” Nyvea gasped with worry. “The altar is right there!”

“There is something strange to the side,” I said as I lowered my axe.

“What? I don’t sense anything.”

It was a sensation I couldn’t quite describe, almost as if the Mark of the Guardian was sensing a hole in the world around me. The Mark had always been able to detect the presence of the elemental magic that filled the world, but it didn’t respond to inert objects like stone and metal. But this felt like I was feeling a total absence of not just magic, but existence entirely. It was like some massive vacuum had sucked everything out of the back of the cave.

The problem was, I didn’t see anything strange. I’d read enough sci-fi to know about rifts into other dimensions or tears in the space-time continuum, but I’d always expected them to look like holes into a gaping void or total blackness. Yet there was nothing, not so much as a thread of super darkness. To my human eyes, the rear of the cave looked totally normal.

“We can look at it after, just destroy the altar!” Nyeva pleaded.

“Yeah,” I said, but something about that odd sensation held my attention. Curiosity burned within me and I desperately wanted to know what was causing that feeling. Something like that had to be a serious threat, one I couldn’t ignore.

Once more, I tapped into the Mark of the Guardian and tried to get a better sense of whatever it was. Again, it felt like there was something simply missing from the world, like some magical or cosmic entity had taken a bite out of reality.

Something else, something much more urgent, pinged in my magical radar. A massive surge of powerful, flowing water magic racing toward me at breathtaking speeds. I could feel it rushing up the watery shaft that led to the open ocean below.

Curym was coming to defend her lair.

The blue dragon’s head broke the surface of the water with a tremendous splash, and the cave around me shuddered as her bulk slammed into the stony slope that led toward her altar. For the first time, I got a clear look at Curym in the soft light of the altar.

I suddenly understood why ancient sailors on Earth had been so afraid of the tales of water dragons. Curym had a broad dragon snout, close-set blue eyes, and two horns protruding from the top of her head. Her body was serpentine but twice as thick as Letharia’s, and covered with thick blue scales, all except for her white underbelly, which looked to be covered with a thick carapace of some sort. The only wounds I could see had to come from sharp dragon teeth and claws, and they leaked bright blue blood onto the stones. But her body had been created to withstand the tremendous pressures deep underwater, so I knew there was no way anything I threw at her would so much as scratch her. Not the sharp steel blade of my axe, Rizzala’s spear, or even the fire or ice magic would damage her toughened body.

Worse, she hadn’t come without magic of her own. Blue light shone from the gemstone set into the back of her head and filled the cave with near-blinding brilliance. Water splashed around her body and surged toward me in a foot-thick column. I threw myself to the side just in time to avoid the powerful pillar of water, which struck the wall behind it with enough force to shatter stone.

“You will not take the Dreamkey!” Curym roared, and her massive, scaled body hurtled up the stony incline toward me.

The mention of the Dreamkey set my curiosity on high alert, but I pushed it to the back of my mind. Though my gut clenched at the sight of the dragon rushing at me, I forced the fear down deep and jumped back to they nearby altar in two long steps.

“What?” Curym’s rumbling voice set the walls quaking. “What are you--” Her words cut off in a roar of rage as I raised the axe over my head.

I could feel the air rushing around me and the water droplets flying through the air as I brought my axe down hard onto the blue gemstone. The stone cracked with a loud crash, and I heard the audible snap in my mind as Curym’s tether to the magic was severed.

The blue dragon’s roar of rage turned to a shrill of pain, surprise, and confusion. Rocks pelted my back as Curym plowed into the sidewall of the tunnel.

“Noooooo!” Curym cried out. Her scaled body crashed into the stony ground with a clash of scales on rock, and the air filled with a terrible scraping sound as she writhed about. “My magic!” Her voice was garbled, her words confused.

I whirled and raced toward the blue dragon. I’d severed her connection to the magic, but the battle wasn’t done. I had to cut the gemstone out of her head and touch it to the altar to finish the job.

Curym seemed to understand the threat she faced, because she managed to get her twitching body under control long enough to lift her huge horned head off the ground. For a moment, I thought she’d retreat back into the water, but she coiled her body tight then hurled herself forward, right at me.

I had a second to throw myself out of the way, and I barely avoided being crushed. But Curym wasn’t going to give up that easily. Her huge head whipped to the side too fast for me to dodge, and she slammed into me with bone-crushing force. I sailed through the air and crashed into the stone wall. The impact knocked the air from my lungs and the axe from my grip. My head cracked against hard stone and stars spun in the underground cavern.

A sudden surge of pain in my legs and torso pushed back the momentary dizziness. I felt the bones of my legs, hips, and lower back protest as Curym’s huge bulk crashed down atop me. Her twitching hadn’t stopped, but that only made things worse. The thrashing would actually crush me faster, if her scales didn’t cut me to shreds first. I wasn’t strong enough to push her huge body off me, and there was no way my flesh and bones could handle this level of punishment.

If I didn’t do something now, I was going to die.
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Chapter Seventeen

Desperate, I called on my ice magic and summoned a shield to form around my body. I’d given most of what I had to turn Arieste into her dragon form, but I had enough for an inch-thick coating of magical armor. The ice hardened in a protective layer around my body just in time to stop Curym’s scales from slicing my skin and crushing my bones. I had a moment to draw in a breath as the pain faded to a dull ache. With that split second, I drew on the fire magic and shot the largest, hottest blast of flames I could at Curym’s face.

The blue dragon reared up and recoiled from the heat, and I could hear her water-covered skin sizzling and hissing. But my attack did little more than piss her off. The fire charred her thick, pressure-hardened scales but didn’t burn through to the dragon flesh beneath. She let out a roar of pain and rage, then whipped her head forward to clamp her jaws around my legs.

Ice cracked beneath the force of her snapping teeth, but thankfully it held. To my horror, I felt myself sliding along the water-slicked stones, and I realized Curym’s plan. She might be in terrible pain from the severed connection with her magic, but she was still rational enough to know that she could simply drown me. All she had to do was pull me underwater with her and I’d be at her mercy. The magic I’d siphoned off her minions would give me maybe three or four minutes to breathe underwater.

I scrabbled for my axe, but the wooden handle slipped through my fingers before I could close my grip on them. I clawed at the floor in vain, then shot another blast of fire right at her face. A pained roar rumbled in her throat but she refused to release her grip on my legs. I could feel the ice beginning to crack, and I knew I had seconds before those teeth broke my magical armor and sheared through my legs in one powerful bite.

“Use the magical tube!” Nyvea shouted in my mind.

For a moment, I had no idea what she was talking about. Then the image of a brass tube with a bronze cap and red gemstone flashed through my mind. With all the speed I could muster, I reached into my clothing and ripped the tube free from my belt. Even as I saw the water closing around Curym’s scaly blue head, I pointed the hollow end of the tube at the gemstone set into the top of the dragon’s forehead and pressed the gemstone.

A surge of magic blossomed from the red stone, and there was a loud crack as the round stone shot out of the tube right at Curym’s head. My shot had been desperate, but my aim was true. The black stone flew through the air and slammed into the blue gemstone set into the crown of the blue dragon’s head. The round stone burrowed deep enough into the dragon’s scaly flesh that it dislodged the gemstone. Horror raced through me as the stone burst free of Curym’s head, sailed through the air, and landed in the water with a quiet plop.

“Get it!” Nyvea shouted.

I tore my legs free of Curym’s jaws and threw myself into the ocean after the gemstone. As my head broke the surface of the water, I tapped into the ice magic and summoned an ice shield to form five feet below me and block the entire entrance to the tunnel.  At the same time, I shot a burst of fire from both hands. In the momentary flash of light before the water extinguished the flames, I caught sight of the blue gemstone twinkling against my ice shield. I swam down with powerful strokes, scooped up the stone, and raced toward the surface.

I came out of the water to find Curym thrashing around the stone tunnel, and her tail lashed against the walls, ceiling, and floor so hard I feared she would bring it down atop me. Even as I crawled out of the water, I stared at the massive blue dragon blocking the way to the altar with her huge bulk. If I tried to get past, I’d get crushed.

Another surge of magic appeared from behind and below me, and hope blossomed in my chest as I felt the biting, metallic edge of Letharia’s acid powers. The green dragon burst through my improvised ice shield and surged up out of the water beside me.

“Hold Curym!” I shouted to Letharia as I hauled myself out of the water onto the rocky slope. “I just need to get to that altar!”

With a hiss, Letharia’s serpentine body slithered up the wet stone toward the thrashing, jerking blue dragon. Curym let out an angry roar and tried to strike out at Letharia, but the loss of both her magic and her gemstone left her weakened. Letharia’s long, green coils encircled the blue dragon’s heavy-scaled body.

“Go!” Letharia hissed.

I raced up the slope, ducked a wild flail of Curym’s tail, and threw myself out of the way as Curym tried to roll her body over Letharia’s to crush me.

“Hurry!” Letharia shouted. “She’sssssss ssssstronger than me!”

I poured every shred of strength and speed into my legs as I raced up the slope toward the altar. Twenty yards, fifteen, ten, then five.

“No!” Curym shouted. “You don’t know what you are--”

I pressed the gemstone to the top of the altar, and Curym’s words cut off in a terrible roar of agony. In that instant, I felt a massive wave of power sweep over me, and the skin on my right side burned like a thousand waterjet cutters lancing through my flesh. My legs seemed to turn to liquid as the water magic rushed from the altar, through my hand, and into my body.

The force of the magic surging through me stole the breath from my lungs. It roared with the power of Irenya’s fire, but it was as immense as Arieste’s ice magic. And yet, it was unlike the others. I could feel the magic washing through every fiber of my being, yet it wasn’t burning its way into me like Zaddrith’s acid or changing my cells like Emroth’s darkness. Instead, it flowed around and between everything, until it occupied the empty spaces between each of my atoms. The water chose the path of least resistance to find its new home, yet it was implacable, relentless.

Raw energy coursed through my veins, and I felt like I had the power of Poseidon himself burning within me. It was as if I could sense every drop of water on the rocks in the cave, feel the currents of the ocean far below me, and even follow the rushing of the blood in my veins. Everything in life contained water or liquid in some form, and in that moment, it seemed like I could control all of it.

Then, as always, the magic settled within my body, and the rush of power dimmed to a gentle throbbing in the back of my mind. I let out a long breath and stared down at my hands.

“Fucking awesome!” I said in a quiet voice. “That is an amazing power.”

“I can’t wait to see what you’ll do with it,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Now you really are unstoppable.”

I drew in another breath and looked up to where Letharia was coiled over the prone form of the woman that had once been Curym. Like her nagia, the woman had beautiful features that were feminine despite the sharpness of her chin, nose, and cheekbones. She was tall, taller than Arieste even, and with a slender elegance to her form that was amplified by the corded muscles of her arms and shoulders. She reminded me of Lady Galadriel from Lord of the Rings, but with one significant difference: her hair wasn’t elven white, it was a soft baby blue color.

“Keep an eye on her,” I told Letharia. “If she wakes up, you know what to do.”

Letharia bared her fangs, which dripped with neon-green acid.

“No, not kill her,” I said with a shake of my head.

“Sssssscare her to keep her doccccccile,” the green dragon hissed. “She will not protessssst. She issss the sssssmart one.”

“Good.” I nodded. “Let me know if she comes to.”

“Where are you going?” Letharia asked.

“There’s something else in here,” I replied. “Something powerful.”

I turned and strode back toward the now-dormant altar, then around it to the alcove where I’d sensed that strange magical vacuum. Again, I was struck by the utter wrongness of the presence there. The Mark of the Guardian could detect magic in any form, yet to my magical radar, there was a total absence of anything in the alcove. My eyes saw nothing, but I could feel the black tattoo on my chest recoil from the presence there.

With effort, I ignored the Mark’s strange behavior as I entered the alcove. I summoned a small flame to my hand and held it up to illuminate the rocky hollow. Light glinted off something metallic nestled in a small hole in the stone, and I found myself staring down at the strangest-looking length of metal I’d ever seen.

It was roughly six inches long and bore a resemblance to a key, or more accurately a part of a key. Almost like someone had cut a fancy medieval-era key into many pieces, and this was just one of the pieces. When I picked it up, I could feel the Mark of the Guardian recoiling from it, but the five magic powers within me flowed down my arm toward the key. It was the strangest sensation I’d ever experienced, and I knew without a doubt that this was the Dreamkey the nagia had tried to stop me from reaching.

The moment I removed the key from its place, the cave began to shiver and shudder, and the ground beneath me quaked with enough force to crack stone. My heart leapt to my throat as I was nearly knocked off-balance by the tremors running through the rocks, and I had to catch myself on the wall. My mind flashed back to every treasure-hunting movie I’d ever seen, and my gut clenched. Of course removing the magical item would trigger some sort of self-destruct mechanism.

“Shit!” I stuffed the key into a pocket, whirled, and raced toward Letharia. I scooped up my axe and crossed the distance to the green dragon in ten sprinting steps. “We need to get out of here!”

I hefted the unconscious woman into my arms, draped her over Letharia’s back, and clambered on behind her.

“Swim fast!” I told Letharia. “This cave feels like it’s going to collapse any second.”

“Hold on,” Letharia hissed and coiled her long, green body around. I could hear the clatter of stone on stone as the cavern crumbled behind us, and my gut tightened as Letharia slithered toward the water’s edge. She barely dodged one huge falling boulder, which crashed two feet from my head, then we were plunging into the watery passage out.

Letharia dropped like a stone, and her sinewy body sped up our descent. A tremendous splash echoed above my head, and I looked up in time to see a boulder plummeting through the water toward us. I summoned as much ice as I could manage and formed a shield to stop the stone’s descent. But, given its massive size, I knew it would only buy us a few seconds.

But seconds was all we’d need. I couldn’t use ice to shield the unconscious woman and myself from the water, but I had more than enough water magic to do the job. I tapped into Curym’s power and summoned it to form in both of my hands. The magic I’d taken from the nagia felt like a trickle in comparison to what I had now. I could breathe underwater forever, but that wasn’t all the magic could do.

“Hold on!” I shouted to Letharia. Somehow, the magic that enabled me to breathe underwater also allowed me to speak, though my voice sounded weak to my ears.

The water power flowed into my hands, gently at first, but faster and faster until it was a rushing torrent that begged to be free. The moment I released it, it felt like a dam being opened, and the magic burst out of my body with terrifying force.

One pillar of water sliced through the water ahead of us, and Letharia’s sleek body sliced downward at twice her usual speed. When the second pillar of water pushed against the water building up behind us, it propelled us through the water like we had an outboard motor strapped to our backs. In seconds, we were out of the descending tunnel, beneath the rocky shelf, then out into open ocean.

I gasped as the water magic slowed to a trickle, but I managed to keep enough to breathe underwater. I knew the woman that had once been Curym still retained sufficient water magic that she wouldn’t drown in the minute or two it would take us to reach the surface. Now, I just had to make sure everyone else got out of this battle in one piece.

I felt the three enormous magical presences of my three dragons a few hundred feet away from me, along with hundreds of tiny pinpricks of the merslayers. My gut clenched as I saw just how dire the situation was. Rizzala was surrounded by nearly thirty merslayers. Their flashing claws and needle-sharp teeth lashed at her from all sides, and Rizzala couldn’t evade their blows. Worse, I could sense her reserve of water magic running out.

Behind Rizzala, Arieste and Irenya were both covered in scaly blue bodies. We’d killed all the nagia, but there were still hundreds of merslayers, more than enough to cover the two huge dragons. Merslayers clung to their arms, legs, wings, heads, and tails. Arieste and Irenya both tried to shake free of the minions, but nothing they did seemed to work. Irenya had a bit more water magic, but I knew they both had seconds before they used the last of it in their desperate battle.

I hesitated for a single moment, torn by the desire to help all three and knowing I could only help one at a time.

In that instant, I felt the last of Rizzala’s water magic dry up, and the merslayers swarmed over her compact, panther-like body.

“Get to Rizzala!” I shouted at Letharia.

The green dragon sliced through the water and hurtled toward the black dragon at a tremendous speed. I could feel Letharia’s concern for Rizzala through the magical bond we share, and I could also feel Rizzala beginning to panic as the merslayers dragged her deeper into the ocean.

I summoned all the small amount of ice magic I could muster, then tapped into the rushing, flowing water magic I’d taken from Curym. I didn’t have a lot of experience wielding it, but I’d learned that all magic tended to do what it was created to do. Just as Rizzala’s darkness magic wanted to change my skin and Irenya’s magic wanted to turn into a blast of fire, Curym’s magic wanted to become a column of hurtling water.

I released the ice magic first and used it to create a thin shield between me and my target. When I unleashed the water magic a moment later, the force of the water pillar shattered the shield into tiny fragments. The water caught up those shards of ice and swept them along as it hurtled toward the merslayers attacking Rizzala. When it finally struck, those sharp, icy shards peppered the scaled body and delicate flesh of the monsters with devastating force.

The force of the water pillar knocked Rizzala backwards, but her tough skin deflected the ice shards as I’d hoped it would. All of the merslayers were knocked off her and sent flying in all directions, and the way was clear for the black dragon to get her bearings. She cast one glance at me, and I thrust a finger toward the surface. Rizzala gave me a little nod, then began paddling as fast as her panther-like body could carry her upwards. I had to hope she could make it to the surface, but I didn’t have time to check. I had to save Irenya and Arieste.

Letharia whipped around in the water and streaked toward the embattled red and white dragons. Seven heartbeats passed before I could draw on the water magic again, but that was more than enough time for us to close the distance to Irenya and Arieste. This time, I shot a pillar of water from each of my hands, and it had the same effect as a pressure washer cleaning off a dirty car. The merslayers were knocked loose from their hold on my dragons, and the force of the jets of water stunned them. Irenya and Arieste’s claws, teeth, and tails tore through a dozen of them, and the water turned a pale blue with merslayer blood.

I could feel more of the merslayers coming up behind me, but Letharia took care of them with the sharp, stinger-like tip of her green tail.

“Let’s get out of here!” I shouted into the water, and again the magic made it possible for me to speak through a mouthful of ocean. “We have what we came for!” I was amazed that I could breathe normally even though I was sixty or seventy feet underwater.

Arieste turned and began swimming up toward the surface, but Irenya actually hesitated a moment, her jaws clamped around three struggling merslayers. The exhaustion of her water magic made the decision for her. She snapped her mouth closed and bit the monsters in half, then followed Arieste upwards.

I cast a glance around the ocean. More than sixty merslayers had survived, but there were easily two or three hundred bodies floating like chum in the water. I could see the dark shapes of sharks gliding toward us, along with a few underwater predators I didn’t want to get a closer look at. We’d deal with Curym, and hopefully the ocean would finish off her minions.

“Let’s go,” I told Letharia. “We’ve won this battle.”

The green dragon hurtled upward, and we broke the surface of the water a moment after Arieste and Irenya. Rizzala was already fifty yards ahead of us paddling toward the broken towertop. I felt no merslayers anywhere near us, but the Mark of the Guardian sensed them hiding among the rocks and coral around what had once been Curym’s lair. Without their dragon to guide them, they were like any other wild animals, driven by their basic instincts to survive and evade danger. Right now, I was the biggest threat to their survival, so I had no doubt they would stay far away from me.

Letharia skimmed through the water far faster than either Arieste or Irenya, and we reached the towertop a few seconds after Rizzala pulled her black body onto the ruins of what had once been a beautiful tower. The spired roof was somewhere in the bottom of the ocean, and the glass walls had been shattered. Thankfully, the floor had survived the weight of the dragons, which meant our gear had remained intact. There were a few marks left by merslayer claws, but the monsters hadn’t broken through ice shield I’d summoned to protect our equipment.

I slid off Letharia’s back, then lifted Curym and placed her gently on the ground. I was surprised that she still hadn’t stirred, but in truth she’d only been unconscious for a minute or two. Everything had happened so fast after I touched the gemstone to the altar.

I pulled the key out of my pocket and stared at it. In the bright light of the midday sun, I could see the details more clearly. The same ancient-looking magical runes had been etched into the gold, but there was no way I could read them.

A quiet gasp sounded from the woman on the floor. When I lifted my eyes from the key, I found the blue-haired woman staring at me. I was struck by the beautiful color of her eyes, a deep sea-blue with hints of green that seemed to sparkle with intelligence. But there was no mistaking the fear etched into her face as well.

“I feared you had come for the Dreamkey,” Curym said, and her voice echoed with dread. “Never, in my wildest dreams, did I imagine you would come to claim my magic.” Her eyes met mine, and a shudder gripped her body. “In doing so, you have doomed all of Agreon!”
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Chapter Eighteen

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “I’m trying to save the world, and that means stopping the dragons that are threatening all of humankind.”

“If you truly intended to save the world, you would not have taken the Dreamkey!” the woman retorted. “I am the only one that can protect it.” Her eyes narrowed as she glanced up at Rizzala and Letharia. “But if you have already defeated these others, that means you have the remaining four keys. You prove my belief correct: you humans would spell our doom.”

“Hang on,” I told her. “What are these keys you’re talking about?” I looked to the two dragons beside me, but they looked as puzzled as I felt. “The only key I know of is the one beneath Whitespire, the one you invaded our lands to claim.”

“I came to claim the key not to use it, but to protect it,” the blue-haired woman snapped, and she raised her chin in proud defiance. “I knew that if it fell into the hands of you ignorant apes, you would turn its power to your will, and in doing so destroy all of Agreon.”

“Apes?” Anger rumbled in Irenya’s tone. “How dare you--”

“Easy, Irenya,” I told the red dragon. “Remember how Riamod felt about humans not long ago.”

Irenya subsided, but a low growl echoed in her throat and her amber-colored eyes burned as they fixed the woman with a furious gaze.

“And this,” I said as I turned back to the woman held up the fragment of key I’d taken from Curym’s lair, “you said there were four other keys like it? Are they the same as the one in Whitespire, or are they different?”

The woman seemed surprised at my words. “You came all this way without knowing what you hunted?”

“I came to defeat you,” I told her. “I came to claim your magic and stop you from threatening the human kingdoms of Iriador again.”

“Impossible!” The woman’s eyes went wide, and her jaw dropped. “You mean to tell me that you have unleashed the destruction of Agreon through your accident and ignorance?”

Rizzala let out a growl, and Letharia bared her acid-tipped fangs.

“Dial the attitude back a few notches,” I told the blue-haired woman. “If you really are trying to protect this world from being destroyed, we might just be on the same side.”

“I doubt that!” the woman snorted. “You humans are too small-minded and short-lived to see the panorama.”

“Then educate us,” I said as I swallowed a flush of irritation. Letharia’s acid had nothing on this woman’s biting tongue. “Start off by telling me your name. Unless you want me to call you Curym.”

“As good a name as any,” the woman said with that same hint of defiance in her eyes.

“But it’s not your human name. Mine is Ethan DePaolo, and this is Rizzala and Letharia,” I said, and gestured to the black and green dragon. At that moment, two very wet, very dripping white and red dragons climbed into the ruined tower. “These are Arieste and Irenya.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the four dragons surrounding her. She would recognize their dragon forms, but she seemed confused that I addressed them by different names.

“They were once Emroth, Zaddrith, Frosdar, and Riamod, but now they’re human, just like you,” I told the woman.

“All the easier to enslave!” she snapped.

“Not slaves,” Arieste rumbled. “Allies, companions, friends.”

“All of us,” Irenya added in her booming dragon voice, “working together to protect the world.”

“And, if you say you are trying to do the same,” I put in, “there is no need for hostility. We all want what’s best for Iriador and all of Agreon, right?”

Four dragon heads nodded, and the blue-haired woman’s defiance softened a fraction.

“You may call me Kyanne,” she said, her words just on the friendly side of curt.

“Nice to meet you, Kyanne,” I replied with a grin. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, why don’t you tell me exactly why this Dreamkey is going to bring about the end of the world?”

Kyanne’s face hardened, and for a moment it seemed her resistance would continue. However, after a few seconds, she broke her silence.

“The Dreamkey is one of six spread around Agreon,” she said. “Six fragments that, when united, produce a key capable of unleashing death and devastation upon our world.”

“What kind of death and devastation?” I asked. Scenarios ranging from nuclear holocausts to zombie outbreaks to Black Death-level plagues flashed through my mind.

“I…I don’t know.” Kyanne’s face fell.

“What?” Letharia hissed. “You convincccccced me to attack Whitesssssspire without knowing the factssssss? Zaddrith sssssssacrificcccccced many of her creaturessssss in that battle!”

“You didn’t ask, and what was important was that I knew that the key was beneath Whitespire,” Kyanne retorted. “Even though I didn’t know precisely what the power was, I knew enough of what would happen if the humans got their hands on it. That was enough to goad me into action.”

Letharia’s huge green body coiled up around Kyanne, and her lips drew back to reveal long serpent fangs.

“Letharia,” I said in a soothing tone, “let her speak.”

With a hiss, Letharia lowered her head but didn’t take her emerald-green eyes off the blue-haired woman.

“If you don’t know what the Dreamkey or these other keys do, how do you know they are dangerous?” I asked her.

“I simply know!” Kyanne’s sea-green eyes flashed, and she lifted her head higher. “For five hundred years, I have guarded that key from threat, keeping it safe in my lair. I have carried the burden of the knowledge of what would happen if the key was united with the other five. I thought perhaps the other dragons of Iriador shared the same burden, but it seems I bore it alone.”

I glanced at the four women beside me. “Did you know about Dreamkeys or anything like that?”

“This is the Dreamkey,” Kyanne corrected. “The others are the Spiritkey, Breathkey, Thoughtkey, Reasonkey, and Sensekey. The one beneath Whitespire, the most powerful of all, is known as the Lifekey.”

I turned to my dragon women. “Ringing any bells?”

Rizzala and Letharia shook their head without hesitation, and Irenya did likewise a moment later. Arieste, however, remained silent, her dragon features wrinkled in what I guessed was an expression of concentration.

“Arieste?” I asked.

“For some reason,” the white dragon rumbled, “mention of the Sensekey triggers a faint memory from my years as Frosdar.”

“You know of it?” Kyanne straightened, and her eyebrows shot up. “Frosdar had it?”

After a few heartbeats of silence, Arieste shook her head. “The memory is too faint to recall. I thought I recognized the name, but if I ever knew of it, the recollection has slipped from my mind. But perhaps further pondering will restore it.”

“Tell me,” I said as I turned back to Kyanne, “if this key unlocks something so dangerous, why would you have it? From what I’ve learned of most dragons, they care more about treasure and expanding their domains than protecting anything other than themselves.”

“But that is precisely why I was entrusted with the key,” Kyanne retorted. “I am not like the other dragons. I seek no treasure beyond knowledge, claim no more land or ocean than what is required to shelter my guardians. The merslayers and nagia were created to help me guard the Dreamkey, and ultimately aid me in my quest to reclaim the other fragments from around Agreon.”

“And once you had all those fragments?” I asked. “What’s to stop you from putting them together and using that power for yourself?”

“Because I have no desire for power,” Kyanne said with a shake of her head. “Water does not seek to devour or destroy. It simply desires to find peace, calm, and unity with its kind. Every drop of rain flows from the highest mountain peaks, into rivers and streams, to join with its brothers in the ocean.”

“So you’re saying Curym was a good dragon?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Good and evil are human constructs,” Kyanne said with a dismissive wave. “I have read many stone tablets with the works of what you humans call philosophers and wise men, and I understand much of the way you think and believe. You are so consumed by the fact that you will soon die that you fail to look beyond your own lifespan. A dragon’s life is long, and there is much to learn that the human mind could never truly grasp.”

“You’re human now,” Irenya growled.

“I am,” Kyanne said, “but I retain much of the knowledge I acquired as Curym.” Her beautiful sea-green eyes turned up to meet mine. “Knowledge that could aid you in your efforts to protect this world, if that truly is what you desire.”

“That’s why I’m here,” I told her. “I’m here to stop the dragons from destroying the people of Iriador.”

“A very human mindset,” Kyanne retorted with only a hint of disdain. “But perhaps I will be able to teach you to see beyond the immediate present and plan for the future of not only your little human city, but all of this world and the creatures that share it with you.”

“I’ll take that to mean you’re willing to join us,” I said with a grin. “If you prove that we can trust you, I’ll be happy to return your magic, just like I have with them.” My gesture encompassed my four dragons.

“I have no desire to wield the magic any more than is necessary to protect the Dreamkey,” Kyanne said. “I seek only to be near the key so that I may safeguard it from all that would seek to use its power.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise. All of the other dragon women had been eager to regain access to their magic, but Kyanne cared more about this key fragment than her water magic? Talk about a twist I didn’t see coming.

“But I give you fair warning,” Kyanne continued, and the defiance returned to her eyes, “I will not hesitate to stop you if you attempt to claim the Dreamkey’s power or the power of any other keys for your own. Even if that forces you to kill me, know that I am dedicated mind and body to protecting the keys from misuse and protecting the world from the power of the keys.”

I couldn’t help grinning at her determination and mettle. None of the others had straight-up threatened me, but Kyanne didn’t hesitate even thought she was surrounded by four dragons that could snap, crush, or burn her in a heartbeat. It revealed a lot not only about her character, but also the importance of the Dreamkey and the others.

“What if we find the other four key fragments, then store them someplace safe where no one could get at them?” My mind flashed to the magic-sealed door beneath Whitespire. As far as I knew, I was the only one on Agreon that could wield all eight magical abilities at once. That meant I was the only one that could get through whatever power kept that door locked, so the keys would be as safe as possible.

“You believe you can resist the allure of using their power?” Kyanne asked. “Is it not the way of humans to seek more power, never to be content with what they have?”

“Some humans, maybe,” I said, “but I’m not one of them. I don’t care about princely titles or having people serve me. I just want to protect the people that can’t protect themselves.”

“Then answer me this, Ethan DePaolo,” Kyanne said in a quiet voice, “what if using the power of the six keys was the best way to protect those people? Would you give into the allure of that power then?”

The question caught me off-guard. I couldn’t imagine myself using any power as destructive as she’d said, but there had been a time back on Earth when people could never have contemplated using chemical weapons, suitcase bombs, or nuclear weapons. Terrible things had been done in the name of peace and safety.

“If there is one thing I have learned about Ethan,” Arieste spoke up before I could formulate an answer, “it is that he will always find a way. Not the easy way, the way that suits his needs or desires best, but the way that ensures the best outcome for everyone. He will sacrifice himself if it means he can save lives.”

“But that could very well be the temptation to use the Dreamkey,” Kyanne put in, and her eyes went to me. “Not everyone can be saved. Are you wise enough to know when using power to save the few can lead to the harm of many?”

“I’m wise enough to know that I don’t know everything,” I said with a shrug. “It’s why I need people like Rizzala, Arieste, Irenya, Letharia, and my friends to help me know what’s right. Not just right for me, but for everyone. It takes a lot of eyes to see the big picture.”

“A wise answer,” Kyanne said, and her expression grew pensive. “Perhaps you are capable of seeing the panorama.”

“So you’ll work with us, then?” I asked with a grin and extended a hand.

“Yes,” Kyanne said, then took my hand so I could help her to stand. “You must have someone to show you the way.”

“Hey!” Nyvea protested. “I’m already doing that! If she’s trying to put me out of a job, I swear I’ll--”

“She’s not replacing you,” I told the voice in my amulet. “She’s one more ally to help us out.”

“Glad to have you on board,” I replied, and ignored Nyvea with effort. “So if we’re going to go hunting these keys, where do we start? We already know the Lifekey is beneath Whitespire, but what about the others?”

“I do not know,” Kyanne said with a shake of her head. “I simply know the Dreamkey was entrusted to my safekeeping.”

“What about you, Arieste?” I turned to the white dragon. “Have you remembered anything more about the Sensekey?”

“Not as such,” Arieste said, and low growl of frustration rumbled in her throat. “But perhaps if I returned to the place where I lived for so many years, the familiar surroundings could unlock something in my memories.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go,” I said. With the last of the dragons on Iriador defeated, the kingdoms of Elloriel and Kingshome should be safe. But this new threat was one we definitely had to deal with. Thanks to Kyanne’s information, we were off to a good start.

“Do you humansssss have tabletsssss or ssssstoressss of information?” Letharia asked.

“Books,” I told her. “I think Whitespire has a library full of them.”

“Perhapsssss thesssse bookssss will contain sssssomething about the keysssss,” the green dragon replied. “I would be willing to ssssearch.”

“Good thinking!” I said with an eager nod. “Who knows what sort of things you can find in those books?” I turned to Rizzala and Irenya. “If you’re willing, I’d like it if you came with Arieste, Kyanne, and I to Frosdar’s lair.”

“Me?” Kyanne cut in before either of the two dragons could reply. “In this form, I believe the chill of Frosdar’s land would have detrimental effects on my wellbeing.” She looked down at her willowy frame, clothed in nothing but a flowing, gauzy blue dress.

“That’s where clothes come in handy,” I said and produced a cloak from one of our packs. “And, if it comes down to it, I can always give you a bit of ice or fire magic to shield you from the cold.”

“Give me…fire and ice?” Kyanne’s brow furrowed.

“Ethan,” Arieste rumbled. “Perhaps she does not need to know all our secrets yet, not until we’re certain she can be trusted.”

“You’re right,” I told the white dragon with a nod. “But I think this will go a long way toward helping her trust us as well.” I returned my gaze to Kyanne and pulled out the blue gemstone that had once been socketed in the crown of Curym’s head. “I’ve figured out how to pass different types of magic through these stones. If you help us, I can let you see for yourself.”

“Fascinating!” Kyanne stared first at her gemstone, then the stones set in each of my dragons. “That is something I would definitely wish to experience first-hand.”

“When we get to Frosdar’s land, you’ll be able to,” I said with a grin. “It’s a pretty awesome feeling, trust me.”

“Indeed,” Rizzala growled in her deep voice. “Like nothing else in the world.”

“A wise dragon…or human now,” Kyanne corrected, “always seeks to embrace new experiences, for only through experimentation can we gain knowledge.”

“Oh, so many wonderful experiences you can have with her!” Nyvea purred. “Purely for scientific research, of course.”

“That’s the spirit!” I told Kyanne. “We’ll head back to Whitespire where we’ll drop Letharia off to spend some time in the library.” An idea struck me. “Actually, now that I think about it, Windwall could have a library as well, and maybe the Priestesses could provide information as well. When we get back to Whitespire, I’ll ask General Daxos.”

“If he has returned,” Rizzala said.

“I’m sure it hasn’t taken him two days to make sure all the murlocs are out of Elloriel,” I replied. “Especially not after the way Irenya burned through their ranks.”

A low rumbling echoed from Irenya’s throat, something I’d come to recognize as the red dragon’s laughter.

I turned to the red and white dragons. “You two up for the trip back to Whitespire?” I asked.

“Certainly,” Arieste rumbled.

“You got it!” Irenya added. “It’ll be good to stretch my wings in the air again.”

My eyes went to Rizzala. “Do you want to run back to the city or ride with me?”

“With an offer like that, how could anyone refuse?” Rizzala said, and her lips curled back in a feline grin.

“Letharia, how do you feel about riding Arieste with Kyanne?” I asked the green dragon.

“I am willing,” Letharia hissed.

“Then let’s do this!” I said with a grin.

I placed a hand on the gemstone set into Letharia’s right shoulder, and I felt the tattoo on my left forearm begin to heat up as I pulled on the acid magic within the green dragon. The fire, ice, and darkness recoiled from the corrosive touch of the power, but the water simply flowed aside to make way for the acid. The magic filled my mouth with a metallic taste and set my stomach churning, yet I had grown accustomed to the sensations.

Watching the transformation was definitely an odd experience. Letharia’s long, serpentine body shortened and shrunk before my eyes. Her skin turned from a neon green to a pale white, and her tail split into two long legs. Her dragonfly wings curled against her tall, thin ribs and narrow waist, then transformed into two slender arms with delicate, long-fingered hands. Beneath her long, dark hair, however, the emerald eyes that stared into mine remained the same.

The moment the transformation ended, Letharia turned and dug into her pack for the white dress she’d borrowed from Arieste. It seemed she wasn’t as comfortable with the scant clothing as the others and preferred covering up. A real shame, given her slender, well-formed body.

Rizzala tilted her head to the side to expose the black gemstone set into her neck. As usual, it took me a moment to wrest the sprightly, shifting darkness magic within her into submission. The magic was ever-changing and as dynamic as the warrior woman herself, and it refused to be channeled or controlled. I simply had to open the conduit and try to pull it into my body, even though it felt like trying to herd fog.

Her dragon body shortened, her rear haunches turned into legs heavy with powerful muscle, and her forepaws and haunches transformed to powerful arms and shoulders of a gorgeous deep mahogany color. She had the body of a professional athlete or warrior, yet a feminine beauty that entranced me. After the time we’d spent together in the corridors beneath Emerald Deep, I couldn’t deny my feelings for Rizzala. They weren’t the same as the way I felt for Arieste and Irenya, but no less real.

Rizzala showed no bashfulness as she stood in the thin shift, which barely concealed her full breasts and bikini-ready hips. On the contrary, she actually shot me a wink and a half-smile, as if in memory of our pleasure the previous night.

Rizzala and I gathered up the five packs while Letharia helped Kyanne climb onto Arieste’s back. The willowy, blue-haired woman moved with precision and elegance, every movement deliberate and controlled. When she settled into a comfortable position between Arieste’s spikes, she looked as if she sat on a throne.

I tied the packs onto Irenya’s back, then leapt up behind Rizzala. She made space for me, but once I was settled, scooted her body back until she pressed against mine. The woman knew what she wanted and, like a true warrior, wasn’t shy about taking it.

Irenya crouched and leapt high into the air with a single bound. I could feel the red dragon’s powerful muscles working as she flapped her wings to gain altitude, until we were circling high above the three-and-a-half towers that had once belonged to King Dentas of Emerald Deep. Our journey through the city had revealed a lot about not just the ancient city of the Elmentia, but about each of the women that journeyed with me. Our victory over Curym and the discovery of the Dreamkey would have marked consequences on our future and the future of the people of Iriador.

The five dragons on this continent had been dealt with, and I was well on my way to completing Barodan’s quest. There were still more threats to the rest of Agreon, but I had confidence that I could overcome them with the help of the five women beside me. Kyanna’s knowledge of the keys would help us to find them and store them safely out of reach of anyone who would seek to use them for evil. And, best of all, the kingdoms of Elloriel and Kingshome were safe from the dragons.

I felt my spirits lift as the sun shone down warm on my face and the wind ruffled my hair. Irenya quickly rose into the air, until we were flying over the sunken city of Emerald Deep. Through the blue-green water of the ocean, I could see myriad buildings and towers of black stone beneath the surface. It was like staring at the silhouette of some enormous sea monster, but this had been made by human hands.

Soon, we reached the shore and passed the white-foam waves crashing onto the beach. I shot a glance at the black gravestones that dotted the hills around the mausoleum where we’d made our entrance into the crypts of the Elmentia. I was more than glad to be leaving the land of the dead behind and get back to the world of life, laughter, and friends.

The island flew by beneath us, and once again we were hurtling over the archipelago of islands clustered off the eastern coast of Iriador. Red and white sand beaches gave way to the flat coastline, then the deep marshes on the western edge of Curym’s territory. Within fifteen minutes, we’d crossed out of the blue dragon’s land and into Zaddrith’s swamps.

Bright sunlight set the water-covered bogs sparkling, and I was again struck by the strange beauty of the swamps. I’d hate to be down in the stagnant, fetid water, but this high above the land, I couldn’t help loving the scenery. A forest of lush green and brown trees sprang up ahead of us, and the stink of rotting vegetation drifted up on the wind.

To my relief, we hurtled through Zaddrith’s bogs and entered the rolling hills beyond. The purple, red, and orange flowers dotting the hills came as a welcome sight after all the deep blue ocean and green marshlands.

A smile touched my lips as we flew over a section of land that had been blackened and scorched by Irenya’s fire. We’d made General Daxos’ job of finishing off Zaddrith’s minions a whole lot easier. I glanced in all directions in a vain hope that I’d spot the Blackguards riding across the hills, but we saw only empty seas of green and pale yellow grass.

Then we reached the forest of dense oaks, tall pines, and broad-leafed maples. I scanned the trees for any sign of magical creatures but found no trace. That meant the Blackguards, Grey Hunters, and White Guards had done their jobs right. The kingdom of Elloriel could get back to a peaceful existence free of the fear of dragons and their minions.

The Crystal River was a magnificent blue ribbon cutting through the forest, the sunlight on its fast-flowing surface dazzlingly bright. Half an hour later, we were racing toward the western wall of Whitespire.

The White Guards and recruits on the wall hailed us with shouts and waves, and I responded by saluting them with a blast of fire into the air. The cheers grew louder as we flew over their heads and over the city itself.

“To the command tent,” I shouted at Irenya.

The red dragon banked to the right, toward the southern edge of the city where I’d hoped to find the tent where Sir Galfred, Adath, and General Daxos. I wanted to update them on everything I’d learned in Emerald Deep, the victory over Curym, and my plans to hunt down these mysterious keys.

To my surprise, I found an empty square where the command tent had stood. The city of Whitespire had returned to life in the day or so that I’d been absent. Workers rushed around hauling lumber, bricks, and stone to repair the damage done to the buildings during the battle with Zaddrith and Curym. Even a few merchants had opened up their shops in the Whitespire market, and farmers with produce-laden wagons were rumbling through the now-unblocked city gates. Yes, the people of Iriador were hardy and resilient, and things could return to their peaceful state now that the dragons were gone.

I was about to turn north to head in the direction of the palace when I caught a glimpse of a tall, broad-shouldered man with hair as fiery red as Irenya’s scales. There was no mistaking Sir Galfred even in a crowd. The knight was standing and shouting orders to the workers repairing the gate, city walls, and the nearby homes.

Sunlight shone on the bald head of the man beside him. My smile widened as Adath’s bearded face turned up to us, and he raised his hands to wave at us. All of the White Guards, recruits, and workmen in the area glanced at us, and their shouts and cheers echoed off the city walls.

Irenya swooped low, snapped out her wings to pull up, and landed lightly on the broad avenue in front of the city gate. Even as Rizzala and I leapt down from Irenya’s back, Arieste descended beside her, and the two huge dragon bodies crowded the wide lane.

“Ethan!” Adath said, and a huge grin split his face. “That was faster than I expected. Don’t tell me you’ve already saved the world in just one day.”

I strode over to my friend and pulled him into a hug. “What can I say?” I asked as I pounded his back. “I work fast.”

“I wonder what they think about that,” Adath said in a mocking tone. “From my experience, women would rather things last a little longer.”

“No complaints on my end,” Rizzala said with a grin as she clasped Adath’s arm.

Adath turned to me, and his eyebrows shot up. “Her, too?” He threw up his hands. “Some men have all the luck!”

Sir Galfred beamed as he drew me into a bear hug that threatened to crush my ribs. “The Goddesses smiled on you, my friend.” Even though he hadn’t recovered fully from his wound, he was still strong as an ox.

“It seems they’re pretty happy with you, too,” I told the knight. “The city is looking a lot more like the Whitespire I remember from the day I arrived.”

“Aye, so it is.” With one arm around my shoulder, Sir Galfred turned to regard the bustling workers and soldiers. “It will take time for things to go back to normal, but thanks to you and your companions, we’ll have that time.”

“We’ve got General Daxos to thank, too,” I said. “Speaking of, has he returned from hunting the murlocs yet?”

“Not yet.” Adath’s brow furrowed and he shook his head. “We were expecting to at least hear word from them this morning, but there hasn’t been so much as a messenger.”

His words sent a spike of worry radiating through my gut. General Daxos could handle himself in a fight, but Adath had said he and his men were exhausted when they rode out the previous day.

“I can go look for him,” I told the Grey Hunter. “I’m sure Irenya or Ariest would be willing to--”

“Rider from the southwest!”  The cry from atop the wall cut off my words. A moment later, the guard shouted again. “It’s Orten, one of Grendis’ lads!”

I whirled and raced toward the city gate, and I heard Rizzala and Adath pounding along behind me. Even Irenya and Arieste lumbered after us, with the still-healing Sir Galfred matching their slower pace.

I raced through the now-open gate just as the rider pounded up the hill. As they drew nearer, I could see the horse was as exhausted as the man clinging to its back. Blood stained Orten’s pain-twisted face, dripped down his side, and flowed over his mount. The horse had a nasty gash along its flank, and it was sweating hard and panting. I reached Orten just in time to catch him as he fell from his saddle.

I’d left my waterskin with my pack on Irenya’s back, so I tapped into my water magic and used it to summon a small trickle of what I hoped was fresh water to flow over Orten’s face and into his mouth. Immediately, the man jerked upright and sputtered as he tried to swallow the water.

“Easy, man, easy.” Adath knelt beside me and took the wounded man’s hand. “What happened to you?”

“Fire goblins,” Orten gasped. “Hundreds of them, ambushed us in the forest, half a day’s ride to the southeast.”

“What?” Adath’s eyes flew wide. “What are fire goblins doing so far from Riamod’s land, and in that number?”

“Don’t know,” Orten said, his voice weak from fatigue and blood loss. “Grendis sent me…to bring word…they need help. They’re holed up…in Dead Man’s Cave. Fighting to…hold off the goblins.”

“Shit!” Adath’s face went pale. “Hundreds of fire goblins against a few dozen Blackguards and recruits. It’ll be a miracle if they managed to hold out this long, even in the cave.” He frowned and turned to me. “I don’t have enough men to spare, and there’s no way we’ll make it there in time. I hate to ask you to do more, given that you’ve just come back from beating Curym--”

“We’ll do it,” I told him without hesitation. “We’ll go save them.” There was no way I’d let a few fire goblins hurt my friends. A good night’s sleep can wait a little bit longer. “Irenya, why would there be fire goblins on the move? I thought that Riamod controlled them?”

“She… did,” the redhead said as she tapped her finger on her chin. “They have a simple social structure though. It’s possible that one of the shamans have taken control of the groups and is organizing them.”

“How many fire goblins were in your-- I mean Riamond’s land?” Letharia asked.

“Hummm, I think a few thousand spread throughout the borders,” Irena answered with a shrug. “I’m not sure I remember all of it.”

“So, this could be a serious problem,” I said as I thought about the damage that an army that size could do against the weakend forces of Whitespire. We had just recovered from the battle against Zaddrith and Curym.

These goblins were definitely a threat, but Riamond’s minions weren’t the only ones who where now free from control. Frodsar, Emroth, Zaddrith, and Curym all had minions that would now be free of their control.

Who knew what they would all do if left to their own choices?

I turned to Rizzala, who was crouched beside Adath. There was no doubt in her dazzling green eyes, only the fire of anger and the warrior’s spark of eagerness for battle.

“I’ve got your back,” she said with a firm nod.

“Good,” I replied as I stood and drew my axe from its sheath and looked at the other women. “We need to go investigate these goblins, but I’m thinking that this just might be the tip of the iceberg. We might have a serious problem on our hands.”

“I will help,” Arieste said as she smiled at me.

“Me too!” Irenya said as she leaned into Arieste. “Wherever you go, I go.”

“I would like to help also,” Letharia asked with a meek smile. “If you will have me, of course.”

“Of course I will,” I said as I gave her a smile. The slender brunette had proved to be a wonderful ally, and I was looking forward to getting to know her better.

“I go where the Dreamkey goes,” Kyanne said as her eyes fixed on the pouch where I kept the magical device.

“Good,” I laughed. “That means you’ll be helping us along the way.”

Rizzala, Irenya, Arieste, and Letharia all laughed, and I felt my chest warm with pride. These beautiful women were all great friends, and I knew I could solve any problem and defeat any evil with them at my side.

“Let’s go kick some goblin ass!” I said as I lifted my axe in the air, and my friends cheered along with me.

End of book 4.
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