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Chapter One

The shriek of Station 52’s alarm bell snapped me awake.

“Fire, 12th and Kennedy Street,” the voice over the station’s P.A. system announced. “Truck 52, Ambulance 12.”

Even before my eyes opened, I was leaping out of bed and racing toward the garage where the truck stood waiting.

Boscoe beat me to the truck by two seconds. He shrugged into his gear with the speed of his ten years’ experience and clambered into the driver’s seat.

“Probies in the back, DePaolo.” Boscoe flipped me a mocking grin and jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

I scrambled into my turnout gear and climbed into the back seat as directed. I wasn’t the youngest member of Station 52, only the newest. My first two days on the job had been filled with hazing, scrubbing floors, and cooking. At least I could manage a decent meal, one of the few upsides of living alone for the better part of a decade. But this was my first real fire call, and I was eager to show them what Ethan DePaolo was made of.

“Good timing, probie,” Lieutenant Greene said as she gave me a nod from the shotgun seat. The rest of Truck 52’s crew rushed into their seats right behind me. I was glad I hadn’t come in two seconds later, or I would have been the last one in.

“DePaolo’s eager for his first blaze, eh?” Mendez shot me a wink as he took his place beside me and pulled his helmet over his close-cropped black hair.

“Just eager to do my job,” I replied in as casual a voice as I could manage.

Freeman, a burly Texan with more hair on his back than the station dog, Rover, elbowed me to the side and took his place behind Boscoe’s seat. He spoke little, but he was the sort of fellow you wanted beside you when clearing a building.

“Stay close, listen to your radio, and keep your head on a swivel.” Mendez fiddled with the straps of his turnout gear. “We’ll watch your back, kid.”

At the Lieutenant’s nod, Boscoe shifted the truck into gear and we were off.

The sound of the siren filled me with eager excitement, and I had to restrain myself from bouncing in my seat. I couldn’t wait to reach my first fire. Everything I’d learned over the last year in the Academy had prepared me to save lives.

Now, the day had finally come.

The streets of Chicago rushed by in a blur as we headed toward the fire. Our destination was a burning office complex just ten blocks from Station 52, but I was too excited to pay much attention to our trip. I barely took in the L train clacking on its rusted track, the dilapidated graystone homes, and the trees losing their fall leaves to the wind. I had eyes only for the twenty-story Silver Star Tower building that would be my first real fire.

The brakes squealed as Boscoe ground the truck to a halt twenty yards from the office complex. The moment we stopped, I leaped out of the door so that I was the first boots on the ground. I snatched my Halligan bar and axe from the lockers and raced around the far side of the truck where Lieutenant Greene shouted orders.

“We’re working with Station 39 to clear the building,” her radio chirped. “I’ve just been told the top ten floors are empty, so that leaves ten floors between the two stations.”

The Lieutenant turned to study the fire and the rest of us did likewise. Flames consumed floors eight through twelve, and smoke poured from the top stories. The lower levels hadn’t started burning, yet. Buildings like these tended to go up in flames quickly, given the shoddy materials used by contractors looking to cut corners and save on material costs.

“Boscoe, you and the kid start on two and sweep up. Freeman and Mendez, head up the stairs and sweep from the top down. Make it quick.” The lieutenant glanced up and worry flashed in her eyes. “I give it maybe ten, twenty minutes tops before we need to set the water cannons on it. Save whoever you can, but the moment I give the word, get your asses out. Understood?”

“Got it, LT,” Boscoe replied, and both Freeman and Mendez nodded.

“Probie,” Lieutenant Greene said, “stick tight on Boscoe.”

“Yes, LT.” Excitement set my heart pounding in my chest. My mouth was suddenly dry, and my breath was coming in fast. My big moment had arrived.

“Mask up,” Boscoe instructed. We retrieved gas masks and oxygen tanks from the truck and slipped them on before sprinting into the flaming building.

Mendez and Freeman broke off toward the southern staircase while Boscoe and I headed toward the northern staircase. The building, like most office complexes, had two emergency exits on every level. Anyone trying to get out would be coming down those stairs.

“Fire Department, call out so we can find you!” Boscoe’s voice echoed through our helmet radios as we pushed onto the second floor.

The smoke hadn’t yet grown thick enough to obscure our vision. My breath sounded loud in my oxygen mask as we swept the offices. My stomach clenched at every empty chair and every darkened computer as if expecting to see someone needing my help, but our quick sweep revealed only empty cubicles.

“LT, the second floor’s clear,” Boscoe called into the radio. “Heading up to three.”

“Understood.” Lieutenant Green’s voice replied in my ear. “Smoke’s getting bad on eight. Fire’s spreading faster than I thought. Those twenty minutes just became fifteen.”

Boscoe shot a glance over his shoulder. “Gonna have to hurry this up, kid.”

“I’m on your heels,” I said into my radio.

My heart pounded in my chest as we raced up the stairs. My training had involved controlled blazes, but nothing like this. Nothing with lives on the line. In the Academy, we always knew there was someone backing us up, ready to bail us out if shit hit the fan. Now, we were the backup. Boscoe, Freeman, Mendez, me, and the rest of the guys, we had to help pull people out of danger.

Dirty gray smoke hung thick on the third floor. It wasn’t impossible to see, but the lamp on my helmet only cut through the haze for a few yards around me. Boscoe and I clung to the walls, pushing forward into the toxic black fog, and swept the rooms one at a time for survivors.

“Fire department!” I shouted in a voice muffled by my gas mask. “Anyone there? Call out!”

“Over here!” The call came from within the room to my left.

I smacked Boscoe’s shoulder. “Someone is in this one.”

“Go.” He waved me away. “I’ve got someone two doors down.”

I pushed through the prefabricated wooden door and into what had to be a conference room, judging by the long oval table, projector screen, and plush executive chairs.

“Fire Department!” I called because I couldn’t see the person that had called for help. “Where are you?”

“Under the table,” a woman’s coughing voice replied, and I reached down to help her out.

“What happened?” I asked as I saw the cut on her forehead. The woman looked to be in her thirties and even a hazy glance through my mask showed that she was very attractive.

“The fire alarm sounded,” she replied in a dazed voice as she reached up to brush aside her shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair from her bloody injury, “Everyone ran. I-I think I fell. If I try to stand, I get too dizzy.”

“You hit your head.” I glanced at the cut. “It’ll need a few stitches. Let me help you.”

I reached down, wrapped my arms around her, and scooped her up. She was short, barely five-foot-four, and weighed less than I expected. I guess all those hours spent dragging training dummies paid off.

“Let’s get you out of here,” I told her as I smiled through my mask, but I doubt she could see my mouth through the glass and smoke.

“Th-Thank you,” she murmured and curled her head up against my jacket.

I raced back across the office floor toward the staircase. “Boscoe!” I shouted. “Got a head laceration. Gotta take her down.”

“Right behind you,” came the reply. Boscoe appeared from the smoke, half-carrying two staggering and coughing men.

Our little party hustled down the two flights of stairs and out of the now smoke-filled lobby. Three EMTs stood waiting for us and they reached for the blonde woman in my arms, but she gave a little murmur and clung to me.

“It’s okay. You’re safe. The paramedics will take care of you.”

“Thank you,” she said in a voice turned breathy by smoke inhalation. “I owe you my life…?”

“Ethan, miss,” I replied, giving her the smile my mother said had won her heart the moment I was born. “Ethan DePaolo.”

“Thank you, Ethan.”

“All part of the job.” I’d heard the stories of rescued people tracking down their rescuer to thank them. I kind of hoped that she would be one of them, but I couldn’t spend too much time thinking about it.

I had more people to save.

“DePaolo!” The lieutenant’s voice snapped me from my momentary daydream. “Get back in there. Mendez and Freeman are on six, and they say the fire’s spreading fast. We’ve got less than five minutes to get those floors cleared. Hustle!”

“Yes, LT!” I charged after Boscoe and raced up the stairs toward the third floor. We’d swept less than a quarter of the office space, so we’d have to hurry to get the other two floors cleared in time.

“Boscoe, DePaolo, come in.” Mendez’s call crackled across the radio. “Where you at?”

“Third floor, south corner,” Boscoe replied. “We’ll be done and up to four in a minute.”

“Make it sooner,” Mendez replied. “Fire’s thick up here. Nine and ten are going to give any second, and I doubt the floor can hold up under the weight. We need to get the people out so the cannons can do their thing.”

“Copy that.” Boscoe turned to me. “Can you handle this floor, kid?”

I hesitated. The Fire Department procedure insisted that all firemen worked in pairs, but we had no choice. We needed to make sure everyone got out, and time was running out.

“Go,” I told him. “I’ve got this.”

“Get the floor cleared, then head up the north stairwell to find me on the fourth floor. Anything happens, anything at all, you get on the horn immediately, you hear?”

“Got it.” I nodded. “I’m right behind you.”

My chest tightened a little as Boscoe disappeared into the smoke. I’d been alone before, but only in the training warehouses. Now, facing the burning building on my own, it brought back painful memories.

I gritted my teeth and told myself to fight against my fear. I had no time for the ghosts of my past. I had to save whoever I could in the short amount of time I had. I couldn’t waste it by thinking about the fire that killed my parents.

The sound of my breathing echoed loud in my mask, amplified by the gallop of my heartbeat. I tightened my grip on my axe and forced myself to stay calm. One of my Academy instructors had compared the adrenaline of these situations to the rush of battle. The heightened senses, the rush of blood, and the anxiety-infused need to move and act could lead to panic if you weren’t careful.

I took a deep, calming breath. “Fire department, call out!” One by one, I swept the remaining rooms of the third floor. The gray haze of smoke pressed in on me and my eyes darted around at every shadow. Hot sweat soaked my shirt, and I wanted to rip off my turnout suit, but finally I finished my sweep. The floor was empty, save for the sound of the shrieking fire alarm.

I raced toward the northern stairwell to catch up to Boscoe. The moment I stepped through the doors, the wall of heat hit me. I glanced up and saw the fire blazing just two floors above me.

“Boscoe, I’m coming up,” I called into the radio as I ran up the stairs. The heat mounted with every step. I was keenly aware of the crackling flames less than twenty feet overhead.

“Copy,” Boscoe replied. “I’m twenty yards to the left of the exit. Come give me a hand.”

Sweat dripped down my face, and I resisted the urge to remove my mask to wipe it away. The smoke on the fourth floor was thick and heavy. I had to feel my way along the wall. I stifled a bark of pain as I stumbled into a desk set along the wall. The beam from my helmet lamp couldn’t cut through the dim haze.

“Boscoe!” I called.

“Here!” came the reply, and I took a few steps through the smoke until I could see him wrestling his halligan bar into the frame of a door. “Damned thing’s locked, and the people inside don’t have the key. Get over here with that axe.”

I ran over with my axe in my hand and slammed the flat back of the blade into Boscoe’s halligan tool. The first hit didn’t seem to do anything but make a bell-like chime that cut through the roar of the fire, but my second strike drove the tool through the door like a wood wedge, and we both grabbed onto the bar so we could heave together. The building may have been made using shoddy materials, but the door refused to budge. I’d caught a glimpse of the Halcyon Securities sign in the main office area. The company clearly wanted to protect whatever they kept behind the doors.

“We’re not getting in this way,” Boscoe told me. “It’s got to be at least a triple deadbolt with reinforced hinges.”

“What if we go in through the side?” I asked. “They might have reinforced the door but not bothered with the walls.”

He thought a moment, then nodded. “Good thinking, probie. Building like this’ll be all sheetrock. No way these floors can handle anything thicker.” He motioned for me to follow him. “This way.”

“Help us!” The faint cry came from within the room. “Please, help.”

“Don’t worry!” I called back. “We’re going to find another way in.”

I followed Boscoe along the wall and turned down the short corridor until he thrust a finger at a spot on the wall about five yards down the hall. “Here, you’ve got this, kid.”

I flipped my grip on my axe and brought the heavy pick-side swinging around. The wall crumbled beneath the force of the blow and the blade got stuck in the sheetrock. I wrenched the axe head free with a grunt and then swung again. Another section of the wall gave way to reveal metal supports, thick insulation, and another layer of thick sheetrock beyond.

“Careful of the electric lines.” Boscoe pointed to a conduit running through the wall at waist-height. He spoke into his radio. “LT, has the building’s power been cut yet?”

“Working on it, Boscoe,” Lieutenant Greene replied. “City’s taking their time with it.”

“Last thing we need’s for you to get fried, kid.” Boscoe shook his head.

“Nice to know you care.” I grinned.

Boscoe threw up his hands. “You’re the biggest guy in the station, probie. I don’t want to drag your ass out of here if I don’t have to.”

I swung the axe again and aimed below the conduit. It only took three strong blows to clear most of the wall away, and Boscoe stopped me so he could rip out the insulation.

“Hey! You’re going to have to come out this way!” my partner shouted at the civilians after he shoved his head through the hole in the wall.

Two men clambered out of the improvised exit. Both had the squinting, pale-faced, bespectacled look of I.T. techs and were coughing. Boscoe and I switched off giving them a few breaths of fresh oxygen from our masks as we hustled them toward the staircase.

“Mayday, mayday!” Freeman’s deep drawl crackled over the radio. “A roof beam came down, caught Mendez in the head. He’s down and we’re stuck on the northwest corner of the fifth floor.”

Boscoe and I exchanged glances. “LT, we’re one floor down. We can head up to get them.”

“Negative, Boscoe,” the Lieutenant’s voice crackled back. “I tried to send Truck 39 up there, but they couldn’t make it. You and the kid need to get back down here now. The building’s about to go.”

Boscoe swore. He turned to me. “Get them down and out. Tell the LT I’m finishing with this floor and I’m on my way.”

The look in his eyes told me exactly what he had in mind.

“I’m sticking with you,” I said.

Boscoe shook his head. “Damn it, kid, I’m not going to let you—”

“If Mendez and Freeman are in trouble, there’s no way I’m letting you go it alone. You’re going to need help.” I turned to the two men we’d rescued. “Can you get out without us?”

Though pale-faced and clearly terrified, they managed to nod.

“Good.” I thrust a finger toward the stairs. “Then get your asses down those stairs like the building’s about to collapse.”

They didn’t need to be told twice, and they ran down the stairs.

“You’re an idiot, kid,” Boscoe growled. “Two days on the job and already disobeying the LT.”

“I’ve never been good at following orders. Freeman and Mendez are counting on us. Let’s get going.”

Boscoe gave me a long, hard look. “You’re either going to be one hell of a fireman or one hell of a dead one.”

“Thanks. I think,” I replied as I smirked at the man.

“Stick close and keep your eyes peeled. We’ve got to move fast.”

“On your heels,” I said as he turned to run up the steps.

The straps of my oxygen tank dragged on my shoulders as I raced up the stairs after Boscoe. The heat grew more intense until I could feel the burn through my fire suit. He paused at the door to the fifth floor and shot a glance at me.

“Let’s go,” he said as he yanked the door open.

A wall of flame greeted us, and for a second it seemed like we had stepped into hell.

Fire crackled on the ceiling of the fifth floor, licking at the walls and reaching blazing fingers toward the floor. The smoke was so thick I could hardly see five yards in front of me. Everything was burning, and my vision was filled with a thousand different shades of orange and red.

My heart leapt to my throat. For a single instant, I no longer stood in the stairwell of Silver Star Tower. Instead, I was back in my childhood home, standing helpless as the flames consumed my bedroom, the staircase, and my sleeping parents. A scream threatened to burst from my lips as I relived the gut-wrenching horror and the realization that I could do nothing.

“We’re coming, Freeman!” Boscoe’s voice snapped me from the past back to the present, and I sprinted into the inferno behind him.

Flames illuminated the office building around us, and Boscoe picked his way through the patches of ground not yet consumed by fire. We moved at a slow, steady pace toward the northwest corner of the building where we knew we’d find Freeman and Mendez. I ignored the fire licking at my boots, pants, and jacket and concentrated on keeping in step with Boscoe.

The shrill of Mendez’s distress signal unit grew louder as we approached the northwest of the building, and my gut clenched as I caught sight of the collapsed pillars and crumbled roofing. Nearly one-quarter of the floor above had collapsed. A chunk of the floor had fallen away as well. The fire burned on the floor we just vacated moments earlier, and I knew a wrong step would put a quick end to my life.

“Freeman?” Boscoe shouted. “Freeman, call out!”

“Here!” The muffled response came from one section of the piled debris.

Boscoe leapt the crack in the floor and raced toward the call. I followed a step behind him as I tried to avoid the fires burning on both sides of us.

The floor was close to going, and I knew we didn’t have much time.

“Shit!” Boscoe swore.

Freeman lay on the ground, the unconscious body of Mendez beneath him. A section of the ceiling had collapsed atop them, and I saw that Mendez’ mask was cracked and blood stained his face.

“You hurt?” I asked Freeman.

“No!” he shouted back, “but we can’t move. That’s the only thing holding up the rest of the ceiling.”

I studied the section of rubble he indicated. Sure enough, a large chunk of concrete flooring had collapsed, falling onto its side. The metal rebar in the floor held up another chunk of the roof right above their heads. If Freeman tried to shift Mendez, he’d risk knocking over the debris holding the pile up.

“Get some webbing under Mendez’s arms,” Freeman shouted. “On my go, drag him out of here.”

“What about you?” Boscoe asked.

Freeman shrugged. “I’ll just have to move fast. But Mendez needs to get to the ambulance now.”

I drew out my webbing straps and passed them to Freeman, who ran them under the unconscious Mendez’s arms and around his chest.

Something rumbled behind me, and I stifled a jolt of fear as a section of roof ten yards to the south collapsed in a spray of dust.

“We’ve got to do this now!” Freeman shouted. “Three, two, one!”

Boscoe and I hauled on the straps, and Freeman darted out from beneath the pile of rubble a moment before the massive stone shifted and crashed to the ground an inch behind his boot. The three of us heaved Mendez over the gap in the floor and leapt to safety. A second later, the entire section of flooring crumbled away.

My heart hammered a furious drumroll against my ribs as I scanned the way ahead. Bright tongues of yellow and red flame consumed our path back to the stairwell, so I was going to have to find another way out.

A hallway ran off to the left, away from the thickest portion of the fire. From my experience clearing the two floors below, I knew the hall would cut through the office and come out on the south side, near the stairwell out.

“Through here!” I shouted as I led the way. Freeman and Boscoe came behind with Mendez’s arms slung over both their shoulders.

The flames had yet to reach the hall, and I felt a moment of relief as the heat abated, but the relief died the instant I saw the door at the end of the corridor and panic grabbed ahold of my throat.

This should have been the way out, but instead, it was a dead end. Had I gotten turned around? Was the layout on this floor different?

I turned to backtrack, but a loud crashing echoed in the main floor as more of the roof and floor crumbled away. My heart sank. We couldn’t return the way we’d come. We had to go through.

The door handle was hot beneath my gloves, but everything here was on fire, so I wasn’t surprised. What did surprise me was that the damn door was locked, so I hefted my axe and swung it at the handle. Wooden splinters sprayed across the hall as I drove the axe again and again into the door. Three powerful strikes shattered the locking mechanism, and I used my shoulder to barrel through.

The office beyond was less than fifteen feet across, with another door at the far end. I figured this one was probably going to be locked as well, so I charged through the smoke-filled room and brought my axe down hard on the handle. Sparks flew as the flimsy mechanism shattered, and a well-placed kick flung the door open.

I peered through the haze of smoke and the blistering heat. There, just ten yards away, I caught sight of the glorious, glimmering green “Emergency Exit” sign. The flames had yet to reach the doorway, and hope surged within me.

We could get out.

“Through here!” I darted out of the way to let Freeman and Boscoe through. The two of them labored beneath Mendez’s weight, struggling toward the door as fast as they could manage. I kept pace two steps behind them.

We were almost there. Just a few more feet.

A rumbling echoed behind me, the vibrations running through the floor beneath my feet as time ground to a halt around me. I knew what was coming, and I had a single instant to act.

I threw myself at the backs of my comrades and shoved them as hard as I could. Freeman and Boscoe stumbled toward the door just as the floor crumbled beneath their heels, but it was too late for me.

The tumbling rubble took me with it into the flames and smoke.

I fell hard and slammed into the ground with bone-jarring force. My head struck a slab of concrete and my mask shattered. The oxygen tanks crunched into my back and I gasped as they knocked the wind from my lungs at the same time as something heavy bounced off the rim of my helmet. It took me half a moment to realize it was the start of the roof collapsing, so I threw myself into the shelter of a nearby corridor an instant before it all came down where I had been standing. Dust and sparks billowed up around me while smoke streamed through my cracked mask and into my lungs.

“Mayday, mayday!” I coughed into my helmet radio as I scrambled deeper into the hall, but crackling static was the only response.

Panic tried to sink its fingers into my brain, but I refused to give in to the instinct. Fear had rooted me to the spot once before, and people I loved ended up dead because of it. I had to calm down to find a way out.

The rumbling grew louder all around me, and I heard the crash of more sections of the roof collapsing, so I retreated into the hall until my back struck the door. One touch of the wood told me fire had consumed the room beyond while flames licked down the corridor toward me. In seconds, either I’d be crushed by the crumbling building or roasted by the fire.

I had to think fast.

A fit of coughing seized me, and I leaned on the door. I jerked my hand away in surprise, brow furrowing in confusion. I touched the door again. It was cool, and the heat of the inferno was suddenly gone.

What the hell?

Light emanated from the crack beneath the door. Not the harsh yellow glow of the flames, but a soft bluish-white light. Something about it made me feel oddly at peace.

COME!

I jerked back as a voice echoed in my mind. On its own, the door creaked slowly open. Bright white light streamed over me, blinding me.

COME TO ME, ETHAN DEPAOLO OF EARTH!

I felt a tug on my soul as if something called to me from within the door. I had no idea what it could be, but I had no desire to die in the flames. It was my only way out.

I didn’t have much choice, so I clenched my jaw and charged through the door. The white light beyond filled my vision, then everything faded to black.
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Chapter Two

For what seemed like forever, but may have been only a single second, I fell? Floated? Hung? Damn it, I had no idea what was happening to me. The heat of the blazing building had faded, and I found myself in the middle of nothing at all.

Was I dead?

No, I couldn’t be dead. If I were dead, my mouth wouldn’t have been coated with the thick smoke I’d inhaled after my gas mask cracked. I wouldn’t be so thirsty or hungry.

I tried to look around, but thick inky blackness pressed in on me from all sides. When I moved my arms, it felt like trying to swim through mud. There was no ground beneath my feet, but I knew I wasn’t falling.

I simply was alone in endless darkness.

HERO OF EARTH, a voice boomed all around me, and I raised my hands to cover my ears.

“H-hello?” I called and winced at how faint my words sounded, sort of like I imagined it would sound shouting in the vacuum of outer space.

ETHAN DEPAOLO, the voice came again. YOU HAVE BEEN SUMMONED.

I gasped as I realized it wasn’t all around me. The voice was in my mind. How the hell was that possible?

MY WORLD HAS NEED OF YOU, HERO OF EARTH.

“That’s the second time you called me ‘hero of Earth,’” I said in as strong a voice as I could manage. “I-I think you’ve got the wrong guy.”

THERE IS NO MISTAKE, ETHAN DEPAOLO. YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN TO SAVE AGREON.

“Uh, I’m not a hero. I’m just a Chicago firefighter.” The words brought back the memory of the burning building. “How did I get here? How did I get out of the Silver Star Tower?”

YOU DID NOT, the voice boomed in my head. I REACHED OUT ACROSS THE VASTNESS OF THE UNIVERSE TO PLUCK YOU FROM YOUR WORLD TO SAVE MINE.

“O…kay.” This was getting harder to believe. “And how did you manage that? Who are you?”

I AM BARODAN, SILENT GUARDIAN OF THE WORLD OF AGREON.

“Is that where I am? Agreon?”

YES. THE WORLD OF AGREON IS IN DIRE PERIL AND HAS NEED OF A HERO. A HERO LIKE YOU.

“Again, I’m not a hero, I’m just—”

A CHAMPION OF LAW AND ORDER. A PROTECTOR. A MAN WHO FIGHTS FIRE. ON MY WORLD THAT WOULD MAKE YOU A HERO WORTHY OF ANY EPIC TALE.

My jaw hung open, but I couldn’t argue with that.

“So, why exactly did you bring me here, then?” The question felt as good as any I could ask given the incredibly odd circumstances. “What exactly needs to be saved?”

AGREON ITSELF. MY WORLD SUFFERS IN THE GRIP OF DRAGONS, MIGHTY AND FEARSOME CREATURES THAT WIELD GREAT MAGICS.

“Wait, did you say dragons?” I asked. “Like flying lizards? Is this a joke?”

YES, ETHAN DEPAOLO. DRAGONS. I HAVE SUMMONED YOU TO THE ISLAND OF IRIADOR, WHERE THE LAST BASTIONS OF HUMANITY ARE IN DIRE NEED OF YOUR HELP.

The blackness around me disappeared, and I found myself hovering high in the air, a thousand feet above a massive island continent.

FIVE DRAGONS HOLD THE ISLAND IN THEIR THRALL.

As the voice spoke, I couldn’t help noticing the different terrains of the landscape. Ice covered the entire western quarter of the diamond-shaped continent and a long strip of smoking and bubbling red magma ran from north to south just beside it. The middle and eastern sections of the continent were divided into dark green swampland, rocky mountains, and an archipelago filled with tiny islands.

I felt my eyes drawn toward a small patch of soft green in the middle of the island, just to the east of the red lands.

THERE, IN THE HEART OF IRIADOR, IS THE CITY OF ELLORIEL, ONE OF THE LAST STRONGHOLDS OF HUMANITY ON THE CONTINENT. THEY ARE IN NEED OF A CHAMPION TO FREE THEM FROM THEIR ENSLAVEMENT TO THE DRAGONS.

“What do you mean, enslavement?” I asked. During my teen years, I’d read a few books with dragons, and every one of them had spoken of monsters guarding piles of gold, but they never conquered the world.

THE DRAGONS ROAM FREE ACROSS IRIADOR, DESTROYING, BURNING, AND BRINGING CHAOS TO THE LAND. THEIR FOUL MAGICS HAVE TAINTED THEIR LANDS AND TURNED THE CREATURES THAT LIVE THERE INTO MONSTERS. THE HUMANS ARE FORCED TO PAY A TERRIBLE PRICE TO LIVE IN PEACE. I HAVE BROUGHT YOU TO AGREON TO LIBERATE HUMANITY.

The world disappeared, and I was once again plunged into darkness.

“And how exactly am I supposed to do that?” I had a sinking feeling in my gut that he was going to tell me I had to—

YOU MUST KILL THE DRAGONS.

Yep, that’s exactly what I was worried he’d say.

ONLY BY KILLING THE FEARSOME BEASTS WILL YOU GIVE HUMANITY A CHANCE TO SURVIVE ON IRIADOR.

“Uh, Mr. Barodan, if you don’t mind me asking, why don’t you just do it? If you had enough power to, as you say, pull me from my world here, couldn’t you just snap your fingers and make them all disappear?”

IT IS NOT THAT SIMPLE, ETHAN DEPAOLO.

His voice had hesitated a moment as if he might have been scared. Before I could ask him another question, he continued with his narrative.

ALAS, THE DRAGONS ARE TOO POWERFUL FOR ME TO DEAL WITH MYSELF. THEIR VERY EXISTENCE WEAKENS ME AS THEY SIPHON MY MAGIC. IT HAS TAKEN ME CENTURIES TO SUMMON ENOUGH STRENGTH AND BRING YOU TO THIS TIME AND PLACE. IT IS WHY I NEED YOU TO BE MY STRONG RIGHT ARM. MY CHAMPION ON IRIADOR AND THE SLAYER OF THESE DRAGONS.

“Fighting dragons is just a bit out of my skill set,” I told the voice. “I know a lot about fighting fires, but I only have limited martial arts training. You’ve got the wrong guy here.” This seemed unbelievable, and I wondered if I was having some sort of crazy dream. Then again, the fire had felt real, and I could feel my body. I knew I wasn’t dead.

YOU DO NOT NEED TO BE A GREAT WARRIOR TO DEFEAT THE DRAGONS. MANY MIGHTY KNIGHTS AND BRAVE KINGS HAVE FALLEN TO THE DRAGONS.

“Fuck that!” The retort burst from my mouth beyond my control. “Look, I don’t know why the hell you brought me here, but I was in the middle of trying to get out of a burning build--”

I HAVE SUMMONED YOU TO AGREON BECAUSE YOU POSSESS THE ABILITIES THAT WILL ENABLE YOU TO SUCCEED WHERE SO MANY HAVE FAILED BEFORE.

“And what’s that?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

THE DETERMINATION TO FIGHT ON NO MATTER WHAT HAPPENS. IT IS WHAT DROVE YOU AFTER THE DEATHS OF YOUR PARENTS, WHAT LED YOU TO BECOME A FIGHTER OF FIRE, IS IT NOT?

Mention of my parents’ death sent a rush of ice through my veins. For the last five years, I’d tried hard not to think about the night our house burned down. I hated the feeling of helplessness and the fear that rooted me to the spot. That night, as I lay in the hospital, I vowed I would never feel that way again. Barodan was right about it being the reason I joined the Chicago Fire Department.

YOU ARE FROM EARTH, A LAND OF MARVELS BEYOND ANYTHING IMAGINABLE BY THE PEOPLE OF AGREON. YOUR TRAINING HAS PREPARED YOU TO FIND THE SOLUTION TO ANY SITUATION, NO MATTER HOW CHALLENGING. IT IS THIS, COMBINED WITH YOUR STRENGTH OF WILL, THAT MAKES YOU THE CHAMPION I NEED TO SAVE MY WORLD.

I drew in a deep breath, but no words came. I had gone into the CFD and raced into that burning building to save people. Now, I was being given a chance to save a whole continent of people. This sounded too fantastic to be true, but how could I turn the opportunity down?

I HAVE USED ALL MY POWER TO BRING YOU HERE. BUT IF YOU SLAY THE DRAGONS AND STOP THEM FROM DRAINING ME, I MAY BE ABLE TO RETURN YOU. I NEED TIME TO GATHER MY STRENGTH. USE THAT TIME TO DEAL WITH THE DRAGONS AND SAVE THOSE YOU CAN, AND YOU HAVE MY WORD AS THE SILENT GUARDIAN THAT I WILL DO WHAT I CAN TO SEND YOU HOME.

The words rang in my head for a long minute. I was stuck here, wherever here was until this Barodan guy could return me to Earth. I had no choice but to make the best of a crappy situation.

And I did like the idea of helping people, even though the thought of killing dragons sounded all sorts of crazy.

“You pulled my ass out of the fire, so I figure I owe you my life.” I drew in a deep breath. I couldn’t believe I was about to say this. “I don’t really know how to kill a dragon, but I’ll help you however I can.”

The words sounded ridiculous leaving my mouth. What the hell had I just signed up for?

HERO OF EARTH, YOU HAVE CHOSEN WELL. THE WORLD OF AGREON WILL SOON BATHE IN LIGHT BECAUSE OF YOUR DECISION.

“I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise anything. Like I said, I’ve never really killed a dragon before.” I’d never even seen one outside the pages of novels. “And I don’t know anything about Agreon, Iriador, or anything else on your world.”

I UNDERSTAND, ETHAN DEPAOLO. ACCEPT THIS GIFT AS A TOKEN OF MY APPRECIATION FOR YOUR HELP.

Light suddenly blossomed in the darkness around me, and I squinted against the brightness. After a moment, my eyes adjusted, and I saw something shining bright red in front of me. I reached out to grab it and realized it was a gemstone the size of a chicken’s egg. Threads of white and crimson whirled in the depths of its many facets, and I found myself drawn toward it.

THIS AMULET CONTAINS THE SOUL OF A VERY POWERFUL BEING. SHE WILL BE YOUR GUIDE, YOUR COMPANION, AND YOUR GUARDIAN. SHE WILL TEACH YOU THE WAY OF AGREON AND AID YOU IN YOUR QUEST. KEEP HER WITH YOU ALWAYS, FOR SHE IS YOUR ONLY LINK TO REACH ME WHEN YOU HAVE COMPLETED YOUR TASK.

The gemstone hung from a silver necklace, and I slipped it over my head. It nestled against my chest and filled me with a comforting warmth.

A WARNING, HERO OF EARTH. The voice resonated with a hint of danger. SHE WILL TRY TO CONVINCE YOU TO RELEASE HER FROM THE AMULET, BUT I CAUTION YOU, DO NOT LET HER OUT. SHE WILL ONLY SERVE AS LONG AS HER SPIRIT REMAINS LOCKED WITHIN THE GEMSTONE. IF YOU FREE HER, YOU WILL HAVE NO ONE TO GUIDE YOU OR TEACH YOU THE WAYS OF MAGIC.

“Magic?” The word immediately caught my interest. “She’s going to teach me how to use magic?”

INDEED. THIS IS THE FINAL GIFT I GIVE YOU TO AID YOU IN YOUR QUEST.

Pain suddenly raced through my entire body, not unbearable, but like a thousand tiny needles driving into the skin of my arms, legs, chest, back, and shoulders.

YOU ARE NOT FROM AGREON AND THUS LACK THE INNATE ABILITY TO TAP INTO THE MAGIC THAT HOLDS THE WORLD TOGETHER. I HAVE GIVEN YOU THE MARK OF THE GUARDIAN TO UNLOCK THE MAGICS IN THE WORLD AROUND YOU. USE THE POWER IT BESTOWS WISELY.

The pain receded, and I felt myself begin to fall, slowly at first, but faster and faster until wind whistled around me.

BE STRONG, ETHAN DEPAOLO OF EARTH, AND USE THE GIFTS I HAVE GIVEN YOU. THE WORLD OF AGREON IS COUNTING ON YOU.

Suddenly, the voice was gone, and I found myself lying on cold stone. I pushed up to my hands and knees, and I looked around to see that the world around me was still dark but no longer empty. Somewhere in the distance, the echo of water dripping into a pool was joined by a dull hum that vibrated through the rocks beneath me. A hint of a breeze whispered past my face, and it carried the smell of fresh water.

Red light slowly illuminated my surroundings, and I realized the glow was the gemstone hanging from my neck. It pulsed beneath my T-shirt and grew brighter with every heartbeat.

I scrambled to my feet and pulled the necklace out of my shirt. The gemstone seemed to wink at me in the darkness, and a purring voice caught me off guard.

“Well, hello, hero.” The voice sounded like velvet and smoke and honeyed perfection, and I felt my body warm.

“H-Hello,” I stammered.

“So, you’re Ethan, huh?” The gemstone pulsed brighter as the voice purred in my mind. “Mmmmm. You’re nicely put together, big boy. I really like your muscles.”

“You can see me?” I asked as I squinted at the glowing amulet.

“Oh yessss,” the voice purred. “Can’t you see me?”

“Uhh, yeah,” I said. “Well, I can see the amulet. Sorry for the questions. It’s just a lot to take in at once, you know.”

“No worries, Ethan. I will explain everything to you. I must say that I am so happy to be attached to someone as handsome as you. I really love the way you are holding onto me. Gives me goosebumps all over.”

“Uhh… Thanks,” I said as I felt heat rush to my face. It seemed so strange talking to a gemstone or empty air, but I guess my day had started getting weird the moment I ran through the doorway and heard Barodan’s voice in my mind. “Do you have a name?”

“Of course I do, silly,” the voice said in a breathy tone tinged with flirtatious humor. “You can call me Nyvea.”

The way she spoke her name made me think of lace whispering across skin, and I felt goosebumps descend my back. Damn, men would have paid money to talk to Nyvea on the phone, her voice was that sexy.

“Nyvea, that’s a nice name,” I said, then kicked myself at how ridiculous my comment sounded.

“You like it?” Nyvea said. “That makes me so happy, Ethan.”

“Yeah, it’s…pretty.” I rolled my eyes at my lameness. I was normally better with women, but her voice really was doing a number on me. “How exactly did you end up in an amulet? Unless that sort of thing is normal here.”

“No, silly,” Nyvea said with a little laugh. “I’m in here because I’m special.”

“Special, how?”

“Ohhhh,” she sighed. “It doesn’t really matter. All that matters is you, handsome. I’m just here to serve you.”

“Tell me a bit about yourself,” I asked. “I want to get to know you better. How did you get in there in the first place? Where did you come from? How--”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m just a small-town girl, stuck in an amulet, waiting for a big strong man. I’m happy to help you in every way I can. What we need to do first is teach you how to use your magic.”

“Alright,” I said. “I’m down to learn what sort of magic I can do.” I struggled to ignore the honey dripping off her every word.

“Right now you have the ability given to you by Barodan. It is the ability to siphon magic from the world around you.”

“Awesome!” I breathed. “How do I do that?”

“Maybe you want to get out of this cave first?” Nyvea asked. “After all, you’re much more handsome in direct sunlight. Not that I mind the thought of being alone in the darkness with you.”

I drew in a deep breath and tried to calm my racing heartbeat. Her voice had a pretty powerful effect on me, but Barodan’s warning rang in my mind. I couldn’t let her out of her amulet, and I was guessing that she was trying to butter me up so that she could ask for me to go against the guardian’s wishes.

“Sure,” I said as I turned around. “But it’s pretty dark in here, and I have no idea how to get out.”

“Easy,” Nyvea purred. “Rub my gemstone and hold me up high.”

“Like this?” I asked as I gently caressed the smooth jewel face.

“Ohhh yessssss,” she purred. “Exactly like that. Keep going, big boy, and hold me up.”

I held the gemstone over my head with one hand and stroked it with the other. Ruby-colored light filled the cave, and I saw the craggy outline of rocks all around me.

“That’s a pretty cool power,” I told her.

“You’d be surprised what I can do with the right person touching me in the right way. Or maybe you wouldn’t be surprised. I bet you are popular with all the women of your world.”

“Yeah…” I said as I tried to focus on my surroundings and not how tight my pants felt at the groin.

I was standing in some kind of hollow in the middle of a mountain cave. The walls rose to a curved roof about ten feet above my head, and a small pool formed in a depression in the ground off to one side. Water leaked through the rocks there, and it was apparent that it was the source of the dripping sound I heard.

The small cavern had just one way out: a tunnel mouth ten yards to my right. I took a step toward the exit and my boot struck something hard, so I bent down, waved the glowing amulet over my feet, and saw a wooden handle on the ground.

Somehow the axe I’d been holding back in Silver Star Tower had come with me. There was no mistaking the same wooden handle and red-painted steel head I’d spent the last two days training with in Station 52.

“Damn, that’s my axe,” I said as I picked up my faithful tool. “How did it follow me here?”

“A great warrior needs a weapon,” Nyvea cooed. “Barodan thinks of everything, doesn’t he?”

I slung the axe over my shoulder and strode toward the distant exit. The tunnel had a floor and walls so smooth it almost seemed machined, but the marks carved into the wall seemed crude and primitive by comparison.

“What do they say?” I asked as I held Nyvea up to the wall so I could see them better.

“Nothing interesting,” she replied in a dismissive tone. “Boring stuff about the history of Agreon. I can tell you everything you need to know.”

“Okay, so tell me,” I said as I started walking down the tunnel.

“Only if you keep rubbing me,” she whispered. “Don’t stop the fun. I love it when you touch me.”

“How long do I have to keep doing this to keep the light working?” I asked as I continued to rub the stone with my fingers and thumb.

“Ohhhh,” she purred. “This has nothing to do with the light.” She almost sounded like she was laughing. “This is just for my fun.”

“Oh jeez.” I laughed and dropped the gemstone. It fell against my shirt and she sighed with disappointment.

“We’re going to have a great time, you and me,” Nyvea said, and then her sigh turned into a husky laugh that made my heart start beating fast again.

“Let’s start with telling me where we are. I think Barodan showed me a bird’s-eye view of the island of Iriador, but where exactly on the island are we?” I thought back to my conversation with the Silent Guardian. “He mentioned something about Elloriel, the last stronghold of humanity.”

“We are in Elloriel,” Nyvea said. “A few miles from Whitespire, the capital city of Elloriel. There are fifty thousand of your humans living there. They are one of the largest cities of free men left.”

“Free?” I asked and remembered Barodan’s words. “You mean not enslaved by the dragons?”

“The dragons have conquered or destroyed all but three human settlements on Iriador. All the humans living in the captured lands either pay tribute or serve their dragon’s bidding.”

The passage around me began to grow brighter, and I heard a deep roaring sound  which seemed to get louder as I advanced. The tunnel ran straight for twenty yards before curving sharply to the left. Daylight shone from around the bend, and a cool wind whispered toward me. I could smell water in the air, and I guessed that the roar was some sort of waterfall.

I ran up the tunnel, and excitement set my heart racing as I rounded the corner. There, fifty yards away, I saw daylight. I rushed toward it and inhaled the fresh air drifting toward me. The closer I got to the exit, the louder the roar grew. Moisture filled the air and turned the stones of the tunnel slick under my feet. As I approached, I caught sight of the wall of water cascading just to the right of the tunnel exit.

I wasn’t near the waterfall, I was behind it.

My heart leapt to my throat as I came to the end of the tunnel. The stone simply dropped away into a sheer cliff that plummeted a full forty feet to a crystal blue pool at the base of the waterfall. I craned my neck up and saw that the falls rose forty or fifty feet above the mouth of the tunnel where I stood. The river that fed the falls had to be at least thirty feet across, and the rush of water pounded past me to crash into the pool with tremendous force.

The forest around the pool was filled with a hundred shades of green and brown. Stately oaks stood beside towering pines, with drooping willow boughs sweeping the ground among silver-barked birch trees. A sea of trees radiated outward from the waterfall for miles in every direction. It was an unbroken natural beauty that took my breath away.

Far in the distance, a city was visible above the treetops. White spires rose dazzling and bright into the cloudless blue sky. As I stood gaping, the sound of  a ringing bell drifted toward me.

“Is that Whitespire?” I asked.

“It is,” Nyvea answered. “And it’s where our quest begins.”

“Our quest?” I asked and raised an eyebrow before I remembered she couldn’t see me.

“I am your guide, aren’t I? That means it’s as much my quest as yours.”

“I’m thankful for your help, Nyvea. How do we get down from here?” I asked.

“You could always jump. The pool below is deep enough for you to dive into without injury,” she said.

“Maybe there’s a better way to get down?” I asked as I turned to study the cliff face beside the tunnel mouth. The stone was sheer and slick with water, so there was no way I could climb down there. Then I looked back at the thick darkness from where I had come, but the cavern had only one exit I had noticed, and that was the tunnel I’d just gone down. This was the only way out.

My stomach did a little somersault as I looked at the pool. It seemed really far down, much farther than the forty feet I’d initially guessed. Probably closer to fifty or even sixty. It seemed a bit insane to take the leap.

But wasn’t crazy sort of par for the course today? I’d escaped a burning building by stepping into a white light, which had led me to a black void where a being from another universe recruited me to slay dragons in order to  save his world. Then I received a talking amulet that sounds like a sex-line operator. Things were fucking weird, so how much crazier could it be for me to jump off a cliff?

I turned and strode back up the tunnel a few yards.

“The exit’s behind you,” Nyvea told me with a slightly irritated edge to her voice.

“I know,” I told her with a big grin. “But I figured I might as well do this right.”

I stripped out of my turnout gear, rolled it up, and used my thick red suspenders to tie it into a tight bundle. Then I picked it up and took a deep breath.

“Here goes nothing.”

I gripped my axe and bundle tighter, sprinted toward the falling water, and leaped as far out into the empty air as I could.

Gravity seemed to work just fine on this world. I hung in the air for a single heartbeat before taking a long plunge into the falling water. It slammed me toward the pool below, and I felt my heart try to leap out of my throat.

“Waaaaahooooo!” I shouted as the water rushed up toward me.
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Chapter Three

I hit the pool with a splash and immediately found myself in an underwater world like nothing I’d seen before. The water was crystal clear, like the pictures I’d seen of the Caribbean Sea. Colorful stones of all shapes and colors covered the base of the pool, and I marveled at the beauty of the water even as I swam back up toward the air.

I drew in a big gulp of air as my head broke the surface. I was slightly dazed for a few seconds as I caught my breath, and then droplets from the nearby waterfall drew my attention. It was only ten feet from me, so I turned away and swam toward the shore.

I’d always been a strong swimmer, but now I felt like I was gliding through the water. Even with my axe and the soggy bundle in my hands, each movement of my arms and legs propelled me faster than I’d ever experienced. This was how I imagined Olympic champion swimmers moved, and excitement pounded in my chest as I sliced through the water.

“Look at you go!” Nyvea purred in my ear. “That’s hero speed if ever I saw it.”

I covered the thirty yards to the shore in ten seconds and was barely breathing hard. I paused long enough to take a sip of the water and found it tasted absolutely delicious, like the bottled stuff sold at crazy high prices in fancy restaurants, so without another thought, I drank until my stomach felt ready to burst. I hadn’t realized I was so thirsty. As I drank, my mind slowly cleared and I realized that the fiery trek through the Silver Star Tower had left me a bit dehydrated.

The rocks were slippery under my boots as I climbed out of the pool and onto the shore. The grass was thick and spongy under foot, and its dark green color reminded me of Chicago’s Park District. It was one of my favorite places in the city, and I’d spent many hours staring over the sea of green to forget my troubles.

Ten yards from the edge of the pool, the grass ran into a dense forest of oak, pine, willow, and birch trees. I drew in a deep breath and savored the fresh smell of trees. A carpet of brown twigs and green, orange, and red leaves covered the forest floor. Sunlight shone through the thick canopy and dappled the ground with bright colors that made the world seem so much more real than anything I’d experienced on Earth.

“This is absolutely gorgeous,” I said to Nyvea. It still felt strange talking to the gemstone, but I was getting used to it. “I’ve only seen forests this perfect in photographs.”

“Photographs?” Nyvea asked.

“Pictures,” I explained. “From my world.”

“Are there many painters on Earth?”

“Some. And other artists…” I ended lamely as I realized I couldn’t explain digital images and video.

I took a seat in the springy grass, untied my laces, and pulled off the black standard-issue boots that every Chicago firefighter received. Water gushed out of the boots and soaked the ground, but my pants and shirt were too wet for it to bother me.

“Ooh, you’re all wet,” Nyvea purred. “If I weren’t stuck in this amulet, I’d have so much fun taking them off you. But alas, I’ll have to just watch you strip and sigh with frustration. So, take off those wet clothes, handsome.”

“Uhh. I guess.” I felt oddly self-conscious as I stripped off my gray CFD t-shirt and the white tank top beneath. I contemplated taking off my blue cargo pants but decided against it. The last thing I wanted on this new world was to be literally caught with my pants down.

“Mmm, I like what I see,” Nyvea whispered in a breathy tone. “You’re nicely put together, aren’t you? And those tattoos make you look so delicious. I just want to run my tongue over them, and your muscles.”

“Tattoos?” My jaw dropped as I stared down at my bare torso. My shoulders, arms, chest, and abs were covered in dark, swirling lines. I ran my hand over the strange artwork that had appeared on my previously unmarked skin. They reminded me of the Maori or Celtic designs I’d seen at tattoo shops. They almost seemed to flow when I moved as if they were a part of my skin rather than just etched onto it.

“What the hell happened to me?” I asked before remembering the pain that had gripped me as I floated in the void with Barodan. “Wait, Barodan said he’d given me the Mark of the Guardian. Is that what these are?”

“Oh yes, hero,” Nyvea replied with a throaty laugh that sent heat rushing through my body. “They are a gift from the Silent Guardian. They will help you access the magic that permeates all life on Agreon.”

One tattoo on my breastbone stood out from the rest. Most were solid black lines, but this one was somehow a deeper black than the others. I touched it and jerked my fingertips back as a jolt like electricity shot through my hands.

“What the fuck?” I touched it again and again the jolt came. “Is this…magic?” I whispered the last word.

“That’s exactly what it is. That mark is the gift from Barodan. It’s your ability to siphon magic from the world around you. Want to give it a try?”

“Hell yeah,” I chuckled “What do I need to do?”

“Close your eyes,” Nyvea told me. “Now, feel the grass beneath your feet, the sunlight on your skin, and the wind ruffling your hair.”

“Okay. Now what?”

“I’m getting there, handsome. You are so eager, I love it.”

“Just excited,” I said. “A few hours ago, I had no idea that magic even existed.”

“I understand,” she said. “As you feel the world of Agreon around you, look for the something…extra. Think of it as the thing that drives the wind, that fills the light with warmth, that makes the grass grow. Follow everything back to its roots and origins. That sensation, that something you feel, that is the magic of Agreon.”

My heart hammered in my chest as I tried to follow her instructions. I had never thought of light or wind as magic, but suddenly Nyvea’s words made sense. I could feel the driving forces behind everything. The power felt close enough to reach out and touch it.

“Now, draw that magic into yourself. Just a little bit at first. You don’t want to take in too much all at once, or it won’t end well.”

I did as she instructed and tugged on the threads that hung just beyond my grasp. Suddenly, I was filled with a warmth and energy, like a burning fire that coursed through my hands and tingled up my arms. I gasped and my eyes snapped open.

“Holy shit!” I laughed in triumph and tried again. It took effort to concentrate through all the adrenaline rushing through my veins, but after a few minutes, I managed to pull more of the magic into my body. It felt like drinking a Red Bull, waking up from a full night of sleep, and eating a boatload of chocolate all in one.

“Damn, I’ve never felt so amazing.” I flexed my arms with all the strength running through my muscles. “I feel like I could break down a hundred doors and run up the stairs of the Empire State Building without stopping.”

“That is the way of magic,” Nyvea told me. “The more powerful you are, the more power you want. For now, you must limit yourself to just a bit. Your body isn’t yet used to holding a lot of power. But beware. There is a cost to using the magic.”

My eyes were drawn to the ground at my feet. A small patch of the surrounding grass had withered and died, with only bare earth remaining.

“Siphoning takes the power from the world around you. Take too much, and you kill the world.”

“What else can you teach me?” I asked. I was so excited to learn more about the amazing powers Barodan had promised me. My training in the Academy had nothing on this.

“Nothing,” she replied.

“What? Why?” I asked as disappointment rolled through my gut.

“Because Barodan has only gifted you with one ability. It is up to you to collect more.”

“Wait, what?” I felt even more confused than I had when I first heard I could do magic. “I can collect more? How?”

“Simple,” Nyvea replied. “You must kill the dragons. Every dragon you kill will unlock some new power. You see those tattoos?”

I nodded as I looked down at the marks covering my body. The swirling lines disappeared over my shoulders and down past the waistband of my pants. I hadn’t yet taken a look down below, but I was pretty sure I’d see more tattoos covering my legs as well.

“Each tattoo represents a new magical ability you will gain over time. There are twenty-four tattoos, one for each of the dragons living on Agreon.”

“Twenty-four?” I felt my eyebrows rising until they nearly flew off my forehead. “That’s a shitload of dragons. Barodan didn’t say there were that many.”

“It is,” Nyvea purred in a soothing tone, “but you are the hero of Earth who has been summoned to achieve the impossible. You’re certainly built right for the job. And, with your trusty Earth axe, you will be unstoppable.”

“Yeah, I’m not so sure that’s going to work. Don’t dragons have super thick scales or something?” I stared down at the axe in my hand and tried to imagine using it to attack a dragon the size of a house.

“Yes, they are large and can use powerful magic. That challenge is what makes you the hero.”

“I want to help you all out, but I’m just a bit skeptical as to how. Do your dragons live in caves or under mountains or something? Do I just storm in and hit it with my axe until it dies? Help me out here.

“Barodan’s gift gives you access to the magic of Agreon, which will empower you to defeat the dragons. With my help, you can do the impossible.”

“Is that so?” I asked. “How can a voice in a gemstone help me fight dragons? I don’t know anything about you other than that you have a really nice voice.”

“You should see me outside this gemstone,” Nyvea purred. “You’ll find I’m even nicer than my voice.”

“What do you look like?” I asked.

“What kind of woman do you like? Blonde? Redhead? Brunette?”

“Uhh…” I stammered as my man brain fluttered through a collage of all the women I’d dated or wanted to date.

“I can be whatever you like, Ethan.”

“That’s not much of an answer,” I told her as I crossed my arms over my bare chest. “I know your name’s Nyvea, but what else can you tell me about yourself? How did you get in the amulet? Why doesn’t Barodan want me to let you out?”

“Isn’t it enough to know that I’m here to help?” she asked in a voice like a silk scarf, and I got that feeling of goosebumps shivering over my skin. “I’m your guide, your guardian, and anything else you want me to be.”

“What I want is to be back home, but I guess that’s not going to happen.” I tried hard to stop myself from shouting in my frustration. It wasn’t her fault I was here, but her playing coy and dodging my questions wasn’t helping. “Tell me everything I need to know about this world. If I’m going to be here a while, I have to know what I’m up against.”

“You already know that you are on the island of Iriador. The island is divided into five dragon kingdoms, with two small human realms in the middle of it all.”

“And what about the dragons?” I tapped one of the tattoos on my chest with a finger. “If I want to get more magic, I need to kill dragons. If I want to go home, I need to kill dragons. So how do I find those dragons I need to kill?”

“Two days’ travel to the west is the realm of Riamod, a fire-breather. The red dragon is the biggest threat to the humans here in Elloriel since it raids and burns their homes. In fact, Barodan brought you to this time and place because the humans here are in dire need of your help.”

“Good.” I bent, picked up my still-damp shirts, put them on, and then set about pulling on my boots. “I’ll go to the king and offer my service to help fight against the dragon.”

“Not to rain on your sunny day,” Nyvea told me, “but you don’t have gear or supplies or armor or anything with which you can fight a dragon.”

“Oh, yeah, right,” I said with a crestfallen frown. “Maybe I can go to the palace and join the fire department there. If nothing else, I can get a job cutting down trees to earn enough to pay for the gear.”

It felt like a good plan, and Nyvea seemed to agree with me.

“That could work,” she said. “Your power will be breathtaking, but you need time to unlock the abilities and learn to use them. For now, you’ll need to rely on mundane armor and weapons.”

“Which I’ll find in the city.”

“That’s right. Tell the king how powerful you are, and he’ll give you the armor and supplies that you need.”

“Somehow, I don’t think it will be that easy. The king will probably think I’m crazy if I say it like that, so I’ll think of another way to convince him.” I looked around the forest but couldn’t see anything through the thick trees. “But first, mind telling me which way to go? It’ll be easier than having to climb a tree and see for myself.”

“This way, handsome.” The gemstone gave a little tug on my necklace to pull me to the left, so I drew in a deep breath of the crisp forest air, retrieved my axe and bundled turnout gear, and set off in the direction she’d indicated.

The forest was alive all around me. Deer scampered among the trees and the songs of a thousand birds filled the air. Squirrels and chipmunks chittered at me and waved their bushy tails as I went past. The wind set the leaves rustling, and the sound filled me with a soothing calm. There was only peace and tranquility in this place as if the forest had stood undisturbed by humans for a hundred years. I found no wide trail but instead followed deer and rabbit paths to cut through the densest patches of forest. The gemstone around my neck kept me on course for Whitespire no matter how much my trek through the forest wended down hills or across streams.

I hiked for at least two hours, but there was no fatigue or ache in my muscles. It reminded me of the feeling I’d had while swimming in the pool. I felt stronger on Agreon than I was on Earth, sort of like the gravitational differences between Earth and the Moon or Venus. That was the closest I could come to explaining it, but it was enough to know I felt strong and alive in a way I never had before.

As I walked, I tried to focus on sensing the magic around me. I listened to Nyvea’s warning not to absorb too much power and just searched my surroundings for the threads of magic. It was very strong in the huge oaks and towering pine trees and weaker in the blades of grass and delicate flower buds. When the wind blew hard, I could feel the magic driving it. It was an unfamiliar sensation, but I loved every minute of it.

I felt powerful.

It was as if I possessed limitless energy. I wanted to lift some weights, or run, or fight. My muscles begged to work, and my mind felt well rested and sharp.

Nyvea took advantage of our hike to fill me in on the details of the human realm. Whitespire was the capital city, located in the center of the kingdom ruled by King Obragar. It was also the hub of commerce for all the smaller towns, villages, and settlements of free humans seeking refuge from the dragon lands.

She told me we could ride across the entire kingdom in three days, and the population numbered less than two hundred thousand humans. Most dedicated themselves to farming, cattle herding, smithing, forestry, and the other professions that kept cities and towns running. There was no standing army, just the White Guard in Whitespire, which served as both law keepers and militia when needed. The king had avoided building up an army for fear of what Riamod, the red dragon, would do if it felt threatened.

The forest soon thinned out, and I strode toward the edge of the trees. I found myself on a hill that sloped gently downward to farmland, and I paused to take in the sight. Fields of yellow wheat stood beside enormous swaths of green corn. Hundreds of rows of cabbage, lettuce, carrots, potatoes, and other vegetables stood beside trellises of tomato-laden vines. I smiled as I walked through the waist-high wheat field and ran my hand across the tips of the crops. Everything here was so real, so alive.

Farmers walked among the crops with hoes, picks, and other crude implements I’d never seen before. A horse-drawn wagon rumbled past with a full load of baled wheat. I knew from my conversations with Nyvea that they were growing corn, wheat, rice, and other grains, and preparations for the harvest season were in full swing.

Men, women, and children stood to look at me with wide-eyed expressions as I strode past, but I gave them a nod along with my charming grin, and they all greeted me with a return smile.   Excited chatter erupted behind me, and I realized that I understood every word they said. Since I was on a different world, I would have thought the people would speak a language other than English.

“Why do I understand their language?” I asked Nyvea. “Or does everyone on Agreon speak English?”

“Barodan’s enchantments are powerful,” she told me. “You can read and speak with them because of the tattoos.”

It made sense. If Barodan sent me to this world to kill dragons, I’d be no good to him if I couldn’t understand the language. If only there was a way he could do that for all the languages back home; it would be cool to travel the world easily once I got back to Earth.

The farmland stretched for miles in every direction, but I noticed the road I traveled descended into a valley. I crossed the valley and followed the wagon up the muddy road that led to the broad avenue toward Whitespire. As I climbed the hill, I had plenty of time to study the amazing city.

A solid thirty-foot wall of dark gray stone ran around the perimeter, and it hid most of the city within from view. However, I caught sight of hundreds of the tall, white spires that had doubtless given the city its name. Above it all, sitting atop a hill in the heart of the city, the palace of the king held court over the grand city. It was a huge, blocky building like the Palace of Versailles, like a white marble chateau crowned with four tipped points that rose high into the crystal blue sky.

Crowds of people flowed in and out of the twenty-foot-tall gate into Whitespire. A steel portcullis that had to weigh a thousand pounds was raised, and the thick wooden doors were thrown open to greet visitors. It actually looked very welcoming, but the four men wearing chain mail and conical helmets studied me as I strode toward the gate.

I looked down and realized how out of place I was wearing cargo pants, firefighter boots, and a T-shirt. The red-painted axe over my shoulder was the most ‘normal’ thing about me in this world, but the tool was much better crafted than what the farmers I had passed carried in their hands. If they caught a good look at my bundled turnout gear, it would be absolutely alien to them.

“Any suggestions on how to talk my way past them?” I murmured to Nyvea.

“Walk in like you own the place,” Nyvea said. “You’re the mighty hero that’s come to save their world, and you should act like it.”

Somehow, that didn’t seem like the best choice. I certainly didn’t look like much of a hero right now, so I quickly came up with a story about coming to Whitespire looking for work, which seemed fairly plausible yet vague enough that I wouldn’t have to get into too much detail.

Two of the guards rested their hands on the hilts of their swords, but they said nothing as I walked through the gate and into the city. I didn’t question my good luck at being allowed to enter without being interrogated. If I walked into any city on Earth looking as out of place, I would definitely have been stopped by cops.

The city of Whitespire looked like an image of Fourteenth Century London or France. The buildings were tall and thin, with sharp-tipped spires that reached a full story above the rooftops they were built on. The architecture was decorative and colorful, with red clay roof tiles, whitewashed walls, and stained-glass images filling every window. It had a quaint, beautiful simplicity that reminded me of some of the old churches in Chicago.

As I walked down the cobblestone streets, the sound of my clomping boots blended in with the noise of the active city. Wagon drivers yelled at slow-moving pedestrians, who yelled back at the drivers and the citizens walking around them. Merchants hawked their wares at full volume and filled the air with the many reasons why their fresh vegetables, bolts of silk, or handcrafted brass trinkets were the best on all of Iriador.

The men, women, and children around me wore colorful clothes. The medieval tunics were cut in a simple style that hung below the waist and tucked into a belt. The women wore thick dresses with aprons on the front. So many shades of blues, reds, yellows, and purples filled the streets around me that it set my head swimming. The bright colors and loud sounds reminded me of the Christkindlmarket that filled Daley Plaza every year.

But it was the smells that really grabbed my attention. Smoke rose from a row of braziers roasting venison, sausages, ribs, and big, juicy steaks large enough to make a grown man cry for mercy. The scent of fresh-baked bread wafted from a bakery ten yards up the road, and my mouth watered at the aromatic edge of herbs and garlic coming from one cart beside it. I watched the man carve a long strip of spicy-smelling meat from a spit, stuff it into a bun, smother it in some creamy sauce, and hand it to the lanky man next to me. My stomach gave a loud growl, and my mouth started to water.

“Just ten pence, sir,” said the merchant, a bearded man with a stomach as big around as his spit of meat and a grin that would have made any dentist proud.

“Shit. I don’t have any money,” I told him as I patted my pockets.

His smile disappeared, and he waved me away. “Off with you, then. I can’t have you scaring away my customers with your desperation.”

I bit back an angry reply and instead smiled and shrugged at the man before taking a step away.

“You can always take someone’s money,” Nyvea purred. “Everyone here owes you for saving their lives. After all, you’re the only one who can stop the dragons.”

“Yeah, but I haven’t killed any dragons yet. They aren’t going to call me a hero until I prove it.”

The marketplace around me bustled at a relaxed pace that contrasted sharply with the shopping malls and department stores of Earth. People walked with purpose but without hurry. They knew what they were going to do and did it, but without the rush that seemed to be so normal for people in the 21st Century.

The sound of a massive bell washed over the marketplace, and I turned my eyes up to the source of the sound. The bell hung in a tower that stood high above the city atop the enormous palace of Whitespire, and its tone cut through the mummers of the crowd with a surprisingly soothing tone.

The sight of the palace reminded me why I had come. I needed to talk to the king and offer my services in killing the dragon. Sure, it would sound a bit strange if I told him I came from another world, so I’d leave that bit out.

“Do you think this will work?” I asked Nyvea. “If someone just walked up to you and said, ‘I’m super powerful and I’m going to kill a dragon with nothing but this axe and tattoo magic that I don’t totally understand yet,’ you’d think they were totally insane, wouldn’t you?”

“Bah,” Nyvea said after hesitating for a brief moment. “You don’t understand how powerful you will soon be. If the king doesn’t give you what you want, just kill him and take it.”

“Uhh, that’s not how I roll, Nyvea,” I said. “I don’t really take things from people just because they don’t want to give it to me.”

“But they should, I’d give you whatever you asked of me. I would be soooooo grateful for the opportunity, Ethan.”

“Okay,” I said as I tried to ignore the effect her words had on my libido. “I’m just going to try and see the King first. It might not work, but what the hell? Maybe he’ll give me another job.” I continued walking up the cobblestone street, away from the market and in the direction of the palace.

“You are the hero these people need. If they don’t give you what you deserve, you should just take it.”

“I’m still not going to take anything from anyone. Let alone a king that probably has a bunch of guards. Maybe there’s a better way to approach this than just telling him everything right away.”

“Big, strong man like you, with all your special skills?” Nyvea purred. “If I had gold, I’d spend it all on you.”

“Thanks, Nyvea,” I said and felt a smile spread my lips. “Barodan was right. You really are a good companion to have. I’m still a little pissed that he took me from my world, but I’m glad that you are with me.”

“You and your silver tongue,” she said in her silky voice. “You’re making me wish I was out of this amulet so I could put that mouth to good use.”

The mental image made things uncomfortably tight in my pants once again. I blushed furiously and realized people were looking at me. Men, women, and children had stopped to stare at my strange clothing, boots, and axe. It also didn’t help that I was talking to thin air.

The realization just made me blush more, and I rushed up the street to get away from the gawking people.

“First money I get, I’m going to spend it on new clothes.” My cargo pants and T-shirt stuck out like a sore thumb, and the bundled turnout gear was sure to draw attention, especially my bright red suspenders.

“Yay, I get to watch you change again. I love my job.”

I ignored Nyvea’s comment as I strode up the street. The commotion of the market fell quiet as I left it behind and walked up the broad avenue that cut through Whitespire. The farther into the city I went, the larger and more lavish the buildings grew. Soon, I was standing before two and three-story homes of brick and stone. The structures were made with marble facades that glimmered white and gold in the sunlight. The surrounding citizens were better-dressed with nicer clothes, shoes, hats, and heavier waistlines.

It seemed as if all eyes were turned toward me, since I looked even more out of place among the richer men and women near the palace. I searched the street for any way to get away from the main avenue and wondered if any of them would take me to the palace without having to walk past all the staring people.

An alley to my right caught my attention, so I dodged a passing cart, twisted between two merchant stalls, and ducked into the quiet, shadowy street. Thankfully, it was empty and silent.

I strode up the alley and found myself confronted by two smaller back streets that ran behind the fancy houses. I took the one to the left, which led toward the palace.

Unlike the broad avenue of Whitespire, these streets had no paving stones but were nothing more than mud. Garbage was piled high against the walls of the surrounding houses, and an odd-colored stinking muck oozed across my path. I picked my way gingerly past a snoring bundle of rags and stepped over a trio of empty clay jars that lay scattered beside an unconscious man.

“Hey, Nyvea, why do the homes look so nice up front on the main street when their back alleys are all so shitty?”

“The city has fallen onto hard times,” she replied. “But they still keep up appearances.”

“Ahh,” I said as I picked up my walking pace. This was just the sort of place I’d learned to avoid back in Chicago, and the hairs on the back of my neck were standing on end.

Relief filled me as I caught sight of an exit from the alleyway just thirty yards ahead of me. Wagons and pedestrians moved in the street beyond, and I heard the commotion of the busy life in this medieval city. I nearly broke into a run to get out of here, but two burly men stepped in my path and barred my way.

“Ahh shit,” I hissed under my breath.

I skidded to a halt when I caught sight of the dagger in one man’s hand and the club in the other’s. I turned my head around to see if I could fall back, but my way was blocked by two more men nearly as tall as me and carrying nightsticks.

My heart sank. I was trapped.

“Don’t worry, Ethan,” Nyvea whispered in my ear. “Four men are no match for you.”
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Chapter Four

I quickly stepped to the side and turned to put the wall at my rear. My eyes went back and forth between the two pairs of men sauntering toward me, and I readied my axe. The men wore smiles, but there was no mistaking the wicked twinkle in their eyes.

“Hello, there. What brings you to the wrong part of town, fancy boy?”

The man who spoke was the shortest of the four. He had long dark hair that hung in a greasy ponytail down to his shoulders, and the few teeth in his mouth were stained a dark brown. He wore clothes with more holes than my oldest pair of socks, and just about as ratty and faded. The knife in his hand, however, looked as sharp as the smile on his scruffy face.

The other three men seemed as if they were cut from the same rough  mold. They had close-cropped hair, thick noses, sloping foreheads, and shoulders a few inches broader than mine. I’d always been the biggest guy around, but these men gave me a good run for my money. The grins on their faces, though, told me they weren’t the sharpest knives in the drawer.

“Took a wrong turn,” I told the little guy who was clearly their leader. They had surprised me, but I wasn’t afraid of them. “If you don’t mind, I’ll be on my way.”

I stepped toward them, but they made no move to get out of my path.

“Now, now, where you off to in such a hurry? It’s rude of you to leave before we’ve had a chance to get to know you.” The little man hefted his knife and gave me a wicked smile. “My friends here do nasty things to rude people.”

I sighed but felt my stomach clench. These guys wouldn’t let me go easily, and they didn’t seem intimidated by the red painted axe in my hand.

“What do you want?” I asked. “I’ve got to get to the palace—”

“Ooh, mister high and mighty!” the short guy said with a laugh as he turned his nose up into the air. “Thinks he’s too good for the likes of us.” He stepped aside and swept an exaggerated bow. “Your lordship, you’re free to be on your way.”

“Thank you.” I moved toward the gap but found my way blocked by one of the ugly brutes.

“After we exact a small donation from you, of course.” The little man waved his blade with what he clearly believed to be a good deal of menace. “To help the poor folks of Rags’ End. What do you say, boys? Two gold pieces should do the trick, right?”

“I don’t have any money,” I sighed as I shook my head. “I’m not from around here.” I backed toward the alley wall so I could keep all four of them in my line of sight and dropped my bundled turnout gear behind me. It was obvious I wasn’t going to be able to talk my way out of this, and that was going to be too bad for these assholes.

“That’s pretty obvious by the funny clothes you’re wearing, and the fact that you wandered into our turf,” the little man snarled. His smile faded and was replaced by a sneer. “If you can’t pay in coin, perhaps we’ll just have that axe, then. Looks sturdy enough.”

I gripped the handle of my axe tighter. It was one of the few things that had come with me from Earth, and if Barodan thought it was important enough to send it with me, there was no way I would lose it to these thugs.

“Not gonna happen,” I told them. “Just let me go and I won’t say anything to the king about you trying to rob me.”

“Hear that, lads?” the little man said, and his eyebrows shot upward. “He’s not going to tell the king about us. How generous of him!” The three big brutes laughed, which seemed to encourage the little man even more.

“Hand it over, or you’ll find yourself in real trouble,” he snarled.

“No fucking chance.” I lifted the weapon over my head, brought it down with a practiced swing, and stopped it in mid-air a few inches above the cobblestones of the alley. “You want it, come and take it from me.”

For a moment, the three brutes hesitated. They exchanged glances with each other and looked at my axe as if trying to weigh up the danger I posed versus the value of my weapon. For a second, I thought that they might actually let me pass, but then the little man’s face scrunched up

“Get him!” he shouted and stabbed a finger at me. “Bring me that axe.”

The three big thugs charged me, but I was ready. I brought my weapon swinging around, and they jumped back to avoid being sliced by the sharp blade. Instead of swinging again, I let go of the axe with my left hand and sent a quick jab into the nearest thug’s nose. The man stepped into the blow and my fist collided with his face. There was a loud crunch of cartilage, and blood gushed from his nose. The big man stumbled away from me, clapped his hands to his face, and fell to his knees with a cry of “By dose!”

The other two thugs rushed toward me and swung their heavy clubs at my head and chest. I used the handle of my axe to knock the club aimed for my head aside, but I wasn’t quick enough to block the other one. I grunted as the other crashed into my left shoulder, and my arm went numb.

They attacked again, but I ducked the one strike and drove the butt of my axe handle into one man’s solar plexus. I expected to hear a grunt or a groan of pain, but instead there was a loud cracking sound as his sternum snapped like a rotten piece of celery. The thug fell back with a gagging sound and collapsed to the muck-covered alleyway, where he lay wheezing and struggling to breathe.

I stared down at the man in shock. There was no way I could have done that much damage on Earth, but I’d forgotten about my extra strength here on Agreon. That, and the magic coursing through me had fueled my blow with such power that I had shattered bone. And it wasn’t even using all the force of my arms.

“You bastard!” the little man shouted and charged at me with his knife raised to strike.

I’d only spent a few months learning martial arts at the Academy, but it had been enough to learn the basics of combat. His attack didn’t really surprise me, so I brought my foot up in a kick that caught him on the face as he bent low to stab my stomach. His head gave a sickening crunch when my boot slammed into it, and he flew ten feet to crash against the alley wall. The asshole slid to the ground like a thrown piece of cooked pasta and landed face-first in the muck.

He didn’t get up, and I turned to find the last thug frozen with his club raised to strike. A dumbfounded shock froze him in place, and his gaze darted to the unmoving form of his leader lying beside the wall.

“You don’t have to do this,” I told him as I took a step back from him. “You can walk away, or help your friend there fix his nose before he bleeds out.”

“You killed my brother!” the man shouted and charged.

“Well, shit,” I sighed as I blocked the first two strikes of the big man’s club with the center of my axe handle. He moved to make a third swing, but I was quicker and brought the heavy axe head around to punch him in the face. His nose cracked like a firework, and he staggered backward.

I didn’t give him time to recover. My right-handed haymaker caught him in the jaw and snapped his head around. The force of the blow sent him whirling, and he crashed against the wall behind him. I shuffled forward to hit him again, but he fell to the ground groaning.

“And you say you’re not a hero?” Nyvea purred. “You sure fight like one, big boy.”

I stared at the four men in shock. I’d never been in a fight outside the Academy sparring ring, but my instinct and training had just kicked in. Not only was I stronger than I’d been on Earth, but it felt like I moved faster, too. I’d taken those four guys down with nothing more than a bruised shoulder to show for it.

Maybe Nyvea was right.

I stooped to retrieve my dropped turnout gear, but a loud voice called from up the alley. “You there!”

My head whipped up and saw a man standing at the entrance to the main street. He wore a tall, conical steel helmet and a flowing white cloak over a pearl-white steel breastplate displaying the insignia of two crossed swords over a gryphon.

“What’s going on here?” he asked as he strode toward me with his finger pointed. Three more steel-clad figures tromped behind him, and they each had their hands on the grips of their sheathed swords.

“They attacked me,” I said as I pointed to the four men. “I was trying to get to the palace, but I took a wrong turn and ended up here. They were going to rob me, but I had nothing for them to steal, so they tried to kill me.”

The man who spoke stroked his long red beard as he studied the scene. A frown furrowed his forehead as he crouched over the body of the little man. “It’s Risky Jack,” he said to his companions. “He’s dead.”

The three men looked at me with wary eyes, and their hands seemed to tighten on the handles of their swords. One actually drew his blade and pointed it at me threateningly.

“Shit,” I sighed, and I felt a shiver of ice run down my spine. “I didn’t mean to kill him. The asshole was trying to rob me, and--”

“Save it for the king.” The bearded man snapped his fingers and the three guardsmen stepped toward me.

“Wait a minute,” I said and took a step back. “Why are you arresting me? They were going to rob me. I just defended myself.”

“As is your right,” the bearded man said with a nod of his head. “But unless there is a way to prove that they were going to kill you, you cannot claim that you killed them in self-defense. You should have stopped with just knocking them out and reporting them to us.”

“Thanks for letting me know,” I snapped and raised the axe like a shield to keep them at bay. “But you can’t just throw me in prison for trying to stay alive.”

“You are not going to prison yet. By my authority as a White Guard, I am bringing you into the palace, where you will be held until you stand trial before King Obragar. He will decide your fate.”

I had a split second to decide what to do. I could probably fight these guards and get past them, but that would just put me in trouble with the law. I needed to get to the king and plead my case, so this actually seemed like a good solution to my problem.

“Fine,” I said and released my grip on the axe and fought against a smile. “But I demand a fair trial before King Obragar.” I just had to get in the room with the king and explain the misunderstanding.

“As is your right as a human in the last free cities of man on Iriador,” the guard said. “You will be brought before the king.”

The three guards moved toward me with a wary expression. I didn’t want to accidentally hurt them, so I set the axe and turnout gear on the ground and held out my hands for them to clamp the manacles.

To be fair, these guards weren’t as rough as they could have been. They didn’t slam me against the wall or force me to stand spread-eagle like Earth cops would. However, the cuffs they slapped on my wrists were tight enough to make me wince, and they searched me far rougher than even the grumpiest TSA agent before their morning coffee. One of the guards actually passed his hands right over the egg-sized red gemstone that held Nyvea around my neck, but he didn’t remove it, so I guessed they must have had a rule about taking riches from their prisoners. Once they finished their search, two of them grabbed my arms and shoved me toward the mouth of the alley, while the third sheathed his blade and hauled the still-bleeding thug to his feet after us.

People stopped to stare as the White Guards marched me out into the main street and up the broad avenue. A crowd quickly gathered and whispered about my strange clothing and the odd-looking axe one of my guards carried. I gave the group of men and women my best smile, and then one of the citizens actually asked the guards why they were arresting me. The guard didn’t answer, and they pulled me past the group on the street and led me up the hill toward the palace.

Up close, the palace was even more impressive than I’d expected. It stood five stories high and was easily three hundred yards wide, with massive marble pillars holding up soaring arches and domed roofs. The chateau-style was like something out of a history book of France, with a white marble façade that gleamed brightly in the sunlight.

I was led up enormous steps toward the palace, but instead of taking me inside, they led me along the perimeter and through a small wooden gate. The minute we passed through the gate, the marble walls were replaced by plain brick and rough stone that were made with wooden beams instead of elegant pillars. There were no high-vaulted domes, only low ceiling beams and clay tiles.

The walkway led for twenty yards along the wall before turning to the left, into the palace itself. A solid door of iron-banded wood stood closed on the far corner of the castle, and one of the guards pounded on the door when we arrived.

“What?” demanded the man who opened the door.

I’d thought the three thugs who tried to rob me were ugly, but compared to this guy, they could have been Miss America. He had an egg-shaped head without a trace of hair anywhere on it, not even his eyebrows or a mustache. His skin was as white as an egg, too, which painted a sharp contrast with his dark eyes and made his lips seem a startlingly vivid shade of red. He wore leather suspenders that held up his pants, and his bare-chest and gut sagged like they were filled with pudding instead of flesh and muscles.

“Got one for you, Dulgin,” the leader of the White Guard company told the man. “He’ll be staying in the visitor suite until he stands trial.”

“Visitor suite, eh?” Dulgin asked. He scratched his bald head with one hand and his oddly hairy belly with the other. “What’s he on trial for, then?”

“Murder,” the White Guard said.

“Self-defense,” I insisted, which earned me a cuff from the guard holding my left arm. It took all of my self-control not to hit him back. I could do some serious damage even with my hands shackled, but that would just make things worse.

“He looks like trouble,” Dulgin said as he fixed me with a hard glare.

“If he causes problems, just stop feeding him.” The White Guard turned to me and gave me a nasty grin. “Or, just beat him until he learns his place.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I told them. “I’ll be no trouble.”

“Good.” Dulgin nodded. “Got enough of them down here, we do.”

The men holding my arms shoved me toward Dulgin, who grabbed my manacles and pulled me through the heavy iron door. The foul smell hit me the moment I stepped into the cramped room. It was like the worst cesspit had been emptied onto a fresh pile of compost in a twenty-year-old garbage pile with a dead body thrown on top for good measure. I gagged and had to swallow hard to keep from vomiting.

The door boomed shut behind us, and we were plunged into the near-darkness of the dimly illuminated room. The smell worsened without the hint of fresh air leaking through the door, and most of it was coming from my jailor. He smelled like a pair of socks that hadn’t been washed for two years, with a generous helping of body odor and alcohol-soaked breath.

“Oh, Ethan,” Nyvea hissed. “You cannot stay here. It’s disgusting. You are much too classy for this place. I say you kill this man and escape.”

I was about to whisper to the woman that it would be hard for me to see the king if I killed his jailer, but the man had his full attention on me, and I didn’t want to risk him searching me and deciding to take the amulet.

“Let’s get you settled, then,” Dulgin said as he tugged on my manacles. I followed him to the back of the small room and found there was a stone staircase around a dark bend. My feet stumbled on an uneven step, and I had to catch myself on the rough stone wall. A dull ache ran through my left shoulder, but I had dealt with worse pain before.

I could hear the moans and groans of the other prisoners once we reached the tenth step down, and they grew louder as we descended. The staircase went at least two floors underground, then opened onto a long stone corridor lined with jail cells. Dulgin pushed the thug into the first cell on the right, then led me to the second cell on the left. He unlocked the door with a heavy steel key and pulled it open.

“Welcome to your home for the next two weeks,” he told me as he shoved me into the cell.

“Wait, what?” I spun toward the door just in time for it to clang shut in my face. “I thought I was just staying for a short time before my trial with King Obragar.”

“You are.” Dulgin gave me a broad grin that showed three teeth and a whole lot of brown-stained gums. “But the king isn’t holding his next trial until the turn of the month, two weeks from now, so get comfortable. You’re going to be here a while.”

“Fuck!” Fury surged in my chest, and I gripped the metal bars in my anger. They were made of steel and easily as thick as my middle finger. Even with my enhanced strength, I couldn’t bend them.

Dulgin laughed, a crude sound that set his belly and chest shaking like a bowl of Jell-O in an earthquake. “Best get that out of your system now, else I’ll have to starve it out of you.”

I released the bars and took a step back. My hands were trembling with both anger and the exertion of trying to break free, and I forced myself to calm down. I wasn’t going to get anywhere by getting angry. I needed to focus on kicking dragon ass.

“Look, I have to speak to the king. I’m here on a very important mission—”

“I don’t care,” Dulgin cut me off with a shake of his hairless head. “Everyone’s in here for a reason, but I don’t give a damn what it is. Captain Ladril tells me to lock someone up, I lock someone up. He says bring ‘em to the king, I bring ‘em to the king. You’re here until he tells me otherwise.”

“You’re making a mistake,” I said with a growl. “I’m not from Whitespire. I’m just here to see the king.”

“And see him you shall,” Dulgin said with a mocking grin. “In two weeks with all the rest of your comrades.” He gave a nasty laugh and turned to climb the stairs.

“Wait!” I called after him. “You didn’t take off the handcuffs.”

“They come off once I know you won’t cause me any trouble,” the jailer’s voice drifted back toward me as his wobbling lower half and grime-covered boots disappeared from sight.

With a growl, I gripped the bars and heaved at them once more. The steel might have been far cruder than the metal I was accustomed to, but they did little more than creak at my efforts.

“You’re strong,” Nyvea told me, “but not that strong.”

“Alright,” I laughed as her words sunk in. “I might be getting a bit ahead of myself. I kind of don’t want to wait until the guards come back. Is there any magic I can use?”

“Not that I know of. Barodan’s power is limited, as he told you. He had just enough to bring you here. Until you kill the dragons, there’s nothing more he can do.”

“Okay,” I said as I started to put another plan together. “I’m just going to--”

“Shut up!”

The furious shout came from the bench beside mine. I turned to see a heavy-set man with a bushy black beard, curly hair, and dark eyes shooting me an angry glare. He adjusted his thick cloak and settled back onto his side. “Some of us are trying to sleep off a bender,” he snapped.

I swallowed my angry reply and crossed my arms. I’d spent the night in a Chicago drunk tank once before, after going on a drinking spree on the two-year anniversary of my parents’ death, and I knew it was better not to piss off your cellmates.

There were three other men in the cell with me. The trio all wore the same dark gray cloaks pulled over their heads to block out the flickering light of the torch hanging on the wall. The cloaks were in good condition and free of the grime that seemed to permeate the cell, so they couldn’t have been here for more than a few hours or a day longer than me. All of them reeked of strong alcohol and foul breath, and a pile of reddish-orange vomit beneath one man added to the foul odors filling the cell.

I studied my cell. It was fifteen feet wide and ten feet long, with a ceiling about seven feet high. The straw covering the floor had been trampled to individual fibers or soaked by water. The closest thing to creature comforts was the five short wooden benches lining the wall, and a disgusting-looking toilet bucket sitting at the far end of the cell.

“You can speak to me in your mind without talking out loud,” Nyvea said. “Just pretend like you are talking but make no words, and I’ll hear you.”

“Like this?” I asked as I followed her instructions.

“Perfect! My, you are such a quick study.”

“It wasn’t that hard,” I said in my mind.

“Maybe for you, Ethan,” she replied in a husky voice. “You are special though.”

“I’ll feel more special when I get out of this cell, talk to the king, and then take care of this dragon problem. Got any ideas?”

“I know this looks bad, but it could be worse. You could be as ugly as the jailer,” Nyvea told me.

That brought a little smile to my face. “Thanks,” I replied in my mind. “But let’s not get that extreme.” I leaned my head against the wall and closed my eyes. “Any magic tricks up your sleeve you can pull?”

“Let me out of the amulet, and I’ll be able to do all sorts of things,” she purred. “I’d have you out of this cell in seconds.”

“I don’t think I should.” I replied in my mind. “Barodan said I shouldn’t let you out. Will you tell me why he told me that?”

“Pffft,” she sighed. “He just doesn’t want you distracted.”

“Distracted?” I asked.

“Yes,” she purred in my mind. “You and I would have fun for days. And when I say fun, I mean we’ll fuck each other’s brains out until we can’t move.”

“Sounds like I need to let you out really soon,” I laughed in my head.

“Ethan DePaolo, you little tease.” She giggled, but I heard the edge of irritation. She was going to keep trying to convince me to let her out. Until I found out a bit more about her and why she was in the amulet, I couldn’t give in.

“So, I take it that means no magic is going to get us out of here?”

“Not until you’ve acquired a bit more power,” she replied.

I stood and strode over to the bars. “What if I try to siphon the magic out of the iron?”

“There’s no magic in metal,” Nyvea told me. “Only in living things and forces of nature.”

Crap. So much for that plan.

There were no windows this far underground so that ruled out that way of escape. I studied the ceiling, but that proved equally useless, as did the stone walls. Everything was too solid to break through.

I ran over potential escape plans. My DePaolo charm would only go so far with a guy like Dulgin. I could try to knock him out and race up the stairs, but being a fugitive on the run wouldn’t help me see the king any quicker. Maybe I could sneak into the palace and find the king myself.

My heart leapt as the jailer appeared carrying a large cauldron of something steaming, and my stomach growled a loud reminder that I hadn’t eaten anything in a long time. My last meal had been six hours before the alarm bell went off. Add to that another four or five hours of walking and however much time had elapsed while Barodan transported me to Agreon, and I was ready for a meal. Escape after food, I decided.

However, the moment I caught a glimpse of the watery liquid he served in the filthy wooden bowls, my stomach sighed. The soup didn’t look so bad, but the chunk of stale bread on the side looked like it had white and blue mold growing on the crust.

My three cellmates groaned when Dulgin rattled the bars with his wooden club, but they stumbled upright at the prospect of food. They each took their bowl of soup and scrap of bread, then retreated to slump atop their benches.

Dulgin gave me a long look before passing me a bowl. Evidently, he’d decided that I wouldn’t be trouble with my hands still shackled together. I didn’t bother thanking him, and he didn’t seem surprised by my lack of gratitude. Prisons tended to be a place where manners were low on the list of priorities.

I eyed my bowl of soup as I sat on my bench. It had about as much in common with soup as it did with the ocean and roughly the same amount of salt and fish. A single leafy carrot top floated in the pale brown water, along with a chunk of white that I guessed was a potato, a radish, or a lump of wax. It had about as much flavor as wax, but I was really fucking hungry, so I ate it anyway.

I had the spoon placed to my lips when a looming shadow blocked the light of the flickering torch, and I looked up to see the man who had shouted at me earlier.

“I’ll take that,” he growled and moved to take the bowl from my hands.

“No,” I said as I pulled my food away from his arms. “Go fuck yourself, this is mine.”

“What did you say?” the man growled.

“I said that you can go fuck yourself.” I put the bowl on the dirty ground and then stood so I was chest to chest with the man. As soon as I touched him, I realized he was rather muscular.

Then his two buddies stood up, and I realized that they also had the bodies of fighters.

“Time for a bit more fun, big boy,” Nyvea purred in my ear. “Show them what you’re made of.”
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Chapter Five

I felt my fists clench as I sized the trio up. The man I had my chest pressed against was a few inches short of six feet, but he had broad shoulders, big biceps, and thick hands. His scruffy beard gave him the grizzled look of someone who knew their way around a barroom brawl. He didn’t back down as I pushed into him, and he met my eyes without flinching.

“We going to have a problem, boy?” asked one of the man’s companions as he moved to my left. He was smaller than the first man, with narrow shoulders, slim fingers, and a chin I could only describe as angular. The third man had a broad, square face and a thick nose just begging to be broken. His shoulders weren’t quite as heavy as the first man’s, but his gut threatened to spill out of his tunic.

“They have no idea how big of a mistake they have just made,” Nyvea whispered.

“Damn straight.” The words left my mouth at the same time as I stepped back and brought my manacled hands up. The steel cuffs caught the man under the chin, snapped his head up, and sent him staggering backward.

I whirled to face the second man and raised my arms to block his wild punch. He grunted as his knuckles struck my shackles, and the sound turned to a gasp as I drove my knee into his groin.

The third man got off a lucky punch while I was distracted with his comrade. I winced as his fist plowed into my stomach, but I tensed my abs in time to stop the blow from knocking my breath from my lungs. Then I danced back before he could strike again.

“Come on, then!” I shouted and squared off in the MMA stance I’d learned during my Academy training. It would be damned hard to fight with my hands shackled together, but I wouldn’t let them push me around.

“You’ll pay for that, you bathtard!” said the big man as he spat blood from where his teeth had cut his tongue.

He took a quick step toward me and threw a punch that would have caught me square across the face if I hadn’t already been moving. Instead, I pivoted to the left and shuffled backward a step until I was inches from the cell’s bars. The man stumbled forward as he struck empty air, but my quick kick to his gut didn’t miss. He folded up and fell to one knee, just in time to meet my kneecap to his face. Again, the blow caught him beneath the chin and rocked his head back. He fell to the cell floor with a wet squish as he landed in a disgusting pile of muck.

Before I could kick the fallen man in his face, his heavy-set companion charged me. He was bent low, and his arms were outstretched like a football linebacker. I jumped up to grab the bars, and then I lifted my feet up. The asshole crashed head-first into the bars below me, and his head got stuck in the gaps.

I dropped down from the bars and drove my elbow into the back of his neck below the base of his skull. The tip of my elbow smashed into the muscles beside the spine, and he sagged to his knees. I grabbed his collar, yanked his head free of the bars, and shoved him hard into his grouped-up companions. The three of them collapsed in a tangle of flailing limbs and splintering wooden benches, and I took a step toward them.

The slim man was the first to spring up, and he attacked with hard anger burning in his eyes. He didn’t charge or throw himself at me, but kept his movements small and controlled, like a man who actually knew how to fight. He threw short, quick jabs mixed with cross punches that could have hurt, but I ducked and dodged his blows with surprising ease. It turned out all that training at the Academy had paid off.

“Stop playing with him, Ethan. Take him down,” Nyvea insisted in my mind. “He’s ugly enough his face won’t look any worse once you beat it to a pulp.”

“You got it, babe,” I said with a grin.

I dropped my hands a little, and I saw his eyes sparkle as he caught the opening. His right fist came swinging around in a haymaker punch aimed right at my jaw, but I leaned backward to dodge the blow and raised my right foot in a high front kick that caught him under the chin. The force snapped his head back, and sent him stumbling backward into his friends. Before he could recover, I brought my steel-toed boots right up between his legs. He crumpled to the ground with a sort of pathetic mewling grunt and lay very still with his hands clasped to his nuts.

The other two attacked together as if that would give them a better chance of beating me. The man who had tried to steal my soup snapped a low kick at my knee at the same time the heavy-set man threw a punch at my face. I had a split second to react but knew I couldn’t block or dodge both. I lifted my leg to catch the kick on my shin as my MMA instructors had taught me and grinned as the man cried out in pain. At the same time, I turned my head to the side and tucked my chin against my shoulder. The punch aimed at my jaw crashed into the top of my skull, and I felt finger bones crunch against my noggin.

The heavyset man groaned at the pain in his shattered fingers, and the soup-thief limped toward me with fury and hatred blazing in his eyes.

“The guys always did say I had a hard head,” I said with a mocking grin.

“When we’re done with you—”

I didn’t give him a chance to finish his sentence. Instead, I pushed off the wall in a leaping front kick that collided perfectly with his jaw. His head snapped around, and I heard an awful crack from the vertebrae in his neck. He sagged to the ground, and his falling body crashed into the only bench not yet destroyed. His skull gave a loud thump as he bounced off the hard wood, and he rolled onto his back. Blood leaked from a gash in his forehead, and his neck twisted at a gruesome angle.

My jaw dropped as I realized what I had done. Once again, I’d forgotten how much stronger I was here on Agreon, and I’d killed someone. I didn’t mean to, but the men had tried to steal my food, and I wasn’t going to let anyone push me around.

The only man still standing looked at me, at his companion, then down at the hand he clutched against his chest. I fixed him with a hard glare and raised my fist to strike. He scuttled away from me, and for the first time, fear filled his eyes.

“What’s going on over there?” Dulgin’s voice drifted up the row of cells, and a moment later the bald man himself appeared. His eyes grew wide as he saw the fate of my three cellmates. “What the hell happened to them, eh?”

“He tried to take my soup,” I said as I pointed to the man lying in the middle of the cell.

Dulgin’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced between the two men and me.

“B-But you…” He scratched his pockmarked face. “You did that, to three of them? With your hands in manacles?”

“Yeah,” I said with a shrug.

“Bloody hell,” Dulgin breathed. “Do you know who they are?”

I glanced at the two men, who had huddled together at the far side of the cell. “Right now,” I said with a nasty grin, “two bullies who learned not to pick a fight with strangers.”

Dulgin’s eyes bulged, which somehow made him even uglier.

“They’re Gray Hunters,” he said.

“Judging by your tone, I should know who they are, but I don’t,” I told him. “Mind filling me in?”

“Mercenaries, the best in the human realms, some say. They’re on King Obragar’s payroll.”

“The king needs to get some better-quality men,” I said and gave a mocking snort. “If this is the best he’s got, tell him to hire me.”

Dulgin’s face screwed up in an expression mid-way between pensive and calculating, then he dropped the bucket of soup and hurried up the stairs.

“Hey!” I called after him. “I’m still hungry, you know.”

“Damn it,” I growled after he didn’t come back down the stairs. I tried to reach for the bucket of soup, but he’d dropped it just a few inches out of my reach, so I took a seat on the only undamaged bench and tried to ignore the rumbling in my stomach.

“Now do you believe me when I say you’re a hero?” Nyvea purred. “No ordinary man could have done that.”

I’d never thought of myself as much of a fighter, but here on Agreon, I was faster and stronger than I’d ever been on Earth. Coupled with the six months of training I’d had in the Academy self-defense classes, my new abilities gave me a chance to not only survive a fight like this but actually walk away from it the winner.

“Fine, I’ll admit it, you’re right,” I told Nyvea. “Does that mean I really do have a chance of killing all these dragons?”

“Barodan gave you the Mark of the Guardian to help you face the dragons, but look what you can do with just the strength of your arms. Imagine what you can do once you unlock your next magical ability.”

I allowed myself a few minutes to daydream. Like every young boy, I’d read comics of superheroes that could fly, lift a hundred tons, or run faster than a speeding bullet. As I grew older, the dreams of being a superhero had changed into one of wanting to save lives, first as a doctor, then as a firefighter once I dropped out of medical school after my parents’ death. But with the power I could gain from killing the dragons, I could help so many people.

The sound of booted feet coming down the stairway snapped me back to reality. I was no longer flying high over the land of Agreon or fighting massive dragons. Instead, I was sitting in a dark, cold, damp cell feeling hungry.

Dulgin came down the staircase, followed by two guards wearing conical steel helmets, white-enameled breastplates, and white cloaks. Their shining metal and clean outfits looked terribly out of place in the dingy, filthy dungeon.

“Him, that’s the one,” Dulgin said and pointed a pudgy finger at me.

“Bring him here,” one of the White Guards, a tall man with blond hair and a neatly trimmed goatee, told him.

Dulgin approached my cell, inserted the key, and unlocked it. His eyes dropped to the lifeless body on the floor as he stepped into the space, and he gripped my arm with a surprising amount of hesitation. “Let’s go,” he ordered.

“What’s going on?” I demanded as I strode out of the cell with the guard.

“Silence, prisoner,” the goateed White Guard snapped.

“Not until you tell me what you’re doing with me.” I didn’t back down from his glare.

“The king has commanded your presence. I am to escort you to His Majesty.”

“Sure we don’t have time to bathe him?” asked the second guard, a dark-haired man with a clean-shaven square jaw. “Being down here, he’s bound to reek to the high heavens.”

I ground my teeth and bit back an angry retort. I was supposed to be the hero that would save them from dragons, and the city had given me nothing but shit since I arrived. But as long as they took me to see the king, I’d put up with it.

“Let’s go,” I told the White Guard as he reached for my right arm.

“You don’t give the orders here,” the man snapped.

“I just did,” I laughed. “So, take me to the king.”

“Shut up!” the guard shouted. “You are the prisoner here, awaiting a trial for murder and--”

“Look, is this going to take all day?” I gave him my most charming grin. “I really do need to see the king.” I turned and strode toward the stairs without waiting for them.

“Stop!” the White Guard shouted.

“But you said we’re leaving,” I called over my shoulder without stopping. “So let’s leave, then.”

There was a rush of booted feet as the White Guards raced up the stairs and gripped my arms. They were firm and none too gentle as they marched me up to the top floor and out the door.

Light blinded me as I stepped out into the open, but I drew in a deep lungful of fresh air and basked in the warmth of the sun. After the stink of the dungeon, everything around me smelled so clean and sweet. I didn’t even mind the guards’ rough handling as they tugged me along the perimeter of the palace toward the main entrance.

I was led through the white stone columns and into a high-vaulted chamber that had to be the palace’s grand entryway. Velvet carpet runners covered a black-and-white-tiled floor. Marble pillars dotted the grand hallway within, and an enormous brass chandelier hung from the ceiling. All around the room were tapestries depicting knights in shining armor, stone busts of frowning men, and oil paintings of kings wearing golden crowns. The scented candles burning around the arcade filled the air with a pleasant smell of vanilla and lavender.

“Once you kill the dragons, we could live in a palace like this. You and me together, sounds pretty nice, doesn’t it?” Nyvea’s voice had taken on that enticing tone, but I figured she was just trying to manipulate me.

As I strode deeper into the palace, I found myself growing curious. There should have been a lot more wealth in such a fancy place. Where were the golden candlesticks or the silver serving trays? The velvet carpets were plush beneath my boots, but they looked a bit more ragged and threadbare than I’d expect from a royal castle. On closer inspection, the tapestries and paintings also seemed to have lost a lot of their color.

I had no more time to contemplate this because the guards hustled me away from the grand corridor and down a side passage. They led me through smaller, less decorated hallways with simple stone floors and furniture made of plain, unvarnished wood.

At the end of the hallway, I saw a pair of double doors with two White Guards stationed before them. The guards straightened as I approached, and their eyes narrowed at the sight of the manacles on my wrists.

“The king has sent for the prisoner,” the goateed man holding my right arm told the guards on duty.

After a moment of intense scrutiny, the guards nodded and pushed the doors open into a room that was lined floor to ceiling with shelves, upon which sat thousands of leather-bound books and scrolls. A small globe stood nestled in one corner of the room beside a plush sofa, and a lantern hung over what had to be a small reading alcove.

A massive wooden table filled the heart of the room, and a map was spread out across the surface of the table. I immediately recognized the territories of Iriador as Barodan had shown me from an eagle’s eye view. Two men stood hunched over the table studying the map, and they didn’t seem to notice our entrance.

“Your Majesty, the prisoner, as requested,” said my escort.

The man with the crown on his head straightened at the guard’s words, and he turned toward me. The king was taller than me, but he had narrow shoulders and a slimmer build. Age lines had just begun to appear at the corners of his thin-lipped mouth. There were hints of gray in the blonde beard covering his angular chin and high cheekbones.

“Is it true?” King Obragar asked as his blue eyes pierced mine. “Is it true that you fought three Gray Hunters with your hands shackled?”

“Damn right it is,” I said as I lifted my manacled hands. “I don’t take kindly to being insulted or attacked, which has happened way too many times since I entered Whitespire.”

A strange expression played on the king’s face. It was a mixture of surprise, outrage, curiosity, and perhaps a hint of humor. “You are brazen for a man in chains.”

“I’ve had to put up with a lot of shit,” I replied with a shrug. “I came to your city to offer my services, but I nearly got robbed, beaten, and executed. Forgive me if I’m not in the politest of moods, Your Majesty.”

“Offer your services?” The king raised a slim eyebrow and pursed his lips. “And what services are those?”

“I’m here to kill your dragons.”

King Obragar’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, but I met his gaze without hesitation. The other man at the table, a large, broad-shouldered fellow with a heavy red mustache and green eyes, stared at me with a burning intensity.

“You are a knight, then?” the king asked as he motioned for one of his guards. “This strange suit is your armor?”

My heart leapt as I saw one of the White Guards enter the room with my turnout gear. The man set it gingerly atop the king’s table, and I grinned at his superstitious fear.

“Sort of like armor,” I told him, “but it’s only used for fighting fires, not swords or spears.”

“Indeed?” The king prodded at the turnout gear. “I must admit I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“That’s because—” I cut myself off before I said, ‘it’s not from Agreon.’ If I went around telling people I was from Earth, everyone would think I was crazy. “It’s not a knight’s armor. Just a suit I use for fighting fires.”

“So, you are not a knight, then?” the king asked, and disappointment appeared on his face.

“No, but I’m still going to kill the dragons. It’s why I came to Whitespire, and I can’t leave until I’ve completed my mission.”

King Obragar fixed me with a hard look, and his eyes locked with mine for what seemed a full five minutes. Finally, he nodded and motioned to his guards. “Leave us.”

“Your Majesty—” began one of the White Guards.

“That is an order,” the king snapped, and then gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Sir Galfred will be more than enough to protect me from one shackled man, no matter how fearsome a fighter our jailer says he is.”

My escorts hesitated, but they couldn’t argue with the king. “As you say, Your Majesty.” They bowed and backed out of the room.

The king waited until the door clicked shut behind them, then spoke in a somber voice. “What do you know of the dragons of Iriador?”

“I know that Riamod, the red fire dragon has been raiding and burning your homes for years. It’s why I came here. I will put an end to the dragons.”

“That would be your first mistake, then,” said the mustached man in a rumbling voice. Sir Galfred wasn’t as tall as the king, but he had strong, broad shoulders and the look of a fighter about him. He folded his thick arms over his barrel chest and gave me a hard look.

“Riamod has been the scourge of Whitespire for more than fifty years, and only the threat of the other four dragons of Iriador has kept it at bay. That is not one dragon you want to take lightly. Storming its lair and trying to kill it would be paramount to suicide, unless you had the right tools for the job.”

“Do you have the tools?” I asked. “Give them to me and I’ll defeat the dragons for you.”

“No, you do not understand the power of the monsters who hold our land in thrall,” the king said with tired words.

“If your men are too scared to—” I started to say.

“Scared?” Sir Galfred’s voice rose to a roar, and fury flashed in his eyes. “Countless men of Whitespire have died trying to free us from the bonds of Riamod. I watched my father turned to ash by that wyrm’s terrible fire breath as he stood beside the mightiest knights of Iriador, all in a desperate battle to protect the last free city of man. You stand there and insult us with your empty boasts and haughty—”

“Easy, Galfred,” the king said in a soothing voice, and he turned a cold glare on me. “You are clearly new to Whitespire if you do not know that Sir Galfred the Bold is the most courageous knight on Iriador. When he tells you to be wary of Riamod, you would do right to heed his warning.”

“So Riamod isn’t going to be easy to kill?”

“Easy?” Sir Galfred asked and gave a harsh laugh. “Understatement of the century, young man.”

“Indeed,” said the king. “All of our attempts to defeat Riamod have failed. It is larger than the other dragons of Iriador, and its breath burns hotter than the hottest blacksmith’s furnace. Any who stands up to the wyrm dies in flames. As Sir Galfred said, we have lost many in the vain attempt to free our home. We have been forced to make certain…sacrifices to keep our freedom. First, the dragon demanded gold. When we could give no more…” He trailed off, and a shadow passed over his eyes.

“That bastard dragon has troubled the people of Whitespire since I was a boy, but I can stand by no longer,” Sir Galfred said, and determination flashed across his face. “I depart tomorrow to hunt a dragon, and the Gray Hunters Guild were to accompany me. But when you dealt with three of their number with such apparent ease, His Majesty was determined to speak to you and see what manner of man you are.”

“And?” I asked and stood a little straighter. “What have you decided about me?”

“That you will be a valuable warrior to aid our struggle against the dragon,” the king said. “It is no coincidence that you arrived in Whitespire the very day before Sir Galfred and his band depart on the hunt. I believe destiny has brought you here.”

I couldn’t argue with him. Barodan had said that he had put me in this time and place for a specific reason.

“So,” I asked as my face creased into a grin, “where do I join up?”
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Chapter Six

“So eager,” the king said, and his eyes narrowed. “Most men would hesitate from such a task, given how difficult it has been to deal with the dragons in the past.”

“Sure,” I said and shrugged, “but like I said, I came to Whitespire for that exact purpose. No sense dancing around it.” I turned to Sir Galfred. “Just to be clear, do you know how to kill a fire-breathing dragon like Riamod?”

The knight hesitated, and he exchanged a glance with his king. “There are certain things that must be acquired in order to defeat Riamod. Alas, for now, we find ourselves setting off to hunt another quarry.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to have to explain that logic to me. It seems like the simplest solution is the most direct approach. Riamod’s the problem, so we go hunt the monster down.”

“If only it were that simple,” Sir Galfred said and shook his head. “Dragons are notoriously difficult to kill with conventional weapons. Nothing short of full-sized siege weapons are capable of injuring Riamod. We have fortified and armored the defenses here in Whitespire in case of a dragon attack, but in order to bring down Riamod once and for all, we have to find certain special weapons.”

“Special weapons?” That kindled my curiosity. I’d always loved the magical swords and wands in the novels I read as a kid.

Sir Galfred shot a questioning glance at the king, and the other man fixed me with a hard stare for a long moment, then nodded. “In all my years as king, I have learned to read the intentions of those before me. In you, I see no guile or deceit, only a man with a mission. Our quests align, so I believe you can be trusted.” He leaned forward and shook a warning finger at me. “But know that Sir Galfred will be keeping a close eye on you. At the first sign of treachery, you will face my justice.”

“Sort of like how I faced justice after I killed those thieves in self-defense?” I asked in a sarcastic voice. “I asked for a trial, and they tossed me in a cell. A cell with more men who tried to attack me.”

“Alas, not all the men of the Gray Hunters Guild are honorable,” Sir Galfred said, and his face darkened. “The three whose cell you shared were arrested for being drunk, stealing, and then beating the man who complained about being robbed. We are better off without men like them. I trust that you will be a cut above that particular cloth.”

“I’ll do my best,” I told him. “I just want to get the dragons so I can…” I cut myself off before I said ‘return to my Earth.’ Instead, I said, “…fulfill my quest.”

“Would you swear an oath to serve Whitespire?” the king asked.

“Swear to serve you?” I asked. The idea of being bound as a servant to anyone, even a King, didn’t sit with me well.

“Not me,” the king said. “The city of Whitespire. The last bastion of freedom for humanity on Iriador.” His blue eyes drilled into mine. “Swear that you will be a champion of the weak, a shield against injustice, and a strong arm to defend those who cannot defend themselves. Swear it upon the name of your ancestors.”

I met his gaze without hesitation. I didn’t want to serve one man, but this was a vow I could take. It reminded me of the firefighter’s oath to serve with respect and dignity; to protect the citizens of Chicago with compassion, courage, and integrity. I’d sworn that oath of office without hesitation, and I’d take this one just the same.

“I, Ethan DePaolo, swear to champion the weak, to be the shield against injustice, and to defend those who cannot defend themselves. Upon the name of my ancestors, I swear it.” I repeated the words after the king gave them to me, and the room filled with a sudden glow. The light leaking in the window took on a golden hue, and it felt like a warm breeze caressed the back of my neck as I said the words.

“Well met, Ethan DePaolo,” the king said and thrust out a hand. I shook it and was surprised at the strength in his grip.

“Well met, Ethan DePaolo,” Sir Galfred said and extended his huge, calloused hand for me to shake.

It felt strange, the sudden camaraderie that I felt toward these two men. I had known them for all of ten minutes, yet a bond had passed between us when I gave my oath. For some odd reason, I knew I would do my best to uphold my oath for as long as I remained on Iriador.

“Spoken like a true hero,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Now ask him to give you everything you need so we can get on with the dragon slaying.”

“Patience,” I responded in my mind. “Sir Galfred’s going to lead a party of warriors out tomorrow. I think a few more hands will make light work of killing the dragon, don’t you?”

“You don’t need them,” Nyvea responded, and I heard a hint of impatience in her voice. “All you need is the gear and weapons to compliment the magic you have already acquired. Then you will be more than powerful enough to do the job on your own.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to increase my chances of staying alive a bit longer. If that means I have to wait until tomorrow, I’m okay with that. Besides,” I thought as I stifled a yawn, “I could use a bit of sleep.”

I had no idea how long I’d been awake. Station 52’s alarm bell had gone off around 7:30 AM, but how much time had passed as Barodan transported me to Agreon? I had walked for half a day, climbed the hill to the palace, got in two fights, and spent a few hours in jail. I could use a good night’s rest in a comfortable bed.

“Tonight, will you do us the honor of joining the feast for Sir Galfred?” the king asked as he clapped a hand on the knight’s shoulder. “We are celebrating his bravery and beseeching the Three Goddesses to bring him success. You would be welcome to attend. There’s nothing like a good meal to get a man ready for battle.”

“Of course I’ll attend.” The thought of a feast set my stomach rumbling. Dulgin’s soup had come close to being the worst thing I’d ever imagined eating, so I’d be glad for some food to get rid of the nasty taste it had left in my mouth.

“And, of course, you will be pleased to know the charges against you will be dropped,” the king continued. “After all, you did act in self-defense.”

“Thank you, your majesty.” I found myself giving him a little bow. Where had that come from? This world and its medieval customs were really getting to me. As I dipped, I caught a whiff of my clothing and wrinkled my nose. “Now, is there anywhere a guy can take a bath? I doubt you’d want me to show up at your party smelling like this.”

“Ooh, yes,” Nyvea said in a breathy voice. “Let’s get you out of those clothes.”

“Of course,” the king said, and a smile broadened his narrow face. “I’m certain something can be arranged.”

“Starting with these, right?” I asked as I raised the manacles. “If it’s all the same to you, I could do without the clunky jewelry.”

Fifteen minutes later, I stood in a bathing chamber connected to the small room the king had given me. A copper bathtub occupied half of the room, and there was a simple wooden shelf filled with towels of all sizes. A manservant, an older fellow with a prim face and thin lips, emptied the final bucket of hot water into the now-full tub then gave me a little bow before leaving the room.

Another servant, this one a blonde girl who looked about nineteen or twenty years old, added a few drops of oil into the tub, and the smell of roses rose with the steam.

“I’d be happy to help you, sir,” she said as she turned to me and began tugging at my belt.

The sudden movement caught me off guard, and it took me a moment to recover enough to protest. She had a pretty, round face, rosy cheeks, and sparkling green eyes framed by golden hair that hung down below her ample breasts all the way to her curving waist. As she leaned toward me, I caught the smell of lilies in her hair. Blood rushed to my cheeks as she pulled at my belt and the buckle of my pants.

“Er,” I stammered and tried to stumble out of her grip, “I-I can undress myself.”

“Are you sure?” Nyvea purred in my ear. “You should have a bit of fun with her. Just take my advice and let the pretty girl undress you. I can tell she wants to.”

The amulet’s comment made me blush even deeper, but I allowed the woman to loosen my belt.

“You have a very nice body,” the woman said as she pulled the belt out from the loops on my waist. “It’s a rare thing to see.”

“Rare?” I asked as she reached for my shirt.

“Yes,” her eyes flashed to mine, and then she pulled my shirt off over my head. “Haven’t you noticed that you are larger than most of the men in the castle? You must have good food in your homeland.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Wow,” she gasped as she stared at my chest. “Those tattoos are beautiful. Can I touch them?”

“Oh, please say yes,” Nyvea purred.

“Sure,” I replied to the blonde woman, and she raised her fingers to trace the dark lines over my heart.

The young woman’s face was turning red, and she bit her bottom lip as her fingers ran to my shoulder and down my arm. Her eyes flashed up to mine, but neither of us spoke for a few moments.

“Sooo uhhh, I don’t know your name,” I said to break the silence.

“Lilia,” she whispered as the palm of her hand slid down my chest and moved to remove my pants. “And you are Ethan. Everyone is talking about how you beat up the Gray Hunters in the jail.”

“Word travels fast in the castle,” I chuckled as she opened my pants.

“As I said, we don’t often get a man like you here.” She pulled down my pants so that I was only in my underwear, and I stepped free. It seemed all sorts of crazy that I’d gone from being in a jail cell, to being undressed and pampered by a beautiful woman, but I wasn’t going to complain.

“The Gray Hunters seemed pretty, tough,” I said as I noticed her eyes stare at the bulge at the front of my underwear.

“Huh?” she blinked and then looked up into my eyes.

“Ohhhh, she wants you so bad, Ethan. This is just a taste of what you will have once they all know of your power.”

“I was just asking about… ahh,” I sighed when she slowly slid down my underwear.

“Wow,” Lilia said as soon as my penis flopped free. The combination of her hands on my body and Nyvea’s voice in my head had made me rock hard, and the serving girl’s eyes looked all sorts of hungry.

I could guess what was going to happen next, but it all seemed to be moving too fast, so I turned away and stepped toward the bath.

“Ethan, Ethan, Ethan, what are you doing?” Nyvea tsked in my mind.

“It’s been a while since I’ve bathed,” I told Lilia as I stepped into the hot water. “I dunno if you can--”

“I’ll help you, of course,” she interrupted me as she moved to the edge of the big tub and reached for the nearby soap. “Just let me clean you while you sit back and relax.”

The warmth of the water soon took over, and every part of my body relaxed as Lilia’s hands rubbed the soap over my shoulders, chest, and arms. I slid down into the tub, rested my head on the rim, and closed my eyes while she worked, but my heart was beating double time in my chest, and I began to think about the ways I could get the pretty girl to join me in the water.

“How long have you worked here?” I asked as I closed my eyes.

“My whole life,” she whispered as her hands moved down to my stomach. “It is pretty boring, actually. We don’t get many visitors because of the dragons, and hopelessness is always in the air. That is why the whole castle is so energetic right now. We are hopeful that Sir Galfred and the Gray Hunters will finally put an end to the dragons.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I noticed that the city seems to be in poor spirits and the castle is in need of upkeep. Not that I’m complaining. It is still a really nice place.”

“I understand,” she said. “This is our last chance to beat them. Sir Galfred has a magical axe that should do the trick, and the Gray Hunters are famed for defeating other dragons.”

“Really?” I asked as she moved around the tub and reached for my feet.

“That is the rumor,” Lilia said as she massaged soap into the arches of my feet. The feeling was incredible, and I let out a long moan that made her smile.

“That’s really damn good,” I said after she had spent a few minutes massaging my foot. “Do all the guests here get this treatment?”

“No,” she said with a shy grin as she reached for my other foot. “You are very handsome, and you are talking to me. Most people just ignore servants. You are a nice man, Ethan.”

“I know what it is like to work a hard job,” I said.

“Oh?” she asked.

“Yeah…” I paused as I tried to think of a story that didn’t involve me being teleported to this world by a supernatural guardian. “I used to cut down trees. People need firewood, but they don’t really give much thanks to those that do the work.”

“My father was a woodsman!” she said with a wide smile. “I agree, it is a thankless and hard job.”

“So is taking care of people.” I smiled at her, and her cheeks blushed a beautiful red hue.

“I am done with your feet,” she said a few minutes later as she set my foot back in the hot soapy water. “There is still an hour before the feast, I can continue to rub your shoulders, or… I can rub anywhere else you like.” Lilia moved around the side of the tub toward my back, and her fingers traced along my muscular arms.

“I can think of another part of my body that needs attention,” I said.

“Oh?” she asked in a breathless whisper.

“This is so exciting. Close the deal, Ethan. I want to see you make this pretty thing yours.” Nyvea’s words were a growl of excitement.

“Well, my lips,” I said to the pretty blonde girl, and she quickly bent down to kiss me.

We moaned together when our mouths touched, and her fingers ran through my hair with an urgent need. We both gasped when we finished our kiss, and her breathing became sighs of excitement.

“Get in here.” I beckoned to her.

Lilia giggled and then bit her bottom lip as she pulled her simple dress over her head and dropped it into a pile beside the tub. She wore nothing underneath, and I felt myself harden even more as my eyes ran over her naked body. She was slim and willowy, with perky breasts, a flat stomach, and the hips of a dancer. A sensuous look filled her eyes as she lifted one long leg and stepped into the tub.

Water splashed as Lilia lowered herself onto my lap, and I inhaled her soft scent of fresh-picked flowers. She leaned forward to press her breasts against my face, and she reached down to guide me where she wanted. She gave a little moan of delight as she pushed herself down on top of me, and then I was fully inside her. I gasped with pleasure at the slickness of her body, and my hands reached around her narrow waist so that I could push deeper into her warmth.

Slowly, we rocked back and forth, our breath becoming faster and more erratic, until water splashed out of the tub and soaked the floor of the bathroom with the force of our pleasure.

Half an hour later, I strode from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around my waist and found that someone had laid an outfit out for me on the bed. The long cotton shirt was a soft blue, and the leather pants were a brown so dark they were almost black. A thick black belt sat folded off to one side, and someone had polished my boots to a mirror shine.

I turned as Lilia strode from the bathroom behind me, and I let my eyes wander over her slim body as she slipped into her dress. It was disappointing when she pulled the straps up over her shoulders and concealed all the delicious contours of her body I’d just finished enjoying, but I reasoned that we didn’t have enough time to go for another round.

“Have you seen my clothes?” I asked as I looked around my room.

“We’ve sent them to be laundered, Ethan,” she replied and gestured to the outfit on the bed. “I hope these are the proper fit.”

“Oh, great.” I was about to drop my towel to get dressed, but hesitated as I felt her eyes roving my body.

“I can help you get dressed,” she said.

“I have a feeling that will just lead to me being late for the feast,” I said with a laugh.

“It probably would,” she agreed sadly. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

“I’ll take care of it myself. Umm… Thanks for the bath. I ahhh...”

“I should be the one thanking you,” she said as her cheeks blushed. “If you need anything, please let me know.” She leaned close and batted her long eyelashes at me. “Anything at all.” With a little curtsy and one last glance at my bare chest, Lilia left the room and shut the door behind her.

I let out a happy sigh when she left and then turned toward my clothes. Tomorrow, I would depart to hunt dragons. The thought seemed so strange, but strange was par for the course today. I’d carry out Barodan’s quest and kill enough of the dragons that he could gather the power he needed to send me home. I just hoped it didn’t take him too long. This world was nice, but I wanted to get back home.

Did the guys at Station 52 think I was dead?

That thought was enough to ruin my mood. My parents were the last of the family I’d known, and they’d died four years earlier in the fire. I had no grandparents, uncles, aunts, or cousins, and not much in the way of real friends. Medical school then the Chicago Fire Academy didn’t leave much room for a social life.

Would anyone miss me? I knew the CFD would hold a funeral for me, and they would bury an empty casket with honors. But how long until life went on for Boscoe, Freeman, Mendez, Lieutenant Greene, and the rest of the guys at Station 52?

“If you died, I’d miss you,” Nyvea said. “You’re the best master I’ve ever served.”

That piqued my interest. I sat up and opened my eyes.

“Have you had a lot of masters before, Nyvea?” I asked.

“A few,” she replied coyly.

“Tell me about them. What were they like? What did you help them do? Did you teach them magic like you’re going to teach me?”

“So many questions.” I sensed her trying to dodge the question again. “I’ve served Barodan for many years, don’t worry about the others. They aren’t as fun as you.”

“So there have been others before me? Have they tried to slay all the dragons?”

“Oh no, handsome. Barodan has tried to help multiple worlds, and I have assisted other potential heroes, but I never liked any of them the way I like you. You’re…” Hesitance came from the gemstone, and a long moment passed before she answered. “…good. All of them had things that made them great, but you are better than them. Your character, your strength of will, the desire to do good things, that’s something which sets you apart. I like that about you.” Her voice took on a teasing tone. “The fact that you’re very handsome helps, of course.”

“Thanks, Nyvea,” I said. “I’m grateful that you have helped me.”

“Just doing my job, Ethan. Now, as much as I like seeing you with just a towel on, you should see if those fancy new clothes fit.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said as I reached for them. The clothes fit surprisingly well. The pants were a bit snug in the crotch, and it took me a few minutes to figure out the belt situation. There were no loops, but the pants had a drawstring to pull them tight around my waist. The belt was intended to be worn atop the tunic, like I’d seen in all those pictures of Medieval Europe. The shirt, however, was made of material far softer than anything I’d felt on Earth, and it felt amazing against my bare skin as I moved.

“Shame to cover up all that good-looking body,” Nyvea sighed.

“You did just ask me to get changed,” I chuckled.

“I know, but I changed my mind as soon as you put the clothes on.”

“I don’t think the king will want me to show up to his party in the buff,” I replied.

“I know I would if I was queen. Especially after I just watched you in the bathtub with Lilia. Hmmmmm.”

Nyvea’s words, along with the thought of me walking naked through the grand chamber brought a smile to my face, and I laughed as I exited my room and made my way to where I thought the feast would be.

My chambers were located in the guest wing of the palace. The furnishings were simple and tasteful, with colorful tapestries and paintings hanging on the wall, ornately carved shelves, and soft, bright carpets. However, the moment I stepped out of the guest wing into the ornate ballroom, I couldn’t help letting out a gasp of surprise.

It seemed a thousand candles twinkled in the chandelier, and the room was filled with a soft, warm glow. The white marble floor had been polished to a gleaming shine, as had all the ornate silver candlesticks, lantern-holders, and lamps decorating the room. Massive wooden tables spanned the length of the grand ballroom, and hundreds of people wearing rich medieval clothing sat on benches on both sides.

The sound of laughter and conversation filled the room amid a festive melody. A troupe of musicians playing a variety of lutes, guitars, and flutes sat off to one side of the feasting hall, and they played a lively tune that seemed to lend a brightness to the chamber.

My stomach growled at the delightful mixture of smells: honey-glazed hams, roasted suckling pigs, massive haunches of beef, fragrant rosemary and sage-rubbed poultry, fresh-baked bread, spiced wine, and a dozen more. It took all of my self-control not to rush to the table and dig into the food, but I forced myself to wait until a uniformed servant led me to a seat.

I was placed at a low table just beside the grand table where King Obragar sat. A broad smile creased the king’s face as he leaned over to talk to the woman at his left, and I saw his eyes dart toward me.

My jaw dropped as I got a good look at the young woman he spoke to. She had the king’s narrow face and yellow-blonde hair, but the resemblance ended there, so I wasn’t quite sure if she was related to him. Her lips were a rosy red that matched perfectly the flush of her cheeks, and she had a way of wrinkling her button nose as she smiled. That smile could have given Helen of Troy a run for her money. Her heavy, sequined dress clung to her figure with a low-cut front that showed just enough of her perfectly round breasts to fill my head with thoughts that would make a monk squirm.

“She is delicious looking. Maybe she is the king’s mistress? Maybe you can make her your mistress?” Nyvea’s voice practically panted in my mind.

“Who is that?” I asked as I elbowed the person on the seat beside me.

“The princess, of course,” slurred the man, a pudgy, red-faced fellow who had clearly enjoyed too much of the king’s good wine.

“Ohhh, even better. A ripe young princess who will need to be ravished by the heroic dragon slayer…” Nyvea’s voice trailed off.

“Shhh, you aren’t helping,” I hissed under my breath, but I couldn’t help watching the princess as she ate. She was graceful and delicate as she nibbled a bit of chicken, picked at a piece of puff pastry filled with a sweet crème, and sipped her wine.

A jolt of electricity ran through me as her eyes met mine. She gave me a little smile, and I saw curiosity in her expression as she studied me. I raised my goblet in a salute, and she returned the toast.

“Good men and women of Whitespire, rejoice.” The king’s voice rang out in the hall as he stood. I was disappointed when the princess’ eyes returned to her father. “Today, we celebrate Sir Galfred the Bold, a man of peerless courage and uncompromising honor. We celebrate him because he has taken up the quest to rid our fair land of the scourge of Riamod the Ravager.”

Loud applause filled the chamber, and men stamped their boots on the ground in approval. I looked around but saw no sign of the knight.

“For years, Riamod has held us prisoner in our own lands. The foul beast has burned our homes, killed our bravest warriors, and demanded tribute from us to add to its hoard. We scraped together every coin we had, and still, the beast demanded more. The entire population of our kind and generous nation has fallen back to our city, and even though most of our people are in good spirits, our spirits are close to breaking.” The king’s face darkened, and his eyes darted toward the princess. “The dragon’s demands have gone beyond what we are capable of giving. But when the beast comes for its tribute in two weeks, the wyrm will not find us cowering in fear.”

The king’s voice had gone hard, and steel filled his eyes. “It will find us prepared to fight, with every intention to kill the dragon. And, by the grace of the Three Goddesses, we will triumph.”

At these words, the double doors at the far end of the chamber opened, and Sir Galfred strode into the room. The knight wore a breastplate of steel polished so brightly it nearly outshone the chandelier, and his chain mail clinked as he walked. Under his left arm, he carried a square helmet tucked with white plumage that rose nearly to his chin. A sword hung from his belt, but he carried a double-headed axe in his right hand.

“Behold,” the king said as he swept a grand gesture toward the knight, “the tool of Riamod’s defeat.”

Sir Galfred strode into the open space in the center of the room where he stopped and handed his helmet off to a manservant. He gripped the axe in two hands and I saw him press the gemstone set into its handle as he raised it high over his head.

Two hundred people gasped as fire sprouted from the axe heads. Tongues of flame curled around the steel blades, and the men and women near the knight retreated as the metal grew red hot.

Sir Galfred’s expression was reverent as he swung the axe over his head. Flames licked the air around him, and heat shimmered off the metal as he brought it back to its original position and pressed the gemstone again to shut it off.

My jaw dropped as I stared at the axe. The metal wasn’t charred, not even a little scorched. The steel had gone from red hot to shining silver in a second, and the heat had disappeared completely.

“This, loyal citizens, is a gift from our ancestors to help us defeat the dragons,” the king said and pointed at the axe. “It was only by the goddesses’ grace that we took it from a marauding band of Riamod’s fire minions. Sir Galfred has spent the last month training with it and learning its magical secrets in preparation for a strike against Frosdar the Hoary.”

“But sire,” spoke one man, an older, gray-haired man with a pinched face and gnarled hands, “why would we seek aggression against the white dragon who has done nothing to us?”

“Frosdar may not have attacked our lands in recent memory, but make no mistake, all the dragons desire to rule. It is only Riamod’s might that has kept Frosdar in check.” The king shook his head.

“I’m guessing we can’t just go take out Riamod with Sir Galfred’s fire axe since the dragon is a fire dragon. Is that right?” I thought to Nyvea.

“Yes. The winged serpent will just laugh off fire, but Frosdar is an ice dragon. It will be hurt by the axe,” the woman in my necklace replied.

“Sir Galfred,” the king continued, “together with the Gray Hunters Guild, will lead a party through Riamod’s land and to the icy wastes of Frosdar the Hoary, where they will find the ice dragon in its lair and slay it.” His words confirmed what my guide had already said, but I still paid attention in case there was another tidbit of information that I might pick up.

“And, by the ancestors’ grace, we will find more magical weapons in the dragon’s hoard,” the king continued. “Weapons that can turn the power of ice against Riamod and put an end to his terror once and for all.”

The plan seemed a bit over-complicated to me, but at the same time, I didn’t know much about dragon-slaying yet, so it could actually be the better choice. Either way, it suited me just fine. I had no problems killing a second dragon. Barodan had made it very clear that the more dragons I killed, the better it would be for him. And for me, since I’d get more magical powers from the dragons’s deaths.

“So, let us raise our goblets in a toast,” said the king as he lifted his crystal goblet. “To Sir Galfred the Bold, bravest son of Whitespire.”

“To Sir Galfred,” echoed the two hundred people in the grand ballroom.

“And to the Gray Hunters Guild and those who will journey with Sir Galfred.” The king’s eyes met mine, and he gave a little nod.

I nodded and raised my own cup in salute. It was nice to be recognized even if he didn’t name me personally.

I found the princess’ eyes on me as well, so I gave her a smile, and hoped I looked as confident as I felt. A mirroring smile appeared on her face, and we held each other’s eyes for a few long moments.

“Look at you, hitting it off with the princess,” Nyvea murmured. “You are so virile, it makes my mouth water.”

I felt my face go warm, and the princess’ smile turned into a little laugh. She took a sip from her goblet and turned back to the king as he took his seat.

Maybe it was the wine or the adrenaline rushing through my body, but I decided to go and talk to the princess. She seemed interested in me, and I knew I was definitely interested in her.

As I approached the king’s table, I saw him bend over and heard him whisper to his daughter. “Be certain to thank the Three Goddesses for sending us Sir Galfred. His arrival has spared us from a fate far worse than death.”

“Oh, Father,” said the princess as she took his hand, “it was a sacrifice I was willing to make for the people of Whitespire.”

“I could not bear the thought of turning you over to that monster.” Sorrow flashed across the king’s narrow face. “I lost your mother to the monster’s flames. I will not lose you, too.”

Horror twisted like a dagger in my gut as I realized the truth. When Whitespire ran out of gold, Riamod had demanded humans in sacrifice. Worse, it had demanded the princess. No wonder the king was desperate to accept my help to slay the dragon. If he couldn’t find a way to kill Riamod, he would have to turn over the princess when the dragon came for its tribute in two weeks.

“You won’t have to. Not with Sir Galfred to protect us.” She kissed his cheek. “Enough of that gloomy talk. This is a feast after all.”

“Of course, my dear.” At that moment, I came around the front of the table and the king caught sight of me. “Ah, Ethan, how are you enjoying the festivities?”

“Very much, your majesty.” I smiled and patted my stomach. “I think I ate an entire boar all by myself. My compliments to your chefs.”

“It is good to hear, young sir.” The king inclined his head. “Eat your fill, for I fear the rations on the road will be meager at best.”

“Father, you are being so rude,” the princess said. “Won’t you introduce me to this handsome young stranger?”

The king’s expression tightened, and his lips pressed together into a thin line. “Ethan DePaolo, I present to you Princess Selene, my daughter.”

“It is an honor, your highness.” I took her outstretched hand, bent, and kissed it. When I straightened, a scowl had replaced the king’s smile.

“Ethan has newly arrived at Whitespire, daughter,” said the king, “and he will be accompanying Sir Galfred on his quest to slay Frosdar.”

“Is that so?” Interest sparkled in the princess’ eyes, and she raised a curious eyebrow. “And are you a great warrior or a knight of renown, Ethan?”

“I’m afraid not, your highness,” I replied. I felt a little twisting in my gut as disappointment flashed across her face. “But I have sworn my service to Whitespire, and I will do everything in my power to free the realm from Riamod’s brutality.”

“Good,” she said, and her smile returned. “I wish you the best of luck in your quest, Ethan.”

The sound of my name on her lips sent a little shiver of delight down my spine, and I felt my smile widen.

“Thank you, your highness.” I took her hand, kissed it once more, and was glad when she didn’t pull it free right away. “It will be an honor and a privilege to fight for you.”

The blonde woman blushed a bright red, and then she waved her fingers across her cheek as if she was fanning herself.

“I am sorry, Ethan,” she said as she smiled at me. “I find myself a bit flush from the wine. I don’t know what has come over me.”

The king seemed to realize what was going on, and his eyes narrowed slightly at me. I knew what he would say before he opened his mouth, but that didn’t make his words any easier.

“Thank you for introducing yourself, Ethan DePaolo, but we must make a spot for Sir Galfred. Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” I said as I nodded at both of them. Sir Galfred was actually approaching from the other side of the table, and I noticed his mouth twist when he saw me standing before the princess. “I’ll talk to you both later. Have a good evening.”

“It was a pleasure, Ethan,” the beautiful blonde woman said, and I gave them a short bow before I returned to my seat at the lower table.

“The princess was smitten with you,” Nyvea said two hours later as I walked back through the darkened hallways. I was somewhat unsteady thanks to all the wine, but I wasn’t quite drunk.

“She was gorgeous,” I said and found my tongue had a hard time forming the words. “But can a princess have anything to do with someone like me? Isn’t that kind of a thing in these sorts of places? Like the princess has to marry a nobleman or a great knight?”

“Or a hero,” Nyvea purred. “I saw that look in her eye. She’d like to do a few married things with you. The serving girl was a nice warm up, but you should sneak into the princesses’ room later. We’d have some real fun that way.”

“Somehow, I don’t think the king would be too happy about that.” I reached my room and closed the door behind me. One of the servants had left a lit candle on the small wooden table beside my bed. I glanced around to see if Lilia, the pretty blonde maidservant, was about. With all the alcohol running through my system and the thought of going off to hunt dragons tomorrow, I could use a bit of company tonight. Sadly, my room was empty.

I sighed as I stripped off my clothing and slipped into bed. The mattress was firmer than I liked, but the sheets and pillow were soft. Definitely better than spending the night in a jail cell.

“You know the king just wants you there to guard the knight’s back.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You heard the way he talked about the knight,” Nyvea said, and there was a sneer in her voice. “He has placed all his hopes on Sir Galfred to save him from having to sacrifice his daughter.”

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

“Not at all. You’re the hero, not him. You’re the one who needs to kill the dragons.”

“All that matters is that the dragons die, right?” I asked. “Barodan just said the dragons were blocking his power, so it doesn’t matter who kills them as long as they die.”

“But what about your powers?” Nyvea asked. “If you want more magic, you have to be the one to kill the dragons.”

My eyes went to the tattoos on my bare arms, chest, shoulders, and torso. The Mark of the Guardian on my breastbone seemed to pulse in time with my heartbeat, and the black pulled me into its depths. I felt the jolt of magic run down my hands as I touched the tattoo.

“So if the dragons are killed by Sir Galfred instead of me…”

“No magical powers for you.”

“I guess I’ll have to find a way to make it work,” I told her. “I’ll have a few days to figure it out.”

“Best get thinking, hero,” Nyvea purred. “Barodan and the people of this world are counting on you. You will need to grow in power if you want to be able to slay the other dragons of this world.”

Sleep finally came, but with it came dreams. I floated in a void of darkness, until the world filled with the hideous face of a red dragon. The monster breathed flame that consumed everything around me. As I tried to fight the fires, I saw two shadows at the top of a burning staircase. I cried out for them to come to me, but they didn’t move. I was frozen to the spot and could do nothing as the house was consumed by flame, and my parents with it.
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Chapter Seven

The first rays of morning sunlight found me dressed and ready to leave Whitespire. I’d gotten maybe two hours of solid sleep between the dreams I wished I could forget. I left my room and stopped the first passing servant I encountered to ask for directions to the kitchen. Five minutes later, I was seated at a flour-dusted wooden table with a generous helping of cold roast chicken, bread, and pastries from the previous night sitting in front of me. A mug of a warm, spicy tea washed it all down.

The cook was a woman nearly as round and pale as the dough she kneaded vigorously in front of me. She kept up a steady stream of chatter that drifted in one ear and out the other. Somehow, I ended up hearing all the palace gossip without learning a single useful thing. My mind was stuck wrestling with my nightmares while my body was eager to get on with the day’s adventuring.

“Safe travels, ye hear?” the cook said, and placed a long kiss on my cheek. “Keep that cute butt of yers out of trouble, eh?” She added a smack to my rear to emphasize her words.

“If it means I get more of your cooking, I’ll survive a thousand dragons.” I gave her my most charming smile, which had the effect I’d hoped for. I left the kitchen burdened down by three days’ worth of food that I suspected would be far better than the sort of rations we’d end up eating on the road.

I found Sir Galfred sitting at one of the long wooden tables in the grand ballroom. The knight gave me a welcoming nod and motioned for me to sit.

“Thank you, but I’ve already eaten,” I said.

“Early riser, are we?” the knight asked as he raised an eyebrow.

“I guess. Back home, my schedule was a bit unpredictable, and I would often stay awake all night and sleep during the day.”

“You were a night watchman, then, in the town you come from?” Sir Galfred studied me with a curious expression.

“No,” I said and shook my head. “I fought fires.”

“Ah, of course.” He gave a solemn nod and took another bite of his chicken leg. “A noble profession, though I wonder how it is you learned the skills to defeat those rogues and the Gray Hunters. Not exactly a martial calling, is it?”

He was trying to be subtle, and I didn’t blame him for his curiosity. We were going to be traveling and fighting dragons together, so it made sense that he’d want to learn as much as possible about me. I’d give him what details I could without getting bogged down by trying to explain Earth and how I’d come to arrive in Iriador.

“I’ve taken a few lessons in self-defense and bare-handed fighting,” I told him with a grin. “I was never very good at it, but I guess I picked up more than I realized.”

“Indeed.” The intensity of his gaze didn’t lessen as he studied me. “From what I hear, one of your assailants in the city below had his breastbone crushed, and another’s skull was pulped. And that Gray Hunter in the jail below had his neck broken. Perhaps you’re also stronger than you realized?”

“I guess.” I shrugged my shoulders. It was one more thing I couldn’t explain. “For what it’s worth, I wasn’t trying to kill them.”

“I know,” Sir Galfred replied. “I’ve been around fighting men and warriors my entire life. I know when a man’s spoiling for a fight, when he’s driven by an inner darkness to do harm to others. You have a bit of the dark inside you, but it impels you in the opposite direction, doesn’t it? It drives you to help rather than hurt. Or do I miss my guess?”

I paused and stared at the man for a few moments. I’d never heard it put into so many words, even by the many psychologists I’d had to visit after my parents’ death and during my Academy training. But this man, this knight from a medieval world, had hit the nail right on the head.

“It’ll be good to have someone like you to watch my back,” Sir Galfred said in a conversational tone, as if he hadn’t noticed my utter shock. “I’ll need a strong man to keep me alive long enough to strike down Frosdar.”

“Of course,” I said as I nodded at the man.

“I still say you just take the axe and hunt down the dragon yourself,” Nyvea insisted. “You’re more than capable enough to do it.”

“I don’t know where to go. And who knows what sort of troubles I’ll run into,” I told her. “For now, I’ll stick with the plan. He seems like a good guy, actually.”

“Bah. Not as good as you, Ethan.”

“So, if we’re going to hunt dragons, I’ll need some armor, right?”

“Get yourself down to the armory and let Master Krantin know I sent you,” the knight said. “He’ll quickly fix you up with everything you need to fight the monsters of both Riamod’s fire lands and Frosdar’s realm of ice.”

“Thank you, Sir Galfred,” I said as I stood.

“We leave in an hour,” the knight replied.

“I’ll be ready,” I said before I turned to walk away from the knight. It only took me about five minutes to find the armory and introduce myself to the master-at-arms.

Master Krantin was a man nearly twice as wide as me, with shoulders like basketballs and arms that would have made any champion arm wrestler back on Earth jealous. His barrel chest had to be nearly as big around as an Olympic powerlifter, but he was surprisingly graceful as he rummaged among the items littering the armory.

“Let’s see now,” he mused aloud. “Suit of armor that’ll fit a big strong lad like you ain’t gonna be easy to find, what with all the Gray Hunters taking the finer gear. But I ought to be able to get my hands on…Aha!”

He straightened and turned to me with a massive suit of plate mail in his hands. He held it up with ease, but when I took the breastplate from him, I found it weighed easily fifteen pounds. With the helmet, greaves, backplate, and the rest of the full body armor, I’d be walking around with a lot more mass than I wanted. I was used to carrying a lot of weight with my firefighting gear, but I figured that fighting dragons would involve a lot of running, dodging, and tumbling.

“Uh, got anything a bit smaller? Maybe a bit lighter?” I asked.

“Hmm.” He chewed on a cluster of his dark black beard hairs and ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “There are a few suits of chain mail around here somewhere. If I can just remember where I put—”

“What about those?” I pointed to three suits of light scale armor hanging beside the door. I’d seen them when I first entered the armory. The armor was in good condition, well-maintained, and free of scuffs and scorch marks. They looked like they’d give me decent protection in a battle and probably weighed half as much as the plate mail armor.

“Sorry, those are for the Gray Hunters.” He gave me an apologetic look and shook his head. “All but the last three have come to claim their gear. I heard they got thrown in prison, but--”

“Their owners aren’t going to need them,” I interrupted him. “I heard they got into a fight last night. One shattered his fingers, and another is probably nursing the world’s most painful testicular bruise. The third died. By accident, I hear.”

Master Krastin fixed me with a curious look as if trying to decide if I was telling the truth or not.

“Sir Galfred said I could get whatever I need,” I said with a shrug. “If the Gray Hunters aren’t going to be using that armor, I’m sure I’ll need it on our quest to Frosdan’s lair.”

“Aye, right you are,” the armorer said after a moment. He nodded and gestured toward the suits. “If you can fit into one of ‘em, it’s yours.”

“Thank you.”

I tried on the largest of the suits of armor. It fit well enough and wasn’t as heavy as I’d expected. Unfortunately, it pinched a little under the armpits, and though I could move around easily enough, the coat jingled with every step.

“Here, you’ll be needing this,” the armorer said as he handed me a breastplate.

I struggled to put it on over the scale mail, and it added ten extra pounds to my back and made breathing difficult once the armorer pulled the straps tight.

“You sure I need this?” I asked him.

“When it’s the only thing standing between you and a fire goblin spear or an Ice Killer’s claw, you’ll thank me.” Master Krastin gave a self-satisfied nod of his head. “Now, let’s get you something sharp to carry.”

I followed him to the far side of the room where twenty or so weapons hung on hooks or sat in racks. I tested a short sword and a long sword, but they didn’t feel right. I didn’t bother with the spears and moved past the maces without a second glance.

Two axes sat on racks at the far end of the line. One was a double-headed axe almost as large as the one carried by Sir Galfred. The other was my fireman’s axe, and I immediately knew which weapon I’d take.

“Mighty fine steel, that,” the armorer said and nodded his approval. “Solid ash handle, well-honed blade, and that pick side will come in handy for punching through ice wolf hide or crushing rock trolls.”

“Ice wolf? Rock trolls?” I asked, and my eyebrows rose. “I can guess at goblins, but I’ve never heard of the others.”

“Aye,” the armorer said with a nod. “Those are just a few of the creatures you’ll face as you cross Riamod’s land to reach Frosdar’s. Many more besides, from fire goblins to ogres to Ice Killers. More than a few of those bastards have hides too thick to be damaged by a blade, so that’ll be the right tool for the job.”

“Humm.” I’d come to grips with the fact that dragons existed and that I had to kill them, but now it turned out our quest to kill the fire and ice dragons would put me in the path of all sorts of crazy creatures. Fire goblins, rock trolls, ice monsters, and who knew what else? I had gotten myself into something a lot bigger than I expected, but that was okay. I’d find a way to win.

“Here, if you’re partial to axes, you may want these as well.” The armorer produced a pair of small hatchets and a belt with two loops to hang them from. “Learn to throw ‘em right, and they’ll bring down an enemy at forty yards.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took the axes with a grateful nod. “Anything else you think I need?”

“A whole lot of luck.” A broad grin split Master Krastin’s ruddy face. “Best armor a fellow can have, so long as it’s on his side. Without it, the finest suit in the world won’t mean anything.”

“I’ve got plenty of luck,” I said as I smiled at the man.

“Hah!” the armorer laughed and slapped me on the back. “Young bucks like you need a reminder that you’re not invincible now and again. It’s up to us old’ns to give it to you.” His face grew serious, and he thrust out a hand. “All jests aside, I truly do wish you all the best of luck. Whitespire is counting on you all.”

“No pressure, right?” I said as I shook his hand.

As I strode from the armory weighed down by my new armor and weapons, I caught sight of my turnout gear laying folded neatly on the table beside the door. For a moment, I thought of taking it with me. I’d spent the last year of my life training in that suit of armor, but here I was exchanging it for one made of steel.

“It’ll serve you well when you hunt down Riamod,” Nyvea told me, “but do you think it will be useful in a land of frost and ice?”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I said. “It just feels weird to leave it here.”

“You can get it back when we return. For now, we need to travel light.”

I left the turnout suit on the table, but the solid handle of my fire axe comforted me. I might have been in a totally new world going off on an insane quest to kill dragons, but at least I was carrying something familiar. I knew my way around this axe far better than I did anything else. Even if I didn’t know how to fight with it, I could certainly swing it with enough force to do serious damage.

Sometimes, serious damage was all that mattered.

Outside the armory, the courtyard was filled with stamping horses, servants rushing around, and the rest of our dragon-slaying party. Sir Galfred sat in the saddle of an enormous black warhorse that stomped and snorted as if eager to get on with the adventure. Fifteen men wearing the dark gray cloaks of Gray Hunters adjusted the straps on their packs, checked their gear one last time, or mounted up beside the knight.

A servant motioned me over to one side of the courtyard where a horse stood with an empty saddle. “This is Fleetfoot,” the servant said as he stroked the horse’s mane. “He’s a spirited one, but once he gets accustomed to you, he’ll be as loyal as a terrier.”

I stared into the horse’s big brown eyes. Fleetfoot gave a little snort and pushed its nose against my hand. I petted the horse and then turned back toward the servant with a questioning raise of my eyebrow.

“He wants a treat,” the servant said as he pulled an apple from a bag at his waist.

I took the fruit and held it out to the horse, making sure to keep my hand flat so he didn’t bite me. The horse sniffed the apple for a moment before snapping it up in a single bite.

“There you go,” I said as I stroked the horse’s long face. “Nice to meet you, Fleetfoot. I’m Ethan.”

The horse snorted and nudged my chest with his nose. I took it as a good sign, and I moved my hand to scratch his chin.

The servant took my pack, gave me a detailed inventory of my winter clothing, and showed me how to tie it to the back of my saddle. He also explained how to adjust the harness and tack. I had never handled horses before, so I had no idea how I’d remember all the details. I’d had only one riding lesson in my life, and I’d barely learned to do more than sit in a saddle while the horse trotted around an enclosed paddock. This was going to be a lot harder than that.

“I’m certain Grendis will help you if you have any questions,” the servant said and pointed toward one of the Gray Hunters.

The man he’d indicated was tall and lean, with a rangy build that was accented by the longbow and quiver of arrows on his back. He had an angular face, a hawkish nose, and a short brown beard that ended in a long braid hanging from his chin. When he looked over at me, his expression was hard and cold.

“I’m certain he will,” I said with a forced smile. Grendis looked like he’d rather stick a dagger in me than help me with anything.

I mounted up as Sir Galfred began to speak.

“Brave warriors of Whitespire,” the knight said in a clear voice that echoed around the courtyard. “We ride to battle, not for glory, but for justice. For the sake of all mankind, let us stand firm in the face of danger, and may our courage see us safely home to our loved ones. For the king!”

“For the king!” the Gray Hunters echoed.

Sir Galfred clapped his spurs against his warhorse’s ribs and the beast broke into a trot. One by one, the Gray Hunters fell in line behind the departing knight. I kicked Fleetfoot into motion and took my place at the rear of the column.

We rode out of the palace courtyard and down the hill toward the city of Whitespire. I was shocked to see hundreds of people lining the streets. They cheered Sir Galfred and the Gray Hunters while waving ribbons and bright-colored streamers. The shouts and cheers grew louder as we descended further into the city, and I guessed that there had to be ten thousand people waiting to see us off.

I smiled and waved like the rest of my companions, but a nervous tension roiled in my gut as I rode. It was just now hitting me what exactly I was going to do. Until now, it had been nothing more than a quest, something I had promised to do without actually realizing the sheer magnitude of the situation. Now, I was riding out with sixteen men to go hunt down a dragon.

This was all sorts of crazy.

The thought followed me out of the city of Whitespire. Sir Galfred set a brisk pace, and my spine and ass soon ached from all the jostling and bouncing I did while Fleetfoot was trotting along behind the rest of the horses.

Beyond the walls of Whitespire, the terrain sloped downward into the farmland I’d crossed the previous day. This time, instead of gawking at me, the farmers waved and cheered like the people in Whitespire. Evidently, everyone had heard of Sir Galfred’s quest.

A couple of miles further, the farmlands gave way to rolling hills covered in thick green grass, with only a few trees dotting the gentle rises. The sweet scent of wildflowers filled the air, and a warm breeze blew across my face. However, the sun was hot and bright, and I wore heavy armor. Sweat soaked my tunic and streamed down my forehead. My jaw ached from clenching my teeth as I rode, and I knew I’d be sore by the end of the day.

“Please tell me you have some magic that will make my ass less sore?” I asked Nyvea.

“Sorry, hero,” she replied in a voice that I was certain had an edge of laughter. “You’ve got a long way to go before you can unlock the magical ability to fly.”

That caught me totally by surprise. “What?” I said aloud before I realized that the other members of my party might hear me talking to myself. “What?” I repeated in my mind. “I’ll be able to fly?”

“Once you’ve developed your magical abilities enough, sure. But that’ll only happen if you stick around Agreon.”

You still haven’t told me how killing the dragon is going to help me build my magic, you know?

“How much does it matter at the moment?” Nyvea asked. “Focus on staying in the saddle, eh?”

I ground my teeth, but I couldn’t argue with her. Fleetfoot seemed to be having a great time making me as uncomfortable as possible, and it took all of my concentration to keep my seat. In my one riding lesson, the instructor had told me to use my legs to rise out of the saddle for every second stride of the horse’s foreleg to smooth out the jolts of its gait. It seemed to work, for by the end of the next hour, I could actually lift my eyes from the horse’s mane and look around.

The rolling hills ended a few miles ahead of us where a thick line of a massive forest cut across the horizon. As we closed the distance to the forest, I realized how absurdly huge the trees were. Some rose at least two hundred feet over my head, and they reminded me of those Giant Redwood trees that grew in California, but these were oaks and pines.

They seemed even more impressive as we rode under them. I felt terribly small in comparison to the towering trees, and I guessed that some of their trunks were easily thirty-five or forty feet wide. It seemed the forest had a similar effect on the rest of my companions, for the mood of the men around me grew solemn as a nervous tension filled the air.

Night came much sooner than I’d expected in the forest. The thick canopy blocked out the sun, and barely any light filtered through the branches. Within an hour of entering the forest, Sir Galfred called a halt.

I tried my best not to wince as I slid to the forest floor. My legs ached from the effort of moving with the horse’s gait, but it felt strange to be on solid ground once more after spending all day in the saddle.

“Managed to keep up, eh?”

I turned to find one of the Gray Hunters, a man with fiery red hair and a long scar running down the side of his face, staring at me. His dark brown eyes held casual disinterest rather than the cold hardness I’d seen on Grendis’ face. His expression reminded me of the way the thirty-year veterans looked at me my first day in Station 52. They’d seen hundreds of people come and go, and I was just one more body to them.

“I’m trying,” I said to him with a shrug.

“You ever spent a day in the saddle, boy?” the man asked.

“No,” I said, but gave him a broad grin. “How’d I do?”

The man gave a shrug and scratched his clean-shaven chin. “I’ve seen worse,” he said after a moment. “Keep moving around to loosen up your muscles, and you won’t feel it as bad tomorrow.”

“Thank you.” I thrust out a hand. “I’m Ethan.”

The red-headed man looked at me for a moment, then shook his head and walked off.

The rest of the Gray Hunters paid me about as much attention. One or two spoke in gruff tones to give me orders to gather firewood or collect water from a nearby stream, and when I asked Grendis about how to care for Fleetfoot, he fixed me with that hard, flat stare again.

I sighed. It had been much the same with my class at the Academy. I was always the outsider trying to make friends with people who had already formed a clique with others. It took time, but I’d eventually win these men over.

“I still like you,” Nyvea told me. “They’re just jealous of how handsome you are, and how the princess was staring at you all night.”

“You think?” I asked her in my mind.

“Of course,” she purred. “They all wish they were as handsome as—”

“No, what you said about the princess.” I felt my cheeks grow warm. “You really think she was staring at me all night?”

“Handsome, she was looking at you like a cat looking at a particularly tasty mouse. Either there were fireworks going off in her pants, or she was hot for the hero. I know the feeling. Sigh. You have no idea how… frustrating it is to be stuck in here while I hang against your bare chest.”

The thought brought a flush of heat to my cheeks as Nyvea filled my mind with a particularly pleasant image that involved me, the princess, and very little in the way of clothing. I was thankful for the armor to cover the sudden tightness in my pants.

I busied myself caring for Fleetfoot in an effort to get the lusty images out of my head. I watched the Gray Hunters brushing their horses down and tried to copy their movements as they removed the horse’s tack, saddle, and blanket. I had just managed to get Fleetfoot’s saddle off when the horse gave a nasty little whinny and stepped toward me. Before I could get out of the way, his haunch crashed into my side and knocked me backward.

Right into Grendis.

The man had held a cup of water to his lips, but I knocked the cup from his hands and splashed its contents down the front of his mail.

“Watch it, you oaf!” he snarled.

“Sorry,” I said as I caught myself. “Damned horse here has a mind of its own.”

“Sure,” Grendis sneered, “blame it on your horse. It couldn’t be that you’re just too clumsy and stupid to mind where you put your feet.”

I felt a surge of anger in my chest, and my fists clenched tight. “Look,” I said in a tight voice, “I tried to do the nice thing and apologize. You don’t have to be such a dick about it.”

“Call me a dick again,” Grendis snarled, and a dagger suddenly appeared in his right hand, “and I’ll gut you like a fish.”

I didn’t step back. I’d faced down a schoolyard bully or two in my time, and I’d long ago stopped allowing people to shove me around.

Instead, I leaned forward and growled between my clenched teeth. “Don’t. Be. A. D—”

“Hey, now!” A voice interrupted me. “Looks like it’s the newbie’s shift to stand watch. You’re with me, lad.”

The man who had spoken was nearly as tall as me, with sturdy shoulders, a thick nose, and a long black beard that hung down to his waist in two braids. His head had been shaved bald and waxed until it reflected the light of our small campfire. When he grabbed hold of my bicep, I felt the strength in his grip.

“This way, newbie. I’ll show you the ropes.”

I allowed myself to be tugged away, but not without shooting a scowl over my shoulder at Grendis.

“Pay him no heed,” the bearded man said in my ear. “He’s just pissy about Smallen, but he’ll be over it in a day or two.”

“Smallen?” I asked.

“The man you laid out in the dungeon.”

“Oh,” I said, and I felt my gut clench. It seemed everyone in the Gray Hunters Guild knew what I had done to one of their comrades.

“Most of the lads are pissed about it now,” the bearded man said, “but more out of principle than because of any liking for Smallen. A right nasty cunt, he was. None of us liked him, and all of us wanted to do him in on more than one occasion.” His teeth shone white against his black beard as he smiled. “You’re just the one lucky enough to do the deed.”

He released his grip on my arm as we left the ring of seated men behind and reached a clearing a short distance from the rocky hollow where we made our camp.

“Our turn on watch isn’t actually for a few more hours,” the man said, “but knowing Grendis like I do, I figured I’d get you out of there before one of you ended up dead.” He winked at me and grinned. “Given what I heard about your fight with Smallen and the thieves in the city, I’d give it pretty even odds.”

“Thanks,” I said, and held out a hand. “I’m Ethan.”

“Adatharan, though most of the lads just call me Adath.” He shook my hand. “Tell me, Ethan, how well can you handle that thing?” He pointed to the axe that hung from the shoulder harness Master Krastin had given me.

“I know which side is the dangerous end,” I replied and gave him a grin. I drew the axe and held it in a comfortable grip, with the blade side facing the ground.

“Ever fought a dragon?” Adath asked.

I shook my head.

“Ever been in a battle of any kind?”

“Aside from the fights I’ve had here in Whitespire and an occasional class in self-defense, never,” I told him.

“Right,” he mused, as he combed his fingers through his beard. “Well, let’s see if we can’t teach you a few things. Show me your stance.”

I’d watched the CFD honor guard on parade and I was pretty certain Adath wouldn’t want to see all that formal, fancy axe twirling. The Academy had taught me how to swing an axe to break down a door or shatter a lock, but I’d never given any thought to how to use it in a fight. I adopted a boxer’s stance, with my right foot slightly back and to one side and gripped my axe in two hands.

“Interesting,” he said as he strode around me to study my form. He came to stand in front of me, with a few feet of open space between us. “Interesting, indeed.”

Without warning, his hand went for the sword hanging at his hip, and my brain froze as he drew the blade and rushed forward to attack me.
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Chapter Eight

His attack caught me off guard, but I still brought my axe up in time to deflect the blow. He made another swing, but I jumped back out of reach of his blade.

“Hey, what the fuck are you doing?” I shouted, but Adath showed no sign of hearing me. He followed me around the clearing, and his sword sang through the fading evening light as he hacked, slashed, and chopped at me.

I knocked aside one of his strikes and jumped back from a low blow aimed at my knee. My foot caught on a tree root, and I staggered to one side off balance. He moved faster than I expected, and it took all of my concentration to keep his sword from hitting me as he struck at my legs, sides, and torso.

I let out a roar as I swung at him with all the force of my arms. He ducked the axe strike and blocked my low kick with his leg. Clearly, he’d trained in unarmed combat far more than I had. My shin ached from the contact with his, and I retreated from his attacks.

I saw him swing low for my legs again, but I was better prepared this time, so I jumped over the strike and punched out with the butt end of my axe. The wood slammed into his armor hard enough to dent the metal, and he staggered backward out of reach.

I lifted my axe to attack, but Adath made no move toward me. He merely nodded and sheathed his sword.

“What the fucking hell was that?” I demanded.

“Had to test your reflexes, didn’t I?” Adath’s teeth shone white in the evening gloom as he laughed. “It’s important to know what sort of raw material I was working with if I’m going to train you.”

“Train me?” I said, and my jaw dropped. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

“It’s easier this way,” Adath said with a grin. “Catch a man in a situation where he has to fight for his life, and you see the truth of what sort of fighter he’ll be. You’re rough and untrained, but there’s enough skill in your muscles to keep you alive until I can pound some discipline into you.” He rubbed his chest ruefully. “And, you hit harder than I expected. Not bad, for a newbie.”

“Uhh, thanks, I think.” I still gripped my axe in my hands, and I expected him to continue attacking me. He’d gone from friendly to attacking me and back to friendly in the space of less than a minute. The sudden change caught me off-guard even more than his surprise attack.

“Come on, lad,” he said and clapped a hand on my back, “let’s get you back to camp and fed. You’ll be standing the midnight watch, and we’ll be up at dawn to train with that axe of yours.”

“Okay,” I said as I followed him through the forest toward the small ring of firelight where Sir Galfred and the rest of the men sat. Two of the Gray Hunters shot me curious looks as I returned, but Adath waved them off by saying, “He’ll take the midnight watch.”

The two men nodded and returned to their work of sharpening their swords. As I looked around the camp, I noticed all the men not on watch were engaged in some sort of maintenance of their gear. They ran whetstones over the blades of their swords, spears, and axes, checked the straps on their armor, or whittled long, straight sticks that I guess they’d use for arrows. The only man not tending to his gear was crouched over the campfire stirring a stew pot.

A meaty aroma rose from the cast iron cauldron that had been erected to prepare the evening meal. I’d seen the man drop a chunk of roast chicken into the pot, along with a few vegetables fresh from the palace pantry. He’d already distributed a chunk of trail biscuits to the rest of the Gray Hunters and Sir Galfred, but there were none left for me.

I ate a bowl of the soup as I listened to the men talking about our journey to cross Riamod’s fire land and reach Frosdar’s realm of ice. They speculated about the sort of monsters we might run into, what sort of magical weapons we might find, how cold the glaciers around Frosdar’s realm would be and more variations on the idle chatter I’d heard around Station 52. Trained professionals tended to take their downtime very seriously.

I was still hungry after the soup, so I dug into my pack and produced the heavy bundle I’d been given by the castle chef. Within the tied cloth was an assortment of dried fruits, nuts, seeds, pastries, and even a wedge of soft white cheese. The cheese was bland but creamy, with a rich fattiness that I’d never tasted in any cheese on earth. The pastries had come from the previous night’s feast, but they were still fresh enough to be absolutely delicious.

As I ate, I noticed the eyes of one of the Gray Hunters on me. No, not on me, but the food in my bundle. None of the Gray Hunters had attended the feast the night before, and though they’d doubtless eaten well, perhaps they hadn’t enjoyed some of the luxuries laid out for King Obragar’s guests.

“Want some?” I held out a small cinnamon roll with a grin. “It’s more than I can eat.” That wasn’t entirely true, as the day’s exertions had left me hungry enough to eat a horse, but food was an amazing social lubricant. The guys in Station 52 had been far friendlier after I showed up to the firehouse with a box of apple fritters from Firecake’s Donuts.

The Gray Hunter hesitated, but then he took the pastry with a grunt of gratitude. I offered the rest of my bundle around to the other men at the campfire. One actually thanked me with words, but the others grunted or simply accepted in silence. As I returned to my place, I noticed their hostility had faded. They weren’t anything close to friendly, but I was starting to win them over.

Except for Grendis, it seemed. The rangy man didn’t lift his eyes from his task even when I offered him a bit of dried fruit, and I saw a hint of a sneer on his face as I moved away.

Sir Galfred accepted the last of my bundle, a handful of candied almonds, with a grateful grin. “Treats like this are hard to come by on the road. I’ve no doubt your generosity is appreciated.”

“No worries,” I told him as I rolled up the now-empty cloth and stuffed it into my pants pocket. “All that food was going to go rotten anyway, sooner or later.”

“Still, not every man would be willing to share. Hell, not even every man here would be so free with their goods.” The knight slapped my back. “You’re a good man, Ethan DePaolo of…?” He trailed off into a question and raised an eyebrow.

“Uhh,” I said and tried to think quickly, “of Grayslake.” Grayslake was a suburb in the north of Chicago, but it was the first name I could think of that sounded like it belonged in Agreon.

“I don’t think I’ve heard of Grayslake,” Sir Galfred said and his brow furrowed. “Where is it?”

“North,” I told him. It would be pretty damned hard to explain that it was north of a city on another world.

“North is drawing near Riamod’s land. I didn’t know there were settlements out there.”

“It’s where I lived most of my life,” I told him with a shrug.

“I suppose, being so near Riamod’s territory, it’s not hard to imagine you would become a fighter of fires.”

“That’s right.” I nodded quickly. The knight had just given me an easy way out.

“Tell me, Ethan DePaolo of Grayslake,” Sir Galfred said, and he narrowed his eyes and leaned close to me. “Who did you lose?”

“What?” I choked out, and I felt my eyes go wide.

“It’s in your eyes.” The knight gave me a knowing smile and rested a hand on my shoulder. “The pain of loss, the burden that you carry in memory of loved ones no longer with you. It is a burden I carry as well.”

“You mentioned your father being killed by Riamod’s fire,” I said.

“Aye.” Sir Galfred nodded slowly before turning to stare into the flickering flames of the campfire. “My father died defending Whitespire, with many of the greatest knights ever to stride Iriador. He fell trying to keep the dragon from burning down the house where my mother lay ill. They, along with more than two thousand other brave warriors, met a fiery end that night.”

“My parents died in a fire, as well.” The words came from my mouth before I realized it. I hadn’t spoken of it to anyone at Station 52, and it had been hard to talk about it even in the mandatory psychological assessments. But here, in the middle of these strange woods, the emotions bubbled to the surface. “I tried to save them…”

The words cut off as my voice cracked. Sir Galfred nodded, and I knew he understood the pain of being helpless to save his loved ones.

“Do not hide from the pain, Ethan,” the knight said in a solemn voice. “It is a part of who you are, a part of what makes you strong. You turned your loss into a calling to help others. You fight fires so you may prevent others from sharing your fate. I, too, have sought to honor my father’s sacrifice by following his footsteps as a knight. It is the memory of my parents that drives me to seek out Riamod to wreak vengeance for the lives the monster has taken.” He held up a clenched fist. “It is that desire which unites us, and it will see us triumph where so many others have failed.”

“So it is,” I said as I nodded. “We’ll get you your vengeance, Sir Galfred.”

“And you yours,” the knight said. He turned back to staring at the fire, and I did likewise. Neither of us spoke, for no words were needed. We had found our common purpose, and that would keep us going until the mission was done.

“Awww, you are making so many friends. I am proud of you, Ethan.”

“Thanks,” I thought back at Nyvea, and then I heard her giggle seductively.

“It is my watch first,” the knight said as he stood. “Please get some rest, Ethan. Tomorrow will be harder than today, as will the day after, and the day after until we finish our mission and return as heroes.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said as I nodded at Sir Galfred. Then I returned to my sleeping roll, curled up in it, and wondered how much sleep I could get before they woke me up for the watch.

Almost as soon as I closed my eyes, I felt someone shaking my shoulder for my turn. Since there was a bunch of us, I only had to be awake for an hour, and I spent my time tip-toeing around the camp and staring into the fire. Once my shift was over, I woke up the next man, and then I quickly found my sleep.

Dawn seemed to have a different meaning to Adath. Not even the slightest hint of light appeared through the thick forest canopy when the Gray Hunter woke me. I was still groggy from the previous day of hard riding, but I followed him without complaint toward the clearing where we had sparred the previous evening. When we got there, he stabbed the butt of his torch into the ground at one side of the clearing and set about instructing me in the ways of axe combat.

He wasn’t a cruel teacher, but he had little patience for my mistakes. He held a thin branch as he walked around me, and I felt the sting of the slap on my arm, side, leg, or whatever other body part didn’t move exactly as he wanted.

The forest slowly brightened around me with the coming of dawn, but Adath kept me moving until sweat streamed down my face and soaked my tunic. My lungs burned with the effort of trying to control my breathing as I swung, blocked, and attacked with my axe. My muscles ached from the unaccustomed exertion, but I didn’t show him any sign that I was tired.

Finally, he lowered his branch and stepped back. “Not bad,” he said and gave me a slow nod of approval. “You’ve a way to go yet, but we’ll shape you into something resembling a warrior yet.”

“Thanks,” I gasped and slumped to the forest floor. My boots had ripped up the dew-covered grass and turned the dirt beneath to mud, which only added to the sweat stains on my clothing.

“We’ve got to be getting back,” he said and held out a hand. “Sir Galfred’ll be wanting to ride out at any moment.

“Awesome,” I said as I leapt to my feet. “Can we train while we ride?” I didn’t care that my leg muscles were sore. I just wanted to get better at fighting as quickly as possible.

“Great warriors are formed through hardship,” Adath told me with a grin that held more than a hint of humor at my expense. “Though I’ve known very few men quite as gluttonous for punishment as you.”

“I like working hard,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not going to be dead weight on you guys just because I’ve never fought in a battle before.”

“I think you’re doing wonderfully,” Nyvea told me as I followed Adath back to the camp. “By the time you face that dragon, you’ll have both magic and the strength and skill of those gorgeous arms on your side. The dragon won’t know what hit it.”

As Adath had predicted, Sir Galfred had already donned his armor and was busy strapping the rest of his gear in place. One of the Gray Hunters kicked dirt onto the smoldering embers of the fire while another carried the pot and cooking utensils to a nearby stream to wash. The rest were either already mounted or checking their horse’s tack one final time. My heart sank as I realized I’d have to go through the same preparations, but I had no idea how to put the horse’s bit, bridle, saddle, and all the other equipment in their proper place.

To my surprise, I found my horse saddled and ready to ride. Grendis stroked Fleetfoot’s head and spoke to him in a low, soothing voice. The horse pushed against the rangy man’s hand, clearly fond of the attention.

“Thank you, Grendis,” I said as I came up behind him.

The rangy man whirled, and anger flashed in his eyes as he stared at me. “I didn’t do it for you,” he snarled. “Sir Galfred insisted, and after watching the way you fumbled with his harness last night, I knew there was no way we’d get riding before noon if you were left to do it yourself.”

“All the same, I appreciate it.”

“Hmph,” Grendis said and gave a grunt, then strode away. His shoulder knocked into mine as he passed, but he didn’t apologize.

I sighed. There was always one guy that proved more stubborn and harder to befriend than the others. At Station 52, it was Freeman. Here, it seemed Grendis was the holdout. The fact I’d killed one of his comrades was working against me, but I’d win him over in time.

“If they knew you like I knew you, hero, they’d love you as much as I do,” Nyvea purred.

“You always know how to cheer me up, Nyvea,” I whispered so the others wouldn’t overhear me and think I was crazy for talking to myself.

“You have no idea just how happy I could make you if you let me out of this amulet.” Her voice took on the familiar bargaining tone. “Oh, the sort of trouble we could get up to. And that would just be between the sheets.”

“Someday, Nyvea,” I said with a laugh as I pulled myself into the saddle. “For now, I need you with me to teach me everything there is to know about Iriador, dragons, and magic.”

“Aww, you’re no fun. If I didn’t like you so much, I might actually be mad that you’re keeping me locked in here.” She spoke in a salacious tone. “Lucky for you I like being nestled against your big, manly chest.”

“Comrades, friends,” Sir Galfred’s words snapped me from my silent conversation. “We know what peril lies ahead, but that knowledge should make us no less cautious. The moment we step foot in Riamod’s land, we risk encountering his minions. Fire goblins, rock trolls, hell wolves, and more. If word reaches Riamod of our presence, we will be in serious trouble. We must be wary and move with all haste to arrive in Frosdar’s land.”

“Aye,” echoed the Gray Hunters around me.

My eyes went wide. “We’re already reaching the fire land?” I asked Nyvea in a whisper.

“At the speed you were going yesterday,” she said, “you’ll arrive around noon. Trust me, you’ll know it the moment you see it.”

My heart hammered in my chest as I kicked my horse into motion. The thick forest forced us to ride in a long line rather than a column, and I fell in place behind the knight, with four Gray Hunters in the lead and the rest spread out behind us.

The forest seemed to press in around me as we rode. The towering trees clustered closer together, and their branches looked thicker while their leaves were a deeper shade of green. There was an eerie absence of sound aside from the clopping of the horses’ hooves on the muddy track. No wind whistled through the trees, no animals scampered around us, and not even the song of the birds echoed from the treetops. It was as if all of nature held its breath as we rode past.

Even if I had known how to tell time from the sun’s position, the thick canopy overhead would have made it almost impossible. The nervous tension in my gut grew as the minutes passed and we drew closer to Riamod’s land. I expected to see something dangerous around every bend in the trail, but then, with almost breathtaking suddenness, the forest ended, and I caught a glimpse of clear skies beyond. But instead of the bright, golden radiance that had bathed the farmlands outside Whitespire, the sunlight here seemed somehow harsher and fiercer.

The moment I reined in my horse beside Sir Galfred, just within the forest’s edge, I realized what it was. There was no color here.

The land was flat for miles in every direction, a sea of charred ground, burned tree stumps, and harsh, jagged volcanic rock. It seemed so at odds with the trees around me, but as I studied the forest, I noticed the trees here weren’t the rich brown and green we’d been riding through. Instead, I stared at the gray trunks that had been burnt by the dragon’s fiery breath.

I returned my gaze to Riamod’s land. The unbroken landscape of black stretched for at least thirty or forty miles toward the west before rising into steep, jagged cliffs, and the flat land disappeared over the north and south horizons. Even the blue of the sky was washed out to a bleak gray. The smell of smoke hung thick in the air, and I tasted the grit of ash carried on the wind.

This truly was a land of fire, death, and destruction.

I glanced at Sir Galfred and saw a hint of hesitation mingled with the determination in his eyes. “We move quickly,” he said in a tight voice. “We’ll find shelter in those hills, but we have to get across without being spotted.”

I studied the barren empty lands between us and those distant cliffs. We’d have to push the horses hard to reach them before nightfall, and if anyone was within twenty miles of our position, we’d be seen.

Sir Galfred kicked his horse into a trot, and I followed him into Riamod’s land. Scorched and barren earth crunched beneath Fleetfoot’s hooves as we rode, and the smell of smoke grew so thick it coated my nose and throat. Wind shrieked across the empty flatlands, and I found my hand dropping to the hilt of one of my hatchets. All around me, the Gray Hunters kept one hand on their reins and the other on their weapons. Their grim expressions told me they felt the same apprehension as I did.

We rode in silence for hours, and the towering trees fell farther and farther behind us as the craggy cliffs loomed larger in our vision. The closer we drew to the cliffs, the thicker the smell of smoke became. However, there was another smell on the air, a thick, heavy smell like rotting eggs. Sulfur. It twisted my stomach and made me glad I’d skipped breakfast.

I kept my head on a swivel, always watching the north and south for any sign of life. The surrounding land proved as empty as it appeared. There were no crows flying overhead, no animals scampering over the cracked, twisted, and rocky ground. This stretch of earth was simply dead.

The knot between my shoulder blades tightened as we drew closer to the cliffs. I didn’t know how to explain it, but it was like I could feel something in the distance. Not behind us or to the north or south, but directly ahead, in the shadow of the cliffs.

I wanted to say something to Sir Galfred but couldn’t come up with a convincing enough argument that he would believe. Hell, even I didn’t really know what I was feeling. It could just be anxiety playing tricks on my mind. This blasted landscape would play on any man’s fears.

But I couldn’t deny the truth of what I felt. It was like a whisper of wind but in my head instead of my ears. It was too vague to pinpoint the source and so faint I almost thought it was my imagination, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling.

Finally, I got up the courage to speak, so I kicked Fleetfoot to a faster trot and rode beside Sir Galfred.

“Sir Galfred,” I said in a loud voice so he could hear me over the sound of the horses’ hooves, “I think there’s something up ahead.”

The knight reined in at my words, and I had to pull Fleetfoot to a quick stop beside him.

“What do you mean, there’s something ahead?” The knight shielded his eyes with his hand and scanned the cliffs. “I don’t see anything.”

“I don’t either,” I said, “but I thought I saw something near the cliffs a little while ago.” I figured he would accept the fact that I believed I’d caught a glimpse of movement far more easily than a feeling that something was there.

“Any of you see anything?” Sir Galfred asked the others.

“Nothing,” snapped Grendis, who had been riding at the head of the column. The other Gray Hunters shook their heads as well.

“Are you certain?” Sir Galfred asked me.

“Or is it just cowardice playing tricks on your mind?” Grendis muttered in a voice clearly intended for me to overhear.

“Look, I could have sworn there was something moving around near the cliffs,” I said as I folded my arms over my chest.

“I believe you,” Sir Galfred said. Grendis made his feelings plain with a derisive snort, but the knight ignored the sound. “Perhaps your eyes are keener than the rest of ours. If you say you saw something, so be it.” He turned to the Gray Hunters. “Keep your eyes peeled for any sign of movement.”

“Imaginary though it may be,” Grendis murmured.

“Better safe than sorry,” I growled at him.

The Gray Hunter gave me a look that was half-sneer and half-glare.

“Enough of that,” Sir Galfred said and motioned toward the front of the line. “Grendis, you’ve got lead. Let’s move out.”

Grendis nodded and kicked his horse into motion, but I didn’t miss the snarl he shot at me. Clearly, I had a long way to go before we were anything close to friendly.

As I trotted behind Sir Galfred, I couldn’t shake the feeling that had plagued me for the last half hour. Even if I couldn’t see anything, it was like I could sense something ahead of us. It was faint and impossible to locate, but it grew stronger with every passing minute.

The horses covered the remaining mile to the cliffs at a ground-eating trot, and Grendis turned his horse’s head to the south toward a narrow trail that cut through the sheer rock face. We all followed and made for the path that Sir Galfred had told me would lead through the mountains that stood between us and Frosdar’s land of ice.

We were twenty yards from the mouth of the trail when the cliff face began to move. Rocks pulled loose of the mountain with a low rumble, and the very stones seemed to shift and form into massive figures ten feet tall. Dark eyes with pinpoints of fiery red stared at us, and one of the rocky creatures opened its mouth and let out a roar that sounded like an avalanche.

As the figures began to lumber toward us, two holes appeared in the mountain, and thirty small orange creatures rushed out screaming.

Then they charged toward us.



[image: ]






Chapter Nine

“Fire goblins!” shouted one of the Gray Hunters.

The goblins were creatures that stood about three feet tall, with stubby limbs, scaly orange skin, long pointed ears, and rows of needle teeth that reminded me of piranhas. They gripped crude clubs, maces, and spears in three-fingered hands, and their beady black eyes glinted with delight as they raced toward us. Their blood-curdling howls echoed off the cliff face and drowned out the rumbling of the rock trolls.

My jaw dropped at the sight of the nightmarish monsters, but Sir Galfred was ready for the attack.

“Dismount and form up!” the armored man shouted as he threw himself from his saddle. The knight drew a three-foot long sword and shield, and ten of the Gray Hunters clustered into a line with him at the center. Grendis stood in his saddle, longbow in hand and an arrow nocked. He drew, aimed, fired, and a goblin fell. He was already shooting his third arrow by the time I glanced back at him.

I was surprised to find the remaining five Gray Hunters pulling sledge hammers from their saddlebags. Adath was one of them, and he motioned for me to dismount. “Get that axe of yours, boy. We’ll be needing it.”

His words snapped me into action, so I drew my axe as I leapt from Fleetfoot’s saddle and raced toward Adath and the other four Gray Hunters.

“We’re to focus on the rock trolls,” Adath told me. “Wait until the goblins hit the line, then get around them to take down the big bastards. We can’t let them reach the others.”

“Got it,” I said as I tightened my grip on my axe handle. “And how are we supposed to bring down the trolls, exactly?”

“Go for the joints.” A smile broadened Adath’s bearded face. “Take out the knees, bring them down to eye level, then take them apart at the elbows, shoulders, and neck. That pick of yours will come in handy for punching through their rocky skulls.”

Now I understood why he’d called me to join them. My axe blade would be next to useless against the trolls’ rocky skin, but the pick head was designed for punching through stone. I flipped the handle in my hand and held the pick side ready to attack. Adrenaline coursed through my body, and I felt my knees tremble a bit, but then I told myself that a group of goblins and trolls were probably less dangerous than a building fire.

And they were definitely less dangerous than a dragon.

The rock trolls lumbered at a slow pace, but despite their tiny legs, the little orange fire goblins covered the distance far faster, and the three-foot creatures threw themselves onto the Gray Hunters’ shields with a howling cry. Though they were small, there were a lot of them, and I saw Sir Galfred’s line of warriors stagger backward beneath the wave of goblin bodies.

“Now!” Adath shouted. “While the little bastards are distracted.” He took off toward the left side of the line with another Gray Hunter and me at his heels while the other three raced toward the right. As we passed, I flipped my grip on the axe and chopped at a goblin that was about to strike down one of the Gray Hunters who was locked in combat with three of the little monsters. The force of my blow chopped his body in half, and I raced on as the thing let out a dying scream.

Adath reached the first rock troll three yards ahead of me, and he ducked the clumsy swipe of the creature’s long arm before smashing the ten-pound head of his sledgehammer into the troll’s knee. Stone turned to dust beneath the impact, and the troll gave a rumbling grunt of pain. His left arm came swinging around, and Adath had to leap to one side and out of reach to avoid being bowled over.

But the troll’s attack on Adath left the perfect opening for me. Without slowing my sprint, I brought my axe up and over my head and swung the pick toward the monster’s left knee. The side-swipe drove the pointed head deep into the joint between the two stones, and the momentum of the heavy axe combined with the strength of my arms ripped it out the other side. The stones of the troll’s lower leg fell away, and the creature crashed heavily to the ground with a moan.

“I’ve got this,” I shouted to Adath as I pointed to the other Gray Hunter fighting a troll. “Help him.”

Adath nodded and raced toward his comrade, who reeled and stumbled backward after being pummeled in the chest by the massive gray-skinned monster. Adath seized the man’s armor and dragged him back just in time to avoid another blow, and the troll’s fist smashed into the barren earth an inch away from the man’s foot. The Gray Hunter fell to the ground and lay there wheezing while Adath charged the troll.

My own opponent was recovering from his fall, so I couldn’t pay any more attention to my friend’s battle. Though I’d severed my troll’s lower leg, he still had two arms to attack with. Each arm was easily five or six feet long and must have weighed at least half a ton. He moved slowly, but even a glancing blow could do serious damage. I leapt over one low swipe that would have shattered my knees and darted toward the left out of reach of the huge fists. Before he could backhand me with a fist the size of a motorcycle, I swung my axe up and brought the pick crashing down onto the section of stone just between the troll’s upper and lower arm.

The monster gave another rumbling roar of pain as the stones crumbled away at its elbow. It tried to roll on its side and strike me with its other hand, but I saw the attack coming and met it with the sharp end of my pickaxe. The tip crunched through the troll’s palm and buried in the hard ground. The monster shouted with agony, and my ribs vibrated in my chest.

“Kill it and siphon its magic!” Nyvea shouted as I tore the pick free from the troll’s hand and swung for his rocky elbow.

“What?” I asked. Her voice had caught me off-guard, and I barely managed to avoid a powerful swing from the troll’s uninjured arm.

“Do as Adath said and drive the pick into its head,” she told me. “As it is dying, use your siphon ability to drain the magic that holds it together.”

The fallen troll swiped at me, but I dodged the attack and raced around its bulk toward its head.

“This creature is unnatural, the result of Riamod’s magic twisting the land. All you need to do is steal the magic holding it together.”

I brought the pick head down hard on the creature’s skull, just above its fiery eyeholes. The troll gave a low moan and the flames within its eyes flickered.

“Now!” Nyvea shouted in my mind. “Steal its power before it dies.”

It felt strange doing something like this in the middle of a battlefield, but I did as she instructed. I reached out with my mind as I had in the forest, and searched for the something extra, the force holding this monster of stone together. I gasped as I felt the magic within the troll. It was an angry, dark force, like the heat of flowing lava or the raging blaze of a forest fire, and I flinched back from the power instinctively.

“No, use it!” Nyvea shouted. “You have nothing to fear from it. You control the magic, not the other way around.”

“Come on.” I gritted my teeth and reached again for the magic within the troll. I could feel the power growing weaker as the monster died, but then I gasped as I felt the magic holding the creature together. It was like dipping my head into a stream of lava, a feeling as dangerous and terrifying as it was glorious.

“Now draw it out of the monster and into you.”

I tried to do what I had in the forest and pull the magic into my body. A thread of fire coursed in my veins as the first tendrils of magic seeped into me, and the flesh of my right shoulder sizzled.

From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a goblin hurtling toward me. His club crashed into my back and the connection to the troll snapped as I was knocked off the rocky body.

“No!” Nyvea screamed in my mind.

I acted on blind instinct and tried to roll with the fall, but I winced as my shoulder crashed into the ground and pain raced up my spine. As quickly as I could, I leapt up to my feet and spun around to face my attacker.

I found myself facing three angry fire goblins who each carried spiked clubs. The creatures bared their needle teeth in a ferocious snarl, growled something in a guttural language I didn’t understand, and then charged together.

Adath’s lessons from that morning kicked in, and I met their charge with a shout of rage and a powerful swing of my axe. The steel head sliced through one goblin’s neck and buried deep into the skull of the monster beside it. Even as the first goblin’s head bounced away, I kick my steel-toed boot up under the chin of the third goblin. The little creature’s head snapped back with an awful crunch, and the force of my kick hurled it backward to collapse in a limp heap.

I ripped my axe head free of the goblin’s skull with a grunt, and droplets of black goblin blood spattered my face and hands. The blood sizzled on my skin like acid, and I quickly wiped it away with the hem of my cloak before it left any burns.

“No, it’s too late,” Nyvea said with a moan.

I turned back to the troll I’d taken down and found it lying silent and still. The fires in its eyes had gone out, and its body crumbled to a mound of inert, ordinary stone.

“Damn those fucking goblins,” she hissed. “Kill them all and steal their magic!”

She didn’t need to tell me twice. I waded into the rearmost group of goblins, and my axe sang a song of death. Goblin heads rolled, goblin bones shattered, and goblin cries filled the air. I brought down five in the space of two seconds, and Nyvea’s anger drove me to move faster and hit harder than I would have thought possible. I really was amazingly strong and fast on this strange world, and within half a minute, my furious attack shattered the ranks of the ugly little monsters, and they broke off their attack. The small monster’s shrieks and howls of fear echoed off the canyon walls as they turned to flee from my bloody weapon, and I found myself laughing at how powerful I was. It felt as if I was fighting a group of six-year-olds that didn’t have my reach, speed, or strength.

“Bring them down!” Sir Galfred cried. “Let none escape to warn Riamod.”

Grendis’ hands were a blur as he emptied his quiver into the backs of the fleeing goblins, and I drew my hatchet and hurled it at one monster that tried to run out into the empty wasteland. The heavy steel head crashed into the back of its skull, and it fell to the floor stunned. One of the Gray Hunters rushed toward it and dispatched it with a quick thrust to the base of its spine.

A single goblin darted between two Gray Hunters and raced toward the hole set in the cliff face. The opening was four feet tall and far too narrow for us to enter. If it managed to reach the hole, it would escape us.

My feet were moving before I made the conscious decision to run, and I sprinted toward the hole after the goblin. But the little fucker was faster than me, even with its stubby legs, and my heart sank as I realized I would reach the cliff literally two seconds behind it. I had only one choice.

Without slowing, I aimed and hurled the heavy axe at a spot a few feet in front of the fleeing creature. The red-painted head glinted in the sunlight as it whirled end over end toward the goblin, and I held my breath.

The axe head missed the goblin, but the long wooden handle smacked it a glancing blow on the side of the head. It stumbled off-balance and fell like a tipped over trash can. That was all I needed to catch up. I’d never been much of a football player, but I channeled my inner placekicker as I brought my boot up with a kick that would have won me the Super Bowl. The little creature flew the remaining five feet and slammed into the cliff face with a bone-jarring crunch. It left a trail of black blood as it slid down the wall and collapsed into a limp heap at the mouth of the hole.

“Now!” Nyvea cried. “Siphon its magic before it dies.”

Even if it did appear incapacitated, I pounced atop the goblin’s back and drove my knee into its spine so it couldn’t get up or lash out at me. Then I drew in a deep breath and reached for the magic within the creature. It took a lot more effort to find it, for the thread of fire running through its veins was much smaller than the torrent that had held the rock troll together. I seized it without hesitation and pulled the magic from the goblin and into my body. It gave a weak little scream as I siphoned its power, but I didn’t let up.

Heat raced through my body, and I felt that same sizzling pain in my right shoulder. I gritted my teeth but didn’t stop siphoning the creature’s magic into myself. Every ache and pain in my muscles faded as power infused my bones, muscles, and nerves like a thousand tiny sparks ran through my veins. It was an exhilarating feeling, and I felt disappointment fill my stomach when I absorbed the last of the creature’s magic.

“Amazing,” I breathed, and I flexed my muscles as I climbed off the now lifeless goblin. “Is this how magic always feels?”

“It is,” Nyvea said, and I heard triumph in her voice. “And that’s just from a small creature. Imagine how much more power you could have had if you absorbed it all from the rock troll.”

“Or a dragon,” I said, and I suddenly understood what Nyvea meant when she said that I would one day be awesomely powerful. “What can I do with this new magic?”

“You felt the fire that filled the creature’s veins?” she asked. “A small measure of that same fire now flows in yours. You can use it to stay warm on even the coldest night.”

“Well, that’s going to come in very handy when we enter the frost lands,” I said with a grin. “Anything else?”

“You absorbed a tiny fraction of the rock troll’s magic, the same magic that shaped it from the very stones of the cliff.”

“So, I can use it to talk to stones?” I asked and let out a little laugh.

“No.” I had no doubt my amulet would have rolled her eyes if it had any. “Your skin has become harder, like the troll’s.”

“Sweet! Will arrows and swords bounce off me?” The power reminded me of one of my favorite rock-skinned characters from the comic books I’d read as a kid, but I saw that my skin didn’t look any different.

“Had you absorbed more of the magic, perhaps. Given the small amount you siphoned, you’ll hardly notice a difference.”

“Damn,” I sighed. “Well, at least I’ve got the power of the fire goblins, right?”

“Yes, but be cautious not to use it before you need it, or else you might use it up.”

“Wait, what? I can use up the magic?”

“Think of magic as wine and your body as the wine pitcher,” she told me. “Every time you siphon magic, you fill the pitcher. Every time you use the magic, you empty it.”

“So, if I use too much, I’ll run out? Damn, that sucks.” I’d thought magic was an all-powerful force I could use over and over again, but I guess it made sense that the power had its limitations.

“The larger the vessel, the more magic it feeds you. Which is why dragons are the key to unlocking your powers. They are creatures made of magic itself, with such power that they will fill your pitcher to overflowing. In fact, thanks to your tattoos, there is a way you can access unlimited power without running out.”

“Really?” Excitement set my heart pounding.

“Look at your right shoulder,” Nyvea told me.

I glanced at my shoulder. One of the goblins had slashed through my tunic, just beneath the hem of my scale mail shirt, and I could see the tattoo through the rip. Once solid black, the strange dye now had threads of red running through it, and the tattoos glowed with a faint golden light.

“Each tattoo grants you unlimited access to a specific magical power. By killing the dragon and siphoning off its magic, you will power up the corresponding tattoo. Then you will be able to use that power without fear of running out of magic. But only the dragons have enough magic to power up the tattoos fully. Creatures like this will only give you a small dose.”

My head spun with this crash course in magic. “So, with the amount of magic I just absorbed, how many times can I use the body heat power?”

“The duration of your power depends on the amount of heat you need to produce. If you want to manifest a fireball, it will require a great deal of power. To keep warm in cold weather, far less magic is required.”

My eyes went wide at the word “fireball.”

“But again, heed my warning and save your magic until you need it most. Until you have powered up the tattoo, your limitations could make you vulnerable if you are without magic in a dire situation.”

“Got it,” I said, even if my brain was still struggling to make sense of it all.

The sound of crunching rocks behind me snapped me back to reality, and I turned to face the noise. My conversation with Nyvea had distracted me from the battle, and I only now realized I could be in danger.

“Easy, lad,” Adath said as he held up his hands and glanced at my bloody axe. “It’s just me.”

“Adath,” I replied with a sigh of relief, “did we get them all?”

“Aye, every one of the stinkin’ bastards,” the bearded man said with a nod. “Not one escaped to warn Riamod of our presence.” He held out the hatchet I’d thrown at the fleeing goblin.

“Great,” I said as I took the weapon. “That was close.”

“You did good.” Adath looked at the goblin corpse behind me. “Quick thinking, throwing your axe like that. And that kick of yours. Unorthodox, but effective enough.”

“Thanks,” I said and grinned. “How are the others?”

“Most survived with little more than scrapes and cuts. Harlin, though…” he trailed off, and a frown wrinkled his forehead.

I followed him back toward the Gray Hunter who had charged the rock trolls beside us. The man lay silent and still, his face pale. The troll’s fist had crushed his ribs inward, and I knew at a glance that he’d died from punctured lungs or massive internal hemorrhage. With a sigh, Adath stooped over Harlin and gently closed his eyes.

The sound of moaning from behind me brought my head around. Grendis lay on the ground with his hand clasped to his thigh. Blood pooled on the ground beneath him, and pain contorted his face.

I rushed toward the Gray Hunter and knelt beside his leg. “Let me take a look at it,” I insisted.

“Don’t touch me!” Grendis snarled and bared his teeth.

“I’m trained in the healing arts,” I told him. “I’ve treated worse wounds than this.”

“I’m not interested in your help.” Grendis glared at me.

“I need to see if the artery is severed, or if it’s just a wound to the muscle and flesh.” I fixed him with a hard stare. “You’ve lost a lot of blood, but you’ve got a good chance of walking away from this with little more than a scar, but only if you let me take a look at it.”

Grendis didn’t move his hands, but his face was as hard as the ground beneath him.

“Give in, you stubborn idiot,” Adath said and smacked the back of Grendis’ head. “Only a fool would refuse help.”

With a growl, Grendis allowed me to remove his hands, and he hissed as I pulled the flaps of skin apart. EMT training in the Academy hadn’t exactly included spear or sword cuts, but wounds were wounds. I studied the gash and finally shook my head.

“The artery’s intact,” I said. “All we need is to stitch this up, and your leg’ll heal.”

Adath handed me a small wooden case, which contained a needle and some sort of strong, stretchy thread. After I washed the wound with moonshine from one of the Gray Hunters’ private supply, I set about sewing up Grendis’ wound. Three minutes and forty-two stitches later, I wrapped one of the Gray Hunters’ spare tunics around his leg and tied it tight.

“He’s going to need to stay off the leg for a while, else the wound will re-open,” I told Sir Galfred, who had come to hover over my shoulder while I worked.

“Not much place to convalesce around here, is there?” Grendis snarled at me.

“No, but there is in Whitespire,” the knight said.

“What?” Grendis snapped, and his eyebrows flew upward.

“You’re heading back to Whitespire at once, and you’re taking Harlin’s body with you.” Sir Galfred folded his arms across his chest and gave Grendis a look that brooked no argument. “We can’t leave his corpse lying here, or Riamod’s minions will know we passed through. Someone needs to take him back, and given that you need to stay off your feet, that makes you the best candidate.”

“But Sir Galfred, I—”

“Will be sorely missed,” the knight cut him off with a shake of his head. “Your arrows just saved our lives and kept the fire goblins from escaping. But the mission is too important for us to risk anything that could slow us down or impede our progress. That leg of yours will do just that, so I cannot have you continue on with us.”

Grendis’ face went ashen, and he let out a frustrated groan.

“But let there be no doubt about your courage and grit,” Sir Galfred continued, reaching out a hand to help Grendis to stand. “When we return in triumph, you will receive full honors alongside those who continue on beside me. You have my word as a knight of Whitespire.”

After a long moment, the rangy man nodded. “As you command, Sir Galfred.”

The knight motioned for Adath and another of the Gray Hunters to help Grendis to his horse, and two more Gray Hunters strapped Harlin’s corpse in place atop his saddle.

Sir Galfred turned to me with a curious expression. “A fighter of fires, a mighty warrior, and a healer,” he said. “You truly are a curiosity, Ethan DePaolo. Are you hurt?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I said and shook my head. “I got some of the fire goblin blood on me, but I wiped it off before it did any damage.”

“Ah, of course,” the knight said. “It’s where their name comes from. Their blood leaves cloth and steel unharmed, but can burn flesh far worse than the strongest acid if you’re not careful.” He clapped me on the back. “You fought well for your first battle. I saw you take down that troll, and it was well done.”

“Adath got the party started,” I replied with a grin. “I just finished the job.”

“All the same, you have proved yourself a brave warrior worthy of this quest. I will be sure to inform the king of your actions here.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I sincerely meant it.

“Told you people would like you once they got to know you,” Nyvea said in my mind. “Soon, everyone will love you as much as I do.”

“Let’s move out,” Sir Galfred commanded. “We’ve a lot of ground to cover before dark.”

We were silent as we mounted up and departed, and all of the Gray Hunters glanced over their shoulder in farewell to their two comrades. Grendis’ figure grew smaller across the plain as he rode, with one hand on the reins of the horse hauling Harlin’s body.

The narrow mountain trail cut a jagged path through the steep cliffs and soon blocked our view of the blasted lands of fire between us and the safety of the forest. The silence thickened with every passing hour, and it seemed a blanket of gloom descended over the entire company. Even Sir Galfred said little, and only gave the occasional order or asked the lead Gray Hunter, a man named Cresset, questions about our path.

We camped without a fire, each of us huddled in our blankets alone with our thoughts. I hadn’t known Harlin, but his death seemed to hit the rest of the Gray Hunters hard, and the only sound in camp that evening was the sloshing of the rum in the canteen passed around.

Morning dawned as gray and cold as the blasted stone around us. We ate a small breakfast in silence and mounted up with little conversation. The events of yesterday clearly imprinted on the minds of all the men traveling with me.

We had all joined this quest knowing we were risking our lives. Being a firefighter meant exposing myself to danger on a daily basis, but it was a different sort of peril. I could lose my life in a fire, as I nearly had in the Silver Star Tower, but I’d never felt like the flames were out to kill me. Fire was a force of nature, driven by the laws of physics, not some beast or monster.

I had trained to save lives, yet yesterday I had killed without hesitation. It didn’t matter that they were monsters who were trying to kill us. In that battle, something had changed within me. I’d wanted to kill those goblins and trolls. Not only in self-defense, but I’d recognized the old rage that had burned in me after my parents’ death. I’d thought I had gotten past it, yet here it was, returning to haunt me.

I didn’t really know the Gray Hunter who had died, so I couldn’t feel too sorry for him. Instead, I focused on what I’ve accomplished so far and what I needed to do to hit my goals. I had just survived my first battle and kicked serious monster ass. I had also used my magical abilities for the first time and gotten enough power that I could actually use it. Thanks to my EMT training, I’d saved Grendis and received a commendation from Sir Galfred. I felt happier than I had in a long time.

I also felt powerful.

The thought followed me as we rode along the narrow mountain trail. Steep cliffs rose all around us and blocked everything but our immediate surroundings from view. I occasionally felt a prickling at the back of my neck. It was the same sensation I’d felt the day before when we ran into those monsters, so I asked Nyvea about it.

“You’re feeling the magic in the creatures. The Mark of the Guardian has given you the ability to feel the power, and it will help you find it in the future in order to siphon it into yourself.”

“Will I always be able to sense it?” I asked.

“Only in the creatures shaped by magic.”

“And what about humans?” I asked as a thought struck me. “Why can’t I feel Sir Galfred or any of the Gray Hunters right next to me?”

“Humans are creatures of earth, untouched by magic. In terms of power, they are as dead as the stones at your feet or the sky above your head.”

After her explanation, I paid closer attention to those feelings in the back of my mind and tried to sense the presence of more creatures in the mountains. If I had enough warning, we could either avoid the monsters or be ready in case of an ambush.

But I never got more than the faintest hint of anything, barely more than a brush in my thoughts, never as strong as it had been crossing the burned lands.

I shivered as a chilling wind whistled down the narrow mountain trail toward us. I’d noticed the day had been getting colder even as the sun rose high into the sky, and some of the Gray Hunters produced thick fur cloaks from their packs. I’d practiced using the body heat magic, so I hadn’t felt the cold, but when I turned it off, the icy chill hit me harder than the winds that ripped through Chicago. I quickly dug out my own fur cloak and pulled it around my shoulders.

The wind no longer carried the strong smell of smoke. Instead, it had a sharp edge, one I recognized from my days skating in the Tribune Ice Rink at Millennium Park back in Chicago. There was ice ahead.

We came around a bend in the trail, and the mountains beside us changed from blasted volcanic stone to sheer cliffs of snow and ice. Our breath misted in the air, and snowflakes drifted on the wind. One minute we were on bare rocks, and the next we rode into thick snow drifts.

We had reached the land of Frosdar, the ice dragon.
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Chapter Ten

A nervous silence hung over our party as we rode into the ice-covered land. The massive cliffs beside the trail rose like solid walls of white, and they let off a chill that I felt seeping through my furs into my bones. I gripped the handle of my axe tighter and tried to focus on my surroundings. If any monsters were hiding around us, I wanted to know before we were ambushed.

The trail wound through the ice cliffs for another mile before the mountains ended, and a great, empty expanse of ice stretched out in front of us. My eyes ran across the flat land toward the single sharp mountain peak in the distance. The mountain looked like it was ten or fifteen miles away, and nothing but a barren sea of ice stood between us.

“Frosdan’s lair,” Sir Galfred said in a hushed voice. “We’ll find the ice dragon there.”

I felt a little nervousness tightening in my gut, yet excitement ran through me as well. We were getting closer to our destination where I’d face my first dragon, and the danger of my quest was starting to sink in.

“Keep an eye out for crevasses,” Sir Galfred told us all. “We’ve already lost two of our number, and we can ill-afford any more losses. We will need as many men as possible to defeat the dragon.” He nudged his horse into motion and rode out onto the flat plains of ice.

The rest of us followed in silence. The magnitude of our quest had just gotten a lot more real as we saw our destination, and I had no doubt everyone else was picturing our enemy and the coming fight.

The two Gray Hunters at the head of our column chose the path through the thicker snow drifts rather than over the ice where the horses’ hooves would slip. The soft white powder muffled the sound of our passage, and it seemed we rode through a dead world where the only noise was the whispering of the wind.

And what a fucking icy wind it was. The moment we left the shelter of the cliffs, the wind cut through my furs like a frosty knife. When I pulled the cloak tight around my shoulders, the cold found a way through my pants and into my boots. Finally, I’d had enough. This shit was worse than Chicago’s worst winter, and I wasn’t going to be able to kill a dragon if I was frozen.

“I’m sorry, Nyvea, but I have to do this,” I told her as I tapped into the magic I’d siphoned from the fire goblin. Immediately, warmth spread through my body, and I sighed in relief. “That’s so much better.”

“Use as little as you can,” she told me. “The last thing you want is to run out of this magic when facing an ice dragon.”

A shiver ran down my spine as I imagined the dragon’s icy breath turning me into an Ethan-sized popsicle. “Good thinking.” It took a conscious effort to release all but the barest trickle of magic. I had just enough warmth not to spend the next hours shivering, but I wouldn’t use up all the power I’d siphoned from the fire goblin.

For two hours we rode across a land of stark emptiness. I had to squint against the blinding glare of the sunlight shining on the ice, and I found myself wishing my Ray-Bans had come with me from Earth. I’d look like a total badass and I wouldn’t have to worry about snow blindness.

That thought brought a smile to my face. I’d definitely look funny wearing a full suit of armor, a heavy full cloak, and a pair of aviators. The image, together with the warmth running through my body, helped to lift my spirits.

The Gray Hunters led us in a beeline for the mountain, and we only made a detour to avoid a crevasse or a particularly wide crack in the ground. By the time the sun reached the highest point in the sky, the land had already begun to rise gently toward the mountain.

The two Gray Hunters in the lead drew their horses to a halt, and the rest of us followed their example.

“What’s the matter?” Sir Galfred asked as he pulled up beside them.

“River,” one of the men said in a low voice. “Fifty feet wide, covered in ice, but I’m not certain the ice is strong enough to hold us all at once.”

“Show me,” the knight said.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I followed Sir Galfred and the Gray Hunters on foot as they strode toward a lighter patch of ice. My eyes went wide as I saw the river under the ice. It flowed fast, and there were white foam caps as it crashed against the rocks beneath the surface. If I could see the water moving, the ice definitely wasn’t thick enough to hold all our weight.

“We cross in pairs,” Sir Galfred told the Gray Hunters. “You two cross first, and we’ll follow.”

“Aye, sir,” one of the men said with a nod.

The two of them mounted up and rode out onto the ice. I held my breath as they made the crossing, and my heart nearly stopped as a loud crack echoed like a gunshot in the silence. But the two men reached the far side without incident, then they turned and gave us the thumbs-up signal.

“Let’s go, Ethan,” the knight told me. He dismounted and grabbed his horse’s reins. “We’ll be better making the crossing on foot.”

“Got it.” I dropped from my saddle and strode out onto the ice beside him.

“When the time comes to face the dragon,” Sir Galfred told me, “I’ll want you at my side.”

His words caught me by surprise, and I gave him a curious glance.

“I saw the way you wielded that axe in the battle with the rock trolls,” the knight said. “You fought without hesitation, without fear.” He shot me a grin. “And, don’t tell anyone I said this, but I think you’re stronger than I am.”

“I won’t argue that,” I said with a laugh. “But I’m just trying to do my best.”

“You will be a good one to have at my back when we fight Frosdar. With your help, I believe we have a real chance of success.”

“We will win here,” I told him. “No matter what, the dragon dies.”

“Even if you have to steal the axe from his hands and use it,” Nyvea insisted in my mind. “You’re the hero, and you’re the one who needs to kill the dragon.”

“First, I have to find out how to do that, right?” I thought back at her.

“Tell me, Sir Galfred, how do you kill a dragon?” I asked. “Even with the fire axe, you’re still trying to kill a pretty large creature, right?”

“Indeed,” the knight said and nodded. “The secret is simple: you just hit them until they stop moving!” he laughed, and the ice creaked a bit beneath our feet. “Think of it like taking out those rock trolls. There’s something controlling the creature, the source of their magic and life. For humans, it is the heart and the brain that keeps us alive. Sever the connection between the two, and the body dies. Deprive the body of blood, and it dies.”

“So that’s it? Just chop off the dragon’s head or cut it until it bleeds to death?”

“Pretty much,” the knight said with a shrug. “Killing is always straightforward and simple. It’s getting the dragon in a position where you can kill them that’s the tough part.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the Gray Hunters. “That’s where these men come in handy. They’re more than mercenaries, they’re dragon hunters.”

“Really?” I asked, and my eyebrows rose. “How many dragons have they killed?”

“Three, or so they say.” The knight gave me a wry grin. “They’ve got a big dragon’s skull in their underground headquarters, which they say used to be the lair of an old black wyrm. And, they certainly seem to know their business. You know those heavy packs they’re lugging around?”

“Sure,” I said. Each of the Gray Hunters rode with their own packs of personal belongings, but six of them also carried large bundles tied on the backs of their saddles. I’d wondered about them since the first day out of Whitespire but hadn’t remembered to ask Adath.

“Those are nets specially designed to bring down a dragon,” Sir Galfred said. “Made with a special metal cable, thinner than rope but twice as strong. There are even little barbed hooks on the net meant to catch on the dragon’s scales and tangle in its wings. We just need to get close enough for them to use those nets, and we can keep Frosdar from flying off. So long as he’s on the ground, I can get close enough to use this.” He patted the handle of the axe strapped to his back.

“So, just that easy, eh?” I asked with a grin.

“Pretty much.” Sir Galfred laughed and clapped me on the back. “If you can come up with an easier way, you’ll be the hero of Whitespire. Hell, of all the free human cities.”

“They’d better get ready to break out the party for a hero,” Nyvea told me. “Because you’re coming home with a dragon’s head.”

I was about to reply, but a loud cracking sound like a gunshot echoed around me. I froze, and my hand flashed out to grab Sir Galfred’s arm and hold him still. That was the sort of sound everyone in Chicago knew to fear.

The frozen ground beneath me shuddered, and my heart leapt to my throat as spidery cracks began to appear in the ice beneath my feet. I resisted the urge to run as I knew the impact of my pounding boots and the horses’ hooves would damage the ice further. My pulse pounded in my ears as I held my breath and remained perfectly still.

The cracking slowly stopped, but I didn’t dare breathe until the last sound had died away, then Sir Galfred and I exchanged a relieved glance.

“Too bloody close,” the knight said.

“Damn straight!” I let out a long breath.

We took the rest of the crossing at a slower pace and were careful to avoid the cracks that had begun to spread through the ice. My heart didn’t stop pounding until we reached the far side of the river and stepped onto solid ground.

After we made it across, Sir Galfred and I mounted up and waited as the rest of the Gray Hunters crossed the river. It proved slow going because the rest of our party had to go a few hundred yards upstream to avoid the cracked section of ice. It was nearly a full half hour later when we resumed our ride toward the mountain.

I hadn’t noticed while talking to Sir Galfred, but as we rode, I felt the familiar tingle in the back of my mind grow stronger. I tensed as I expected an attack, then I realized what it was.

I was feeling Frosdar.

Even from a mile away it called to me, like a magnet pulling on iron, and I felt the desire to pull its magic into me.

The feeling grew stronger as we began to ascend the mountain. The slope was gentle at first but soon rose to a sharp incline that the horses struggled to get up. At Sir Galfred’s order, we dismounted and continued on foot. We made slower progress, but at least the horses did not have to struggle with our weight while we climbed.

The others were soon breathing hard since they were weighed down by their heavy armor and weapons. Oddly enough, I climbed without feeling fatigue. There was a slight ache in my calves from the effort, but not the intense fire I knew should be burning in my legs. The world of Agreon had made me stronger, but not this strong.

Then I realized what it was. The magic I’d taken from the fire goblin was keeping me warm, but it also filled me with energy.

“This is amazing!” I told Nyvea. “I feel like I can run up the mountain without getting tired.”

“So, do it,” she responded. “Get the fire axe and forget about the others. You’re the real hero here, so you don’t need them to kill the dragon.”

“Those nets would make it a lot easier,” I thought to her.

“But you don’t need them,” she purred. “You have the Mark of the Guardian to give you everything you need. All you have to do is find the source of the dragon’s power and make it yours. You won’t need nets then.”

“What do you mean by the source of the dragon’s power?” I asked.

“Somewhere in that mountain is an altar which serves both as its access and its tether to the magic,” Nyvea told me. “You need to find that altar and destroy it.”

Finding the stone altar that was the source of the dragon’s power was probably a bit easier said than done, given the size of the mountain. I’d have to get close to it to siphon the magic, but I doubted Frosdar would let me walk up to it and steal its power.

“The plan was to take the fire axe and hack at the dragon until it’s too weak to fight back,” I thought to her. “Now, I have to find a stone altar in the middle of a mountain, then destroy it so I can siphon the dragon’s magic. Like a walk in the fucking park.” I thought to her.

“You’re a big, strong hero,” Nyvea purred. “Anyone can do easy. Barodan picked you because you can do the impossible.”

I snorted and shook my head. I was about to respond, but Sir Galfred’s words cut me off.

“The entrance to Frosdar’s lair,” the knight said.

I followed his pointing finger up the mountain side. There, twenty yards above us, a hole had been carved into the side of the mountain. As we reached it, I realized it was a tunnel. The tunnel was eight feet high and six feet wide, and the path inside sloped gently downward for ten yards before turning sharply to the right.

“Ready the nets,” Sir Galfred told the Gray Hunters.

Adath snapped quiet orders to the gray-cloaked men, and they set about removing the massive bundles from their horses’ backs. The men removed the canvas covers to reveal nets made of braided metal, sort of like the cables we used for the electric winch on our fire truck. They donned thick leather gloves as they moved the nets, and I gave them a wide berth to avoid being caught by one of the wicked-looking giant barbs.

All of us drew weapons, adjusted our gear, and pulled our cloaks tighter one last time. Sir Galfred gave a nod, and we strode into the tunnel.

I’d expected it to be pitch black once we left the daylight behind, but it seemed the surrounding ice glowed with an inner light that painted everything an eerie shade of light blue. It was bright enough that I could see the tension lining Sir Galfred’s face and the nervous expressions on the Gray Hunters behind me.

The feeling in the back of my mind grew stronger with every step I took deeper into the mountain. I could sense an immense source of power very close by, and I knew we were approaching the lair where we would find Frosdar the Hoary. I shot a glance at the fire axe gripped in Sir Galfred’s hand.

“Now’s your chance,” Nyvea hissed at me. “Take it from him.”

I ignored her words and then continued into the tunnel. Sir Galfred had been pretty damn nice to me, and he’d asked me to have his back. There was no way in hell I was going to steal the axe from him so I could have the glory. I’d do my best to help my team kill the dragon, and hope that we all survived the ordeal.

The tunnel ran for another fifty yards before opening into a twenty-foot tall cave with a rounded roof and smooth walls. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, and sharp stalagmites three and four feet tall littered the icy floor around us. With Sir Galfred and I in the lead, we picked our way carefully through the forest of spikes toward the mouth of the tunnel at the far end of the cavern.

A low rumbling sound echoed through the cavern, and we all paused mid-step. My stomach clenched at the sound and I gripped my axe tighter. But after a moment, I realized it wasn’t a growl, but the soft grumble of a snore.

“The dragon sleeps,” Sir Galfred whispered with relief. The pale blue light made his teeth shine as he grinned. “The Goddesses smile on us. Mind your feet and keep an eye out for guard—”

The surrounding walls exploded outward and sprayed us with a shower of snow and ice shards. Five massive creatures dropped to the ground in front of our small company, and we all took a quick step back so that we had more space to fight. The creatures were like enormous ice centipedes crossed with snowmen. They were fifteen feet tall, with lumpy bodies and long, stick-thin arms. The monsters even had the glittering coal-black eyeballs and pointed noses.

The comparison ended when one of the massive beasts opened its mouth to reveal three rows of eight-inch fangs. Before we could move, one of them snatched up a Gray Hunter and brought it to its huge mouth. Blood exploded over its white body as it bit the guy’s head off with a single snap of its powerful jaws, and I felt momentarily rooted in place when I realized that the man had just been killed by a giant evil bug-snowman.

“Snow Killers!” Sir Galfred shouted as he raised his axe to block a swipe aimed at his face and chopped at the creature’s spindly limb. His blow went wide, and he staggered with the force. Before the knight could recover, one of the massive snow killers thrust out a hand, and its razor-sharp claws flew at the knight’s back.

My instincts kicked in and snapped me out of my trance. I brought my axe swinging around like I was chopping high on a tree, and an ear-splitting shriek filled the cavern as the blade sliced through the creature’s long talons. It stumbled backward, and a pale blue liquid leaked from the severed stump of its wrist.

“Take them down!” Sir Galfred cried. “Quickly, before Frosdar wakes.” He raised his axe and charged the creature whose arm I had lopped off. I expected to see the flame spring to life at any moment, but the axe head remained untouched by flames.

“Why doesn’t he use the axe’s magic to take down the monsters?” I asked Nyvea as I raced toward another of the Snow Killers.

“Dragons wake more slowly than humans. But the moment Frosdar senses the fire magic, it will sense the true peril and either fly away or use its magical abilities to kill you. Sir Galfred knows he has to wait until the last moment to use the power of the axe.”

The rumbling sound stopped, and I guessed Frosdar was waking up. We had to finish this fight quickly if we were to take down the dragon before it got really pissed off.

I hacked at the flailing limb of the Snow Killer and was rewarded with another loud shriek as my axe head chopped off another of its long spindly talons. I ducked a swipe of its other hand and leapt to the side to avoid its snapping jaws. As I dodged, I flipped the axe in my hand and swung the pick right at its head. The painted red metal sprayed shards of ice and snow as it crunched through its skull. The creature gave a loud shriek, and pale blue fluid sprayed across my face. It felt like being hit with drops of nitrogen that froze instantly, and I quickly wiped it away before it freeze-burned my skin.

“Steal its magic!” Nyvea cried.

I could sense a lot of power within the creature, and I prepared to siphon it into myself. But a loud cry of pain behind me diverted my attention, and I spun to see Sir Galfred sag to one knee. Pain twisted his face into a grimace as one of the Snow Killers pulled its long talons out of his armored side, and drops of his blood spattered the white snow.

The creature drew back its arm to strike again, but I didn’t give it a chance. I pulled out one of my hatchets with a practiced move and threw it at the Snow Killer. The blade spun through the air, hit the monster at the shoulder, and cut off its long limb.

The monster whirled toward me and bared its teeth in a snarl. Its coal-black eyes glittered as it charged and swiped its remaining arm at my face. I ducked the blow and caught the next attack with my axe, but the force of the monster’s arm hit me with enough strength to knock me back a step. As I fell back, I reached out, gripped its arm, and pulled hard. The creature staggered forward off-balance and fell to one knee. My movement had surprised the monster, and I was able to raise my weapon up over my head before it could get to its feet. With a mighty one-handed blow, I buried the pick side of my axe in the top of its head. The Snow Killer instantly went limp, and I ripped my pick out of its head.

“Help…the others!” came Sir Galfred’s cry.

I turned to find the Gray Hunters locked in battle with the remaining three Snow Killers. Two of the gray-cloaked men lay sprawled on the ground, and their blood stained the ice a gruesome crimson. Four more lay unconscious or dazed, and three men staggered backward as one of the monsters battered at their shields. Adath and the remaining Gray Hunters had cornered the second Snow Killer against the wall, and they were using their swords and axes to bring it down. Two men attacked the last Snow Killer with long spears while a third raced around behind it to chop at its legs. It shrieked and fell, but its flailing limbs caught one of the Gray Hunters in the leg. The man cried as bone shattered, and he hit the ground hard.

I whirled and raced toward Sir Galfred. “The others can handle themselves,” I said. “How bad are you hurt?”

“Hardly at all,” he said with a weak groan. He sat slumped against one wall, and there was a trail of blood leading from where he’d fallen. Blood also pumped from the hole in his side and stained the ice a bright red, and I felt my stomach drop.

I ripped the straps of his breastplate and pulled it off, and my chest tightened as I saw the wound in his side. A quick examination revealed a fractured rib that pushed against his lung, but it looked like the bone hadn’t punctured it.

“It’s bad,” I told him. “If you move wrong, you could puncture your lung.”

“The dragon…” he said and tried to push me away.

“Didn’t you hear me?” I shouted. “You can’t fight.”

Sir Galfred reached for his axe and lifted it with a groan. “You…fight,” he gasped and shoved the axe into my hands. “The mission…must succeed.”

I hesitated. He needed medical attention, but all of Whitespire was counting on us to kill the dragon. If we failed here, the king would have to give up his daughter to Riamod.

“Here, hold this against your side to stop the blood,” I said as I pulled one of my sleeping blankets out of my pack. “Don’t push too hard, but just press the skin together until it stops bleeding.”

“You’ll need—” Sir Galfred began.

“I’ll be fine,” I told him as I picked up the axe and climbed to my feet. “I don’t have time to be cold, not while there’s a dragon to kill.”

“Goddesses…smile on you…Ethan DePaolo,” he said, and gave me a weak grin.

“And you, Sir Galfred the Bold.” I saluted him with the axe, turned, and strode toward the tunnel.

The sounds of battle faded behind me as I hurried down the icy floor. Frosdar’s snoring had stopped, and only silence lay ahead of me. I gripped Sir Galfred’s axe in one hand and my firefighter’s axe in the other. I would succeed, no matter what.

“Time to be a hero, Ethan,” Nyvea purred in my ear.

My chest tightened as I rounded a bend in the tunnel and entered a massive cavern of glittering ice. There, sitting at the far end of the cavern, its pale blue eyes fixed on me, sat the fucking dragon.

And it looked pissed.
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Chapter Eleven

The dragon was enormous, at least twenty-five feet tall and forty feet long. It had scales somehow whiter than the snow we had just trekked through, and they were thicker than Sir Galfred’s plate mail. Its wings were curled against its sides, but I could see the power in its rippling muscles as it slowly climbed to its two front feet, which were at least five feet thick.

“So,” the dragon rumbled in a voice that shook the cavern and set the stalactites on the roof rattling, “a human has made it past my sentries. This has not happened in four hundred years.”

I resisted the urge to run as the massive spiked head dipped toward me. Its icy blue eyes drilled into me as it bared its massive teeth in a grin. “I suppose I have not enjoyed one-on-one combat in more than a century. You will be a fun amusement, little man.”

The dragon’s eyes closed, and a white gemstone set into its forehead suddenly glowed. The light was crazy intense, and I had to shield my face from the sudden brightness or risk burning my eyeballs. When I opened my eyes a moment later, the world around me looked oddly distorted. Almost like I was looking through a sheet of weird frosted glass.

No, not glass, ice. I reached out a hand and found myself surrounded by a dome of ice barely taller than my head and three feet across. I slammed the pick side of my axe against the dome, but my one-handed blow barely scratched its surface.

“Sadly, the amusement will last but a moment.” The dragon’s laughter filled the cavern all around me, and my heart leapt into my throat as I saw the dragon raise its massive tail high over my head.

The world slowed to a crawl around me. I didn’t have enough time to chop through the dome with the axe, and if I used Sir Galfred’s weapon I would reveal my hand too soon. I had to buy a few minutes until the Gray Hunters could get here with their nets. But in seconds that tail would crash down on top of me.

“Use your magic!” Nyvea shouted in my mind.

I acted on instinct and summoned all the magic I’d siphoned from the fire goblin toward my hand. My fingers began to glow, and I felt heat rising from my flesh. Without hesitation, I clenched my fist and drove it straight into the dome. As I punched out, I poured every shred of fire magic into the air just in front of my fist.

The wall of heat collided with the ice dome a second before my hand, but it was so hot and furious that it had an immediate effect. My fist crashed into the wall of ice and plowed through it as if it was made of plastic wrap. The edges of the ice melted into a basketball-sized hole, so I lowered my shoulder and rammed straight into the wall. The ice shattered like glass, and I threw myself into a roll as soon as I made it through. A second later, the dome of ice shattered beneath the impact of the dragon’s tail.

Sharp ice chips flew toward me, and I grunted as one sliced my cheek and another punched into my side with enough force to dent my armor. I knew I only had a split second to get in close, so I dropped my axe, gripped Sir Galfred’s weapon in two hands, sprinted toward the massive creature’s side, and wound up for a powerful strike.

“You bring Riamod’s foul taint to my home?” Frosdar’s roar nearly shattered my eardrums, and raw fury replaced the amusement in its voice. “For this blasphemy, you will suffer, little human.”

In the split second before I summoned the fire magic in the axe, the dragon’s head snaked around and smashed into my chest. It felt like being hit by a semi-truck going 80 miles per hour, and the air left my lungs like a train’s whistle. The impact threw me clear across the cave, and my heart clenched as I flew toward a forest of sharp stalagmites sticking up from the floor. I had an instant to react, so I twisted mid-air to avoid the icy daggers. One caught my fur cloak, and I heard a terrible ripping sound, but I crashed into the wall of the cave just beyond.

I groaned as I struggled to stand. My entire left side ached, and I had a hard time breathing from the pain in my ribs. My back, head, and legs hurt from my collision with the wall. Without the goblin’s fire magic keeping me warm, the chill in the cave was cold enough to set my teeth chattering.

“Puny human!” the dragon said, and its rumbling laughter echoed through the cave. “You will die, as have so many flesh-bags before you.”

The icy floor trembled as the dragon lumbered toward me. Its sinewy neck darted back and forth like a snake’s, and its claws dug enormous gouges into the ice under its huge feet. Its pale blue eyes closed, and the gemstone on its forehead gleamed once more.

I threw myself to the side, and another ice dome popped into existence where I’d been standing a second earlier. At the moment the dragon had its eyes closed, I sprinted toward it and slid beneath its belly. Its angry growl echoed all around me as it slowly turned to follow me.

I ducked behind a ten-foot stalagmite and studied the rest of the cavern as quickly as I could. The dragon had been sitting just beyond the entryway, but the cavern itself was easily the size of a football field. Gold coins, gemstones, and trinkets lay in an enormous pile on one side of the cavern with a thin layer of ice over it to guard against theft.

It took me a second to take my eyes from Frosdar’s wealth. The amount of gold alone would make me the richest man on Earth.

But I’d be the deadest man on Agreon if I didn’t figure out how to deal with this dragon, so I pressed the gemstone to turn on the fire axe as the massive wyrm rumbled toward me.

Time to get to the dragon slaying.

I gripped the axe tighter and leaped out from behind the icicle to attack the massive winged lizard. Frosdar roared as I swung the axe into its outstretched leg, but the fire-covered head just bounced off its icy scales. I ducked a swipe of the dragon’s other clawed foot and rolled out of the way of its flinging tail.

Well, that could have gone better.

“Don’t waste time trying to kill it,” Nyvea whispered in my mind. “Look for the altar.”

I threw myself to one side as light flared from the gemstone in the dragon’s forehead. The ice dome popped into existence just behind me, but I was already sprinting toward another icicle.

“What does the fucking altar look like?” I asked as the dragon growled behind me.

“It’s made of stone,” Nyvea insisted. “It will have a white gemstone to match the one in the dragon’s forehead.”

I scanned the cavern for anything that could resemble an altar but I only saw a pile of gold on the floor and sharp stalagmites.

“I’m not finding it, and I’m running out of time.”

I ducked as the dragon’s tail slammed into the icicle above my head, and shards of ice sprayed across the cavern. I raced between the dragon’s legs and swung the heavy axe head against its knees. The blow knocked Frosdar off balance but didn’t cut through its icy scales.

“Use the Mark of the Guardian,” Nyvea told me.

I leapt out of the way of a falling stalactite and threw myself behind a ten-foot pillar of ice. It felt incredibly stupid for me to do in the middle of the battle, but I closed my eyes and reached out for the surrounding magic.

I gasped as I sensed the icy torrent surging through the cavern. It felt like I was in the middle of a whirlpool of magic, and the tattoo on my chest began to pulse as it found the source of Frosdar’s power. The presence of the white dragon behind me was terribly powerful, but there was another source from directly ahead of me.

“Look for the thread,” Nyvea instructed.

I had no trouble seeing the thick tendril of magical white light that stretched between Frosdar and a small alcove at the rear of the cavern. The space was no more than three feet wide, but it had to be where the altar was hiding.

I tried to siphon Frosdar’s magic at the center, but I hissed at the sudden rush of pain in my head.

“Fuck! Let me try again.” I reached for the magic once more, but Nyvea’s words interrupted me.

“You need to sever it at the source. Destroy the altar first!”

I drew in a deep breath and raced out from the safety of the icicle. Bright white light filled the cavern, and I zig-zagged to the left and skidded around a three-foot stalagmite. I didn’t need to look behind me to know there was another ice dome where I’d been standing. The stalactites overhead shook as Frosdar let out a furious roar, and long spears of ice plummeted from the ceiling toward me.

I darted around stalagmites and dodged falling stalactites, and my fireman’s boots skidded on the icy ground as I dashed toward the alcove. The rumbling of the approaching dragon grew louder with every furious beat of my heart, and the weight of Sir Galfred’s two-headed axe slowed me down, but I couldn’t ditch it. If my desperate gamble failed, it would be the only thing to keep me alive.

My heart leapt as I caught sight of the block of white within the alcove. It was barely three feet tall and two feet wide, made of solid white marble encased in ice. A gemstone was set into the top of the altar, and a bright white light leaked from the faceted jewel. The very stone itself seemed to glow with an inner light as well.

“Destroy it!” Nyvea shouted in my mind. “Use the axe to shatter the gemstone and it will weaken the dragon.”

The ground shook even harder beneath my feet, and I could feel the dragon pounding closer. The bright light once again filled the cavern, and I ducked to the side to avoid the ice dome. But instead of appearing around me, the dome of ice materialized around the alcove. The dragon was trying to protect the altar.

I raised Sir Galfred’s axe high and wound up for a powerful blow. I twisted as I came within striking distance and swung in a horizontal attack that would have won any World Series. The fiery blade of the axe bit into the wall of ice and shards sprayed everywhere. The impact shattered the dome, and the way to the altar was clear.

“Duck!” Nyvea screamed.

I threw myself forward into a slide on my belly, and Frosdar’s teeth snapped shut two inches from the back of my neck. My scale mail screeched as I shot across the icy ground toward the alcove. Before I could swing my feet under me, my shoulder smashed into the wall of the alcove, and pain raced down my left side again. With a grunt, I leapt to my feet, raised the axe high, and brought it crashing down onto the gemstone.

There was an almost audible snap, and I felt the thread of magic running between altar and dragon suddenly shut off. Frosdar’s shrieks of fury turned to a roar of pain, and the ground shuddered as the dragon stumbled and crashed into its hoard. There was a loud crack as the encasing ice shattered, and gold coins, gemstones, and other treasures sprayed in all directions.

“No!” Frosdar cried. “What have you done?” The dragon’s voice was garbled and oddly twisted, and I heard confusion in its words.

“Now, crush the gemstone in the dragon’s forehead!” Nyvea insisted.

“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” I asked. The dragon lay on its back, and its arms and legs thrashed violently all about. Frosdar’s head crashed against the walls, and chunks of ice ricocheted off the ceilings as the dragon’s tail flailed wildly.

“Figure it out, hero.”

“Thanks!” I shouted.

I was moving before I could consider the insanity of my actions and sprinted up the pile of coins toward Frosdar’s head. I barely avoided the dragon’s lashing feet, and a claw dug into the ground less than two inches from my boots as I threw myself out of the way of its arms.

I felt my boots slipping on the ice encasing the hoard, so I leaped onto the dragon’s belly and raced up its rough-scaled underside. Frosdar’s head beat against the wall, and its thrashing arms and legs made it difficult to keep my balance. The creature’s eyes were closed, but its mouth was open, and a roar of pain and confusion rumbled from its throat. It took all my willpower to keep running toward those razor-sharp teeth when instinct told me to get out before the dragon brought the cavern crashing down on top of us.

“What have you done?” Frosdar rumbled again. “My magic!”

The dragon rolled to one side, and I was hurled ten feet away to crash on top of its hoard. Pain spiked along my ribs, but I forced myself to rise and keep running. White, leathery wings snapped outward, and the dragon’s back arched as it prepared to fly away.

“Don’t let it escape!” Nyvea cried.

I leapt onto one of the flapping wings, seized the massive spine with my free hand, and felt myself lifted into the air like a snapping rubber band. I released it at the highest point and flew through the air, high above the dragon’s head, where the downward motion of the wings brought Frosdar’s bulky body rising up toward me. I landed hard on the dragon’s neck, and only luck and reflexes saved me from falling off. I caught onto one of the spiky horns on its head and clung on for dear life.

“Now!” Nyvea cried.

“Working on it!” I shouted back.

I pulled myself up and over the crest of the dragon’s head, and slid feet first towards its long serpentine snout. I winced as the gemstone in the dragon’s forehead flared bright enough to hurt my eyes again, but the light flickered and faded. There was no flare of magic, no sudden appearance of an ice dome around me, so I raised my axe and prepared to strike. I had just one try to get this right.

With all the strength in my arms, I brought the flaming axe head down onto the gemstone. The dragon roared in agony as red-hot steel sliced through its scales, and pale blue blood dripped from the wound. Its upward motion stopped, and I hung in the air for a moment as the dragon’s bulk plunged toward its hoard. Then I crashed atop the dragon with enough force to drive the air from my lungs, and only my grip on Sir Galfred’s axe kept me from sliding off.

The dragon’s shrieks turned from deep, bass roars to high-pitched screams. I looked down at the axe and realized in horror I hadn’t shattered the gemstone. I’d only cut Frosdar’s head just above the part where the stone was set into its forehead. The gemstone was still intact, but as I ripped the axe free for a second strike, the six-inch stone pulled from its socket and clattered onto the dragon’s hoard.

“Grab that stone!” Nyvea cried.

I dove after the bouncing gemstone, landed hard on my stomach, and slid face-first down the massive pile of coins. My fingers closed around the clear white stone as I skidded onto the icy ground, and I curled around it as I crashed into the wall. My fur cloak and armor bore most of the brunt of the impact.

“Nooooo!” Frosdar roared. Its voice had lost its booming resonance, and I turned my legs down so that I could shoot back up to my feet. The dragon began to writhe back and forth on the ground, and its wild thrashings set the cavern shaking.

“Take the stone to the altar,” Nyvea instructed. “Touch the gemstone to the stone there, and Frosdar’s power will be yours.”

My eyes flew wide. This was the chance to kill the dragon and get my first magical ability, so I sprinted toward the small alcove.

Frosdar’s tail crashed into the ground just ahead of me, and I leapt over it with all the strength in my legs. Stalactites rained down on me as I drew closer to the alcove, so I ducked and dodged the shower of icy shards. One sliced down my face, but I felt nothing besides the stinging pain as the magic I had siphoned from the troll hardened my skin. I stumbled once as I slipped on shards of ice, but caught myself and raced on.

“Do it!” Nyvea shrieked. Her voice had taken on a frenzied tone as if this was the most important thing in the world to her. “Do it now, Ethan!”

I raced the last twenty feet to the alcove and leapt toward the altar, gemstone outstretched. The moment the gemstone touched the altar, I felt a wave of immense power sweep over me, and the skin of my left bicep burned like a thousand icy needles driving into my flesh. A chill washed through my body, and a moment later it was replaced by a burning so hot I screamed out in pain. Frosdar added its cries to mine, and the walls of the cavern echoed with the force of our cries.

I could feel the magic burning its way into me like a dagger of ice puncturing my heart. The power flooded through my veins and drove straight to my brain, and it felt like a block of ice shattered my consciousness into a million pieces. A moment later, an explosion rocked the cavern, and I was thrown backward to crash to the hard floor.

But when I rose to my feet, I knew I would never be the same again.
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Chapter Twelve

Raw power coursed in my veins, and it felt like I was on fire and freezing at the same time. The magic running through me was as intoxicating as the most potent drug on Earth, but with none of the mind-numbing effects. The opposite, actually, as I could feel every little gust of air running through the cave and the cold of the ice beneath my boots. I heard the voices of the Gray Hunters as if they stood next to me even though they were in a cavern three hundred yards away. Every sensation was magnified times a million as I felt the power within me. It was like a thundering waterfall compared to the tiniest trickle I’d siphoned from the fire goblin.

“This is amazing!” I gasped as I lifted my arms and flexed my muscles. My sleeve had been torn by a falling icicle, and my eyes went wide as I saw the tattoo on my left bicep. The color had gone from solid black to an icy white, and the tattoo seemed to move with a life of its own beneath my skin. I didn’t need to touch the tattoo to feel the magic humming through it.

I had a bigger problem to deal with first, so I whirled around and readied my axe for an attack against Frosdar. But as I scanned the surrounding cavern, I was surprised to find myself alone. There was no writhing, flailing dragon on the treasure heap before me. The cavern was empty and silent, save for the sound of the melting ice dripping off the head of my axe.

“And that’s how you kick a dragon’s ass, handsome! I am so proud of you! Amazing!”

I searched for the gemstone and found it lying next to the stone altar. As I picked it up, I noticed the altar had changed. It took me a few seconds to realize what was different. The inner light glowing within the altar had faded, and all that remained was stone as lifeless as the ice beneath my feet.

“What did I do?” I asked Nyvea.

“Each altar is the source of the dragon’s power,” she told me. “By destroying the gemstone, you severed Frosdar’s connection to the magical source. When you touched the gem you carved from Frosdar’s forehead to the altar, you closed the loop and absorbed all the power into yourself. Now, all the magic that was in Frosdar is now in you.”

“Whoa!” I breathed as I flexed my fingers again. “So, this unlocked my first magical power?”

“That’s right, hero,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Doesn’t it feel magnificent?”

“Damn straight it does!” My triumphant laugh echoed off the walls of the huge cavern. “So, what’s the magical power? Can I make those little ice domes?”

“Ice shields,” she told me. “For now, you can only make them around you.”

“How?”

“Same way you used the fire goblin’s magic to warm you up. Just tap into the magic and let it do the work for you.”

It barely took me any effort to access the ocean of power running through me. Though I didn’t quite understand how it seemed the magic knew what to do. When I thought of making an ice shield around the head of the still-flaming fire axe in my hand, a thin layer of ice suddenly winked into existence, and I watched open-mouthed as the flames on the axe slowly turned the ice to melting water.

“Awesome!” I shouted and pumped the axe into the air. “Let’s see Riamod try to fuck with me now!”

Feeling triumphant, I turned toward the exit to rejoin the Gray Hunters. But as I started walking, I caught sight of a lumpy cloth-wrapped object at the base of Frosdar’s hoard. My forehead wrinkled as I squinted at it, but I couldn’t make out what it was, so I stepped closer to get a better look.

I gasped as I saw what looked to be a human. The cloth wrapping was a dress, little more than a thin shift made of gauzy lace fabric. The lumpy object was the soft, curving figure and pale skin of a woman lying unconscious on the ice.

“What the fuck?” The words left my mouth before I realized it. “Where the hell did she come from?” I hadn’t seen any women in the cavern with me before. Especially one like this.

The woman had long straight hair so platinum blonde it was nearly white. She had heavy-lidded, round eyes with sweeping blonde eyelashes that curled around her pale cheeks. Full red lips stood out against her alabaster skin, and her dainty nose and chin were like something I’d seen in a Victoria’s Secret catalogue.

She had the body of a supermodel, with long, lean limbs, toned shoulders, and legs that seemed to go on for miles. The flimsy dress offered little covering, and I felt blood rush to my face as I stared at all the visible creamy skin of her shoulders, stomach, and the curves of her hips and legs.

“Where’d she come from?” I whispered to Nyvea.

“She is Frosdar.”

“What?” That was the last thing I’d expected to hear. “What do you mean?”

“Who else could it be?” Nyvea asked. “I didn’t see any other sexy humans in here when you first walked in, and I tend to notice those things.”

I struggled to tear my eyes away from that very mortal, very well put-together body barely covered by her thin dress.

“So… uhhh... How did she get turned into a dragon?” I asked

“I... don’t know,” Nyvea said after a moment of hesitation.

I felt my eyebrows raise in surprise at discovering there was something the seemingly all-knowing amulet didn’t, in fact, know.

“I guess I’ll have to ask her when she wakes up.”

I finally lifted my gaze to her beautiful face, and for the first time I noticed the drop of blood leaking from a thin red line across her forehead.

“Did I do that?” I asked.

“Wound the dragon, wound the woman.”

“So, if I had killed Frosdar…”

“You would be looking at a corpse rather than the breathing, albeit unconscious, woman before you.”

I crouched beside her. She looked so small compared to the dragon she had been moments before, but her muscles were as well-defined as the rest of her. I guessed she’d be just a few inches shorter than me when she stood up.

“What do I do with her?” I asked Nyvea, still in a whisper. “Is there any chance she will turn back into a dragon?”

“No,” Nyvea replied. “Or at least, I don’t think so. You absorbed the magic that made her Frosdar the Hoary, so unless you give her the power, she is trapped in her human form.”

“Wait, I could turn her back into a dragon?” I asked

“Yes, if you wished. You are very powerful now that you’ve taken her magic.”

“How would I do that?” I sensed her about to protest. “Not that I’m planning to or anything, but if I wanted to, how would I give her the power to turn into a dragon?”

“It’s the gemstone,” Nyvea replied after a long moment, and I heard a sullen tone in her voice. “You must use it as the focal point to fuel the magic into her flesh.”

I stared down at the pale white stone in my hand. It wasn’t perfectly clear like a diamond and had a hint of cloudiness. Though the white light had faded, there was still a low vibration in my hands as if power remained in the stone.

“If she can get the gemstone, she might try to force you to return the power,” Nyvea told me.

“How would she even get to it? Is she still as strong as a dragon?” I asked as I put the stone away in my pack.

“You’d be better off killing her right here and now,” Nyvea told me. “She might be able to use a little of her magic. I’m not sure. Even without powers, a woman as beautiful as her is dangerous, and she will want to pay you back for changing her into a human.”

“I’m not going to kill an unconscious woman.” I stood up and backed away. “Even if she was just a dragon.”

“There’s no good enemy like a dead enemy,” Nyvea insisted. “You’ve defeated the dragon. Killing her is the final step in ensuring that the power is yours forever. Besides, she is your enemy, and she would have killed you without hesitation.”

“Maybe, but it seems a bit harsh, the whole ‘eye for an eye’ thing. Especially now that she’s not Frosdar.” I stared down at the unconscious woman. It seemed such a waste killing someone so utterly gorgeous even if she had been a dragon just a little while ago. Finding out she was now a human just added to my hesitation. I could kill dragons, but a woman? “Maybe I could find something else to do with her. Like lock her in prison or something?”

“Why not turn her into your sex slave?” Nyvea’s voice held a note of mockery, but a moment later changed to her sultry tone. “Wait. Actually, I quite like that idea. We could have all kinds of fun with her, you and I.”

She filled my head with those same images of the pale woman and me doing interesting things in bed. Some of the images featured Princess Selene, the blonde chambermaid, or all three at once.

“Yes. I’m warming up to this idea quite nicely,” Nyvea purred. “As I can see you are, too.”

“Enough, Nyvea!” I hissed and ground my teeth in an attempt to stop blood from rushing to my face and other rebellious parts of my anatomy. “I’m not going to turn her into a sex slave. That’s not how things are done on my Earth.”

“You’re no fun,” she said in a pouty voice. “I guess it’s back to killing her, then.”

“I’m not going to—”

“Listen, handsome.” The flirty tone had gone from Nyvea’s voice and was replaced by a hardness I’d never heard before. “You have taken all her power and then turned her into a human. What else can you do with her? She’ll just kill you when she gets the chance. You should finish the job.”

I raised the axe hesitantly over my head and let out a sigh. The idea of killing an unarmed and unconscious woman went against my every instinct. I’d trained for years to save lives, first as a medical student and then as a firefighter. But I had promised Barodan I’d kill the dragons. Just because the dragon turned into a woman, that shouldn’t change anything, should it?

“I can’t do it,” I growled and lowered the axe. “I can’t kill her, not like this.”

Just then, the woman gave a little moan, stirred, and opened her eyes. They were still the same icy blue, but normal human eyes instead of the reptilian orbs of Frosdar. She let out another moan and struggled upright. Horror twisted her face as she glanced down at her body, and she screamed as she ran her hands over her human chest, stomach, hips, and legs. Her icy blue eyes flashed up to meet mine, and a burning intensity blazed there.

“You!” she shouted. “What have you done to me? How did you--”

“Easy,” I said and held up my free hand in a calming gesture, “don’t do anyth—”

She launched herself at me, and her fingers bent into claws as she raked at my face. I dropped the axe and caught her hands as I backed away from her. She kicked, spat, and snarled at me, and her eyes were as cold and sharp as the stalactites overhead.

“You bastard!” she shrieked.

“Rethinking that decision not to kill her?” Nyvea sighed.

“Stop!” I shouted, but my words only made her madder, and she doubled her efforts to bring me down. Her knees flashed toward my groin, and I had to twist out of the way of her attack. I thrust my leg behind hers, twisted my hips, and brought her to the icy ground as gently as I dared. She struggled and tried to break free of my grip on her wrists, but I was much stronger than her now, and her body could only buck a bit beneath mine as she fought to throw me off her.

I acted without thinking and tapped into my newfound ice magic. I willed the shield to pop into existence, but not around my hand. Somehow, instinctively, I made it form around her right wrist.

But when I went to summon another shield for her other hand, I found the magic seemed to slip away from my grasp. I tried again, and still, the magic refused to respond to my call. Frustrated, I drew a dagger with my free hand.

It proved unnecessary. The woman had gone deathly still and silent. Her icy blue eyes were locked on me, and a calculating expression crossed her face.

“Are you done?” I asked as I waved the dagger in front of her face. “Or are you going to keep trying to kill me?”

She gave no response, just narrowed her eyes and fixed me with a hard glare.

“Good,” I said as I drew in a deep breath. For a moment, we lay there, neither of us moving. The woman was pinned beneath me, her right hand encased in a thin layer of ice. I held a dagger near her throat, but I had no desire to use it.

“Do it,” Nyvea purred. “One quick slash and your troubles are over.”

“Wait!” the woman said before I could respond to Nyvea. “Let me live, and I’ll serve you.”

“Serve…me?” Her words caught me totally by surprise since she had just attacked me. “How?”

“I say sex slave,” Nyvea whispered in a silky tone. “She obviously wants to be yours. How could she not? You are so amazing.”

“You have my magic, and my power,” the woman said. “I don’t know how you gained it, but I can see you don’t fully understand it. The energy pulses from inside of you like an angry sun.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know exactly how I gained your power.” I was surprised to find she had a pleasant voice when she wasn’t shouting at me. It had the precise and clear pronunciation I’d heard in the king’s palace in Whitespire.

“I can teach you,” she went on, and she fixed me with an unwavering stare. “I can teach you not only how to control the power, but how to use it properly.”

“You have me for that,” Nyvea insisted in my mind. “You can use her for…other things. I’ll watch. It will be fun.”

I was about to point out that Nyvea had just told me she thought I should kill the white-haired woman, but she continued.

“For example,” the dragon-woman said, “you don’t know that your body needs time to recover from using magic. Magic is not something you control, but it is a raging torrent, a force that only the gods themselves can contain. All you can do is access it, but your body rebels against any attempts to overuse it. Thus, once you tap into your power, you must give your flesh time to rest, lest you risk burning yourself out.”

It struck me as incredibly odd, receiving a lesson in magic from the woman, recently a dragon, who lay pinned beneath me. Yet the information she was giving me was interesting, so I didn’t interrupt her.

“You have taken my power for your own,” she said, and I saw a flash of anger in those icy blue eyes. “It gives you the ability to summon a shield of ice. But once you use it, you must rest six heartbeats before you can access it again.”

“Six heartbeats?” I asked and my brow furrowed. “Not six seconds?”

“Time is relative,” she said with a shake of her head, “but it is an outside force. The speed of your heart is the only constant our bodies know.”

“So, if my heart’s beating crazy fast I could have access to the power faster?”

“Correct,” the woman said. “I can see that my time will not be wasted teaching you. Perhaps, you will not need as much time to master the ability as I believed.”

There was a hint of disappointment in her words. Less time to learn the magical power meant less time for her to figure out how to escape.

“What do you think, Nyvea? I asked in my mind. Is she being sincere?”

“Not a chance,” Nyvea responded. “She’s just looking for a way out.”

“Let me live,” the woman went on, and her voice took on a hint of pleading, “and I’ll teach you everything I know about this magic.”

“Hey, you have me for that!” Nyvea whined.

“Two teachers can teach me twice as fast, right?” I thought to her.

“But she’ll betray you,” Nyvea protested. “The first chance she gets, she’ll stab you in the back or just run off.”

I knew from the dragon woman’s calculating expression that Nyvea was absolutely right. This woman planned to bide her time until she could find a way to get away. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t prove useful, and I had more than enough leverage to keep her from betraying me.

“How do I know you won’t betray me, Frosdar?”

Her expression hardened, and she met my gaze in silence for long seconds. “My name is Arieste. The human’s called me Frosdar. I will not betray you.”

“Alright, Arieste, I’m going to get up off you now, but only if you swear that you’re done attacking me.”

“I already agreed.” She gave a sullen nod.

Nyvea made a little disappointed sound as I got up, but I had to admit I had definitely enjoyed pressing my body against the white-haired woman. I shrugged away the thought as I stood and helped her get up.

“I will let you live,” I told Arieste, “but only after you swear that you won’t try to attack me.”

Her icy blue eyes met mine, and I saw the calculating look again.

“And, if you try to run away, you’ll be in the middle of an icy wasteland, on foot, with no supplies, and wearing that.” I gestured at her thin dress.

She looked down, and for the first time seemed to notice just how much skin was visible through and around the gauzy fabric. Her cheeks flushed bright red, but she held her head high.

“Such dignity and strength even in the face of certain death,” Nyvea purred. “I think I might come to like her.”

“You just said you wanted me to kill her,” I replied to the woman in my amulet.

“I’m easily swayed, handsome. She is very pretty, and I want to see you fuck her, but I’m also worried she’ll betray you. Such a dangerous combination is alluring. Don’t you agree?”

“I’ll spare your life, and I’ll offer you a horse and safe passage under my protection back to the human kingdom of Whitespire,” I said to the woman who had once been the ice dragon.

Arieste’s eyes narrowed, and she opened her mouth to reply, but then she looked down at her human body and nodded.

“But if you harm me in any way, I will not hesitate to kill you. Try to run away, and I’ll tell the king who you really are. You will be hunted down.”

I saw her mind working as she glanced at her body again. Without her ice powers and trapped in this flesh, she wouldn’t last two days in any of the dragon-held lands. Whitespire was the only place where she could find safety and shelter as a human. The last thing she’d want was to have the entire kingdom hunting her. According to Nyvea, humans hated Frosdar and the other three dragons on Iriador only slightly less than they hated Riamod.

Now, all I had to do was sweeten the pot for her, and she’d be willing to make a deal.

“And,” I told her, “if you serve me well, I will give you back the power to return to your dragon form.”

“What?” her eyes flew wide.

“What?” Nyvea asked at the same time.

“You said I have your power,” I continued as I folded my arms and gave her my most charming smile, “but I can share some of it with you. You can teach me how, along with everything else I need to learn about magic.”

Her eyes narrowed again, and I saw her mind working on my offer. It took her less than three seconds to nod her head. “You have my oath that I will serve you well.”

“Excellent.” I beamed.

“Why are you going to trust her? She will betray you, Ethan. She’s just a pretty face and a sweet voice.”

“I can think of another sweet voice that I trust to give me advice, even though she keeps trying to get me to release her from a gemstone necklace,” I said to her in my mind.

“Hmmm. Fair point, but do you have any idea what you’re getting yourself into, Ethan?” Nyvea demanded. “You’re literally striking a deal with an ice dragon. She doesn’t love you like I do.”

“If it helps me finish Barodan’s quest,” I told her silently. “Won’t that be worth it? If I could just ride a dragon into Riamod’s lands, that would make it much easier to deal with him. It’ll save Whitespire at the same time. Two birds with one stone.”

Nyvea’s voice went quiet, and I could sense her mulling over the idea. “I underestimated you, handsome,” she said after a long moment. “You’re as smart as you are good-looking.”

I tried not to grin, but a broad smile broke out on my face.

“Then, Arieste, we have a deal.” I held out a hand to shake. “I’m Ethan, by the way.”

She scowled and motioned to her right wrist that was still encased in ice.

“Oh, right.” I bent over beside her arm and studied the shield. I didn’t want to try to chip it with my axe for fear of hitting her hand, so I fixed her with a lopsided grin. “I guess it’s time for another lesson. You’re going to have to teach me how I can get rid of these shields.”

It took me a few tries to understand how to reverse the effects of the magic. Calling the power into existence was easy enough because it was a force that wanted to be used. But sending away the magic I’d called into existence turned out to be a lot harder. Arieste turned out to be a pretty good teacher, though I could see the cold fury in her eyes. I knew she hated the fact that I had control of her magic, and there was no doubt in my mind she was probably already scheming how to get it back.

Finally, I managed to banish the ice shields, and I felt a thrill of triumph as I mastered it. It didn’t matter that it was probably the simplest skill, it was more than I’d had before, and it felt fucking awesome to “level up.”

“You are a quick study,” Arieste said as she rubbed her freed wrists.

“Really?” I asked. “That felt like it took me a long time.”

“Most humans cannot even begin to understand how to harness magical powers. Those who do spend half of their short lives grasping what I just taught you in a few minutes. No, you have power, Ethan.” Her eyes narrowed as she studied me, but then her shoulders shivered, and I realized that she must be freezing cold. Frosdar’s magic in my veins blocked out the chill of the ice cave, but her flimsy dress didn’t offer much warmth.

“Here, take this,” I said and offered her my fur cloak.

She eyed me with a hard glare, but finally accepted and wrapped the cloak around her shoulders with visible relief.

“Let’s get back to the others,” I told her.

“Others?” she asked, and I saw her body stiffen. “My minions didn’t kill them?”

“Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “But don’t worry about them. I’ve got an idea that will explain your presence here easily.”

She looked skeptical, and there was hesitance in her steps as she followed me from Frosdar’s lair and through the tunnel.

It was a bit hard for Arieste to walk, and I ended up holding onto her arm after she stumbled for the third time. She actually tried to pull away from me, but I held fast and kept her from tipping over.

“You don’t seem to know how to use your legs yet,” I said as I nodded down to her long stems.

“I have you to thank for that,” she growled.

“Hey,” I replied with a shrug. “I can just leave you here. Or I can tell my friends who you are.”

“No,” she replied quickly as she leaned into me. “I will come with you and serve you. I already swore I would. It will just take me some time to get used to this human body.”

“Yeah,” I said as I helped her walk down a set of narrow rock steps. “How old are you?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized I’d just asked a beautiful woman her age, but Arieste didn’t seem offended.

“We do not count time the same as you humans, but perhaps five-hundred years. I am still young.”

“Ahh,” I said. “You look about my age in human years.”

“I still do not understand,” she replied as she fixed her eyes on me. “How did you change me? I have never heard of such a thing. Human magic is nothing compared to the powers that my kind wield.”

“She’s going to keep asking you until she figures it out and then can reverse it. Don’t tell her.”

“I don’t know,” I replied to Arieste. “I just took your gemstone to the altar and then you changed.”

“Hmmm,” she said again as she almost stumbled. “None of this should be happening, but I feel your power. I am drawn to you.”

“Drawn to me?” I asked.

“Yes,” Arieste replied. “I can feel your presence, and your touch on my arm brings me pleasure. It is an interesting sensation.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I looked down at where my hand touched her slender arm.

“I do not know how to explain it.” The blonde woman shrugged. “Imagine a belly full of the corpses of your enemies. That is what it feels like when you touch me.”

“Uhhh, yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m afraid my imagination isn’t that good.”

“Ahh yes,” she sighed. “Humans don’t eat their enemies. How unfortunate.”

“Okay,” I said as we approached the part of the cave that was almost back to the entrance. “My friends are just up ahead. No more dragon talk around them. Got it?”

“I understand,” she said, and I stared into her eyes for a few seconds before I nodded at her.

Silence descended between us as we continued up the tunnel toward the cavern where Sir Galfred and the Gray Hunters were.

“Ethan!” Adath’s eyebrows rose in shock as I strode into view. He crouched over one of his men who was bleeding from a gaping wound in his side. “What the hell happened in there?”

“Oh, you know, I kind of defeated a dragon,” I said with a grin.

“Well, I’ll be damned!” The bearded man shook his head, and he stared at the fire axe in my hand. “If you ain’t the luckiest son of a bitch on Iriador.”

“I had a bit of help,” I said with a shrug.

Adath’s expression grew curious as he caught a glimpse of Arieste behind me. “And who’s this now?” he asked.

“Arieste,” I told him. “She was Frosdar’s prisoner. We’re going to bring her back to Whitespire with us.”

“We can thank the Goddesses you survived, lass,” Adath told Arieste.

She nodded but said nothing as she pulled my fur cloak tighter around her shoulders.

I turned and knelt beside Sir Galfred, who lay bundled in furs off to one side of the cavern. His face was pale and pinched by pain, but his breathing was steady. A quick glance at his side told me he’d stopped bleeding.

“Here you are, Sir Galfred,” I said as I pressed the fire axe into his hands. “Your weapon, mighty knight of Whitespire.”

“Ethan,” he said in a weak voice, “did we succeed? Is Frosdar slain?”

“The dragon is gone,” I told him and smiled. “One down, one to go.”

“Praise the Goddesses,” he breathed and closed his eyes as he lay back. “Did you recover any magical weapons?”

“I didn’t have a chance to grab them, but I can go back,” I said as I looked around the small cavern at the scene of battle. The three Snow Killers lay silent and still, surrounded by the corpses of six Gray Hunters. Adath was the only one on his feet, but he moved with a limp as he tended to the six wounded men still living.

The other Gray Hunters had sustained wounds, and two of the men were in serious condition. One had a head laceration and no doubt a concussion. The other had a puncture wound in his side. Thankfully, the talon had missed the lung, but I checked to be certain the gash hadn’t cut any of his major organs. The other four had broken bones, slashes, and bite marks, but their armor protected them from any major injuries.

I knew we had to get the wounded out of here, back to the horses, and down the mountain quickly. They’d need medical attention, but I didn’t have the supplies or the time. We needed to get back to Whitespire, but we’d cover ground much slower than we had on the journey here. And as we crossed Riamod’s land, there was the risk that the dragon would sense the magic coursing through me and attack us.

But that was a problem for later. Right now, we needed to get what we came for.

I strode back into Frosdar’s lair and examined the treasure piled against one wall of the cave. The dragon’s hoard was easily thirty feet wide and ten feet high with more precious stones and gold coins than I would imagine.

“Take some,” Nyvea purred in my mind. “A reward for dealing with Frosdar.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” I stuffed a few handfuls into my pack, but my focus was on finding the really important treasure: magical weapons.

My heart leapt as I uncovered the pommel of a sword. I quickly dug it free and pulled it from its sheath. Sadly, there was no gemstone embedded in the hilt, so I tossed it aside and kept searching.

“What are you looking for?”

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Arieste standing at the mouth of the tunnel. Her expression revealed nothing, but her light blue eyes glittered like the icy walls of the cavern.

“Magical weapons,” I told her. I had no reason to hide the truth from her because she had sworn to serve me. “Where can I find them?”

Her face hardened, and for a moment I thought she would refuse.

“Just order her to do it,” Nyvea insisted. “You’re her master, after all.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to work,” I told Nyvea silently.

I could understand the battle within her. As Frosdar, she’d spent centuries building her hoard, and I had no doubt her dragon instincts were screaming as she watched me steal from it.

“We’re going to need them to kill Riamod. With your help, we have a real chance of getting rid of him once and for all.”

That worked. Hatred flashed in her icy blue eyes as I mentioned the red dragon. It seemed that Frosdar and Riamod had been bitter enemies. Even before she spoke, I knew she’d gladly help me get what I need to destroy her rival.

On her directions, I dug through the pile and managed to find three spears, two swords, and one shield. I could feel magic emanating from the white gemstones set into the swords and spears as well as the large ruby embedded in the rear of the shield.

I let out a triumphant laugh as I triggered the red gemstone and fire blazed to life along the wooden rim of the shield. “The magic of the shield is enough to stop a dragon’s fire blast,” Arieste explain. “But only one or two before the magic wears off, and the shield is nothing more than wood.”

When I pressed the gemstone in the spears and swords, a coat of frost appeared along the edge of the blades. The ice was thin enough that it didn’t throw off the weapons’ balance, but there was no mistaking the magical pulses.

“A strong arm like yours should be able to cut through Riamod’s scales with one of those,” Arieste told me.

She actually helped me gather the weapons into a bundle and carry them back into the chamber where the Gray Hunters were preparing to leave. Adath and the others exchanged triumphant grins at the sight of our haul before they slapped my back and congratulated me. When I told them how Arieste had helped, they made sure she received her share of gratitude. The woman actually smiled a little at the Gray Hunters’ praise, but I guessed that she was just putting on an act so that they would not suspect who she really was.

I helped a wounded Gray Hunter limp out of the cavern and back toward the horses. Even though we had lost a few men, our mission had succeeded. We’d taken down Frosdar and lived to tell the tale. Better still, we had the means to destroy Riamod once and for all.

Best of all, it seemed like the beautiful dragon-woman was now committed to helping me.
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Chapter Thirteen

The journey back to Whitespire took a toll on us. One of the wounded Gray Hunters died within hours of leaving the mountain, and the other was still weak and barely able to sit in his saddle. The rest of the Gray Hunters weren’t much better off. Hard riding, hours of standing watch at night, and the tension of crossing Riamod’s empty charred plains and the ice land left them weary. Sir Galfred rode hunched over his wounded side, his face pale and tight with pain. Even Adath, ever-cheery, showed signs of fatigue in the slouch of his shoulders and the droop of his eyelids.

If not for the ice magic coursing within me, I would have probably collapsed. The power fueled my muscles with energy and kept my mind sharp, but even magic couldn’t replace sleep, as Arieste had made abundantly clear more than once during her lessons when she pointed out how weak humans were.

As we rode, I found myself more and more intrigued by the woman who had once been the white dragon. She hadn’t done anything to hint at a desire to flee, attack, or betray me, but she’d maintained a demeanor just on the warm side of icy. She was polite and friendly to me, Sir Galfred, and the Gray Hunters, but I knew it only went skin deep. Unless I made an effort to talk to her, she remained as cold and aloof as the dragon she had once been.

Yet there were times when the new human side of her poked through the hard facade, particularly when she thought no one was watching. I caught a glimpse past her cold mask the first night out of the ice lands. I saw her sitting wrapped in furs with her arms around her legs and a haunted look in her pale blue eyes. She rocked back and forth as she stared back at the sharp white-tipped mountain peak that had been her home for half a millennium. I thought there was a tear on her cheek, so I left her in peace and went back to the fireplace. When she joined us half an hour later, her face was as cold as the surrounding land.

As we traveled, I managed to see a little more humanity from the woman who had once been a dragon. We spent a great deal of time together as she trained me to use the ice powers, and I started to get the hang of the magic. She taught me how to form a shield large enough to protect two or three people, and I managed it after a few unsuccessful tries that left her grinning at my failure. We had to call it quits after a few hours each day because the efforts and lack of sleep had left us both drained.

When Arieste finally relaxed around me, Sir Galfred and the Gray Hunters enough to speak, I found she was funny, clever, and quick with a devastating remark that could put even the sharp-tongued Gray Hunter Renthar to shame. The few moments I made her laugh, there was a genuine sparkle of delight in her eyes. I couldn’t help but feel intrigued by her, and something about the way she stayed by my side told me she felt the same.

Finally, we reached the outskirts of the kingdom, and everyone but Arieste seemed to relax in their saddles.

Farmers and laborers glanced up as we rode past, and many stopped their work to stare and whisper to each other. A few called out to us and asked about the success of our mission, and Sir Galfred’s words of triumph brought smiles to the faces of everyone we passed. I caught a glimpse of one young man saddling a horse and galloping in the direction of Whitespire ahead of us.

We wanted to return as quickly as possible, but we couldn’t push the pace too hard because of our wounded. When we reached the city an hour later and found the streets lined with cheering people, my fatigue melted away. We had done the impossible and eliminated a dragon, and the men and women of Whitespire were celebrating the accomplishment with us. I felt a smile on my face, and I raised my hand to wave to the crowd.

“Hail Sir Galfred the Bold!” one man cried, and a hundred throats echoed the chant. “Hail, Sir Galfred!”

“They’re cheering the wrong hero,” Nyvea told me, and I heard anger in her voice.

“Come on, Nyvea,” I replied in my mind. “It doesn’t matter whose name they shout. I didn’t set out to do this to make the people love me, you know. I promised Barodan I’d do it, so I did.”

“And that, handsome, is exactly why I say you’re the real hero,” Nyvea purred. “Humility is a truly heroic virtue, I hear.”

“Thanks, Nyvea,” I said. Her words made me feel better. In all honesty, I did kind of wish they would cheer for me. When I’d chosen to be a firefighter, I’d gone into the job knowing I’d never receive public acclaim for my actions. Still, every firefighter liked to receive commendations or medals of merit in recognition. It would have been nice to hear the people chanting my name.

“Hail, Galfred Dragonslayer!” the people cheered.

I shot a glance at Arieste, who rode beside me. Her pale face was expressionless as ever, but I saw tension in the fine lines of her jaw and the slight narrowing of her eyes.

I wanted to reach out to her and offer some gesture or word of comfort, since I had come to think of her as a friend. But anything I said would be lost in the crowd’s roar, and in her current tense state, the last thing she’d want was to be touched.

Yet here I caught a glimpse of her humanity again. Even though she was no longer the dragon, she’d been Frosdar the Hoary for five hundred years. They were cheering at her death, and I could understand the conflicting feelings within her.

The roaring crowds followed us as we rode up the winding roads that led up the hill toward King Obragar’s grand palace. The king himself stood waiting to greet us on the massive marble staircase before the palace. He was smiling broadly, as was Princess Selene standing beside him. As we rode up, he held out his hand to his daughter, and together they descended toward us.

Sir Galfred, at the head of our procession, reined in his horse and dismounted slowly. He winced as his heavy armor placed weight on his wound, but straightened and turned to face the king with his back straight. The crowd’s roars doubled when he knelt and bowed his head to King Obragar.

The king held up his hands for silence. It took nearly a minute for the cheers and cries to die down.

“What news, sir knight?” King Obragar said in a strong, clear voice that rang out across the crowds as he laid a hand on the knight’s right shoulder. “Is it true? Have you truly succeeded where so many others have failed?”

“Your Majesty,” Sir Galfred said as he climbed to his feet, “the Goddesses saw fit to smile on our mission. Frosdar the Hoary is no more.”

The crowd broke out into an ear-splitting cheer, and the king let it continue for long seconds as he pulled Sir Galfred into a fierce hug. When he released the knight, Princess Selene extended her hand for Sir Galfred to kiss.

“That should be you getting to kiss the princess,” Nyvea told me. “And not just on the hand.”

I shook off her words as I dismounted, then turned to help Arieste climb out of her saddle as well. She accepted my hand with only a hint of icy disdain. I couldn’t help admiring the elegance of her movements and the way she carried herself with her head high. Even in the rough tunic and breeches we’d scrounged up for her, she still looked as elegant as Princess Selene.

“Behold, my king,” Sir Galfred said, and he turned to me with a nod. “The spoils of battle.”

I untied the heavy bundle from behind my saddle and carried it to where the knight stood before King Obragar. Metal clanked within as I set it down and took a step back.

King Obragar’s eyebrows shot up as one of his servants opened it to reveal an assortment of nearly a dozen swords, spears, axes, and a quiver of arrows.

“Can it be?” he breathed.

Sir Galfred knelt with a wince and lifted one of the swords from the pile. He gave the king a triumphant smile and pressed the pale white gemstone set into its hilt. The crowd fell back as blue light suddenly appeared along the edge of the blade. A moment later, the light turned to a thin casing of ice. The sword sparkled and seemed to reflect the sunlight, like a thousand diamonds shining brightly.

“The means of Riamod’s destruction is in our hands, Your Majesty.” Sir Galfred held the sword out to King Obragar, and the king stared at the blade with awe. “These weapons of ice will give us the edge in our battle against the fire dragon.”

“And so many,” the king said in a voice of quiet reverence. “This is truly the gift of the Goddesses, sir knight.”

“The Three smiled on us.” Sir Galfred gestured to Adath and the surviving Gray Hunters. “Despite our losses, none of our warriors faltered or hesitated. All who fell were honorable in battle, and it is because of their sacrifice that we were able to succeed.”

The king clapped the knight on the shoulder and stepped forward.

“People of Whitespire,” he shouted in a loud voice, “behold your hero. Sir Galfred has done what no man has done for three hundred years. He has defeated Frosdar and brought us the means to defeat Riamod. We will be free—”

“Your Majesty,” the knight said and shook his head, “I cannot take credit for another man’s accomplishments. Mine was not the hand to bring down the mighty Frosdar.”

The crowd let out a collective gasp. The king turned to the knight, and confusion wrinkled his forehead.

“Ethan DePaolo of Grayslake was the one to slay the dragon,” Sir Galfred said and pointed to me. “When I could not fight, he took up my burden and faced Frosdar the Hoary. Alone, with nothing but my axe and the steel of his resolve, he is the one responsible for our success. I owe him my gratitude, and all of Whitespire with me.” With a solemn nod, he knelt and bowed his head.

My jaw dropped. This was the last thing I’d been expecting.

Silence hung over the crowd like a thick blanket for what seemed an eternity. Then, like a roar of thunder, the people of Whitespire broke into a deafening cheer.

“Ethan! Ethan! Ethan!” I felt a lump rise to my throat as they shouted my name.

“You deserve it, hero,” Nyvea whispered in my mind. The woman from my amulet hadn’t spoken much during our travels. At first, I thought she was jealous of Arieste, but Nyvea surprised me by mentioning how beautiful she thought the blonde woman was. Her seductive voice interrupted my magic training lessons a few times, and Nyvea made it apparent that she couldn’t wait to watch me fuck Arieste. Her urging words had made me blush, but Arieste didn’t seem to notice.

Adath bumped me on the shoulder, and I turned to see him grinning broadly at me. He gave me a little nod and mouthed the words, “Lucky bastard.”

I couldn’t help returning his grin, and laughter bubbled up from my chest. I reached out to help Sir Galfred stand, then he pulled me into a man-hug, and I winced as his gauntleted fist pounded my back.

The king took a moment to recover from his surprise, but eventually he got the people to quiet down.

“Tonight, we celebrate,” King Obragar said. “Let our halls echo with the songs of triumph, and our hearts swell once more with hope.” He rested his right hand on Sir Galfred’s shoulder and his left hand on mine. “These two heroes have delivered a chance, not only for survival, but for a future where mankind no longer lives in fear of the dragons’ might.”

The king gripped my shoulder with surprising strength, and his eyes went back and forth between the knight and me. There was a brightness I hadn’t seen there before, and I found myself smiling at him. The king I’d first met was a man burdened by fear for his subjects and his family, a man who knew that his people faced destruction. Now, the king who stood before me seemed larger, as if hope had strengthened him.

“We hold a feast in your honor,” the king said, and a smile broadened his narrow face. “In honor of what you both have achieved, and in honor of what you will yet achieve.” He raised a clenched right fist high into the air. “Riamod’s end and the freedom of mankind draw near!”

The crowd broke into a loud cheer that lasted long after the king, Sir Galfred, Princess Selene, Arieste, and I strode into the palace.

Lilia, the pretty blonde chambermaid I’d met on my first visit to the palace, whisked Arieste away to prepare for the celebration. I was led to my new suite, and I found a steaming bath waiting for me. I nearly fell asleep as I lounged in the hot water, and only the appearance of the pinched-faced manservant made me realize that it was time to get ready for the party.

The sound of merriment and laughter filled the massive dining hall as I entered the room. The royal musicians played a jaunty tune, and couples swirled around the floor in a dance that was an odd mixture of tap, line, and swing dancing. The chandelier seemed to sparkle brighter than before, and the decorations appeared more colorful. People looked more relaxed as they moved around, ate, drank, and celebrated.

Half an hour passed, and I found myself glancing nervously around the ballroom. Arieste still hadn’t made an appearance, and I worried she might have escaped. A few moments of consideration made me realize that it probably didn’t matter if Arieste ran away from me. Sure, I had more to learn from her, and I wanted her around me when I faced the next dragon, but I had come to enjoy her company, and she sure as hell was nice to look at.

“You’ll always have me, handsome,” Nyvea whispered in my mind. “I may not have a physical form, but I do adore you. Maybe someday you’ll release me. Then I can do all sorts of fun things with you. Won’t that be nice?”

“Yeah,” I whispered under my breath. “But I’m not supposed to let you out of your amulet, but I intend to discuss the matter more with Barodan after I deal with the next dragon.”

“It won’t matter,” Nyvea sighed.

“What do you mean?” I asked in my head.

“It’s a long and complicated tale, but let’s just say that I probably deserve to be in here. But that’s okay. I still think you are wonderful. I will do my best to care for you, and maybe someday you will set me free.”

“Wait, you think you deserve to be in there? Did you do something horrible?” I asked.

“I just made the wrong enemies,” she sighed.

“Like Barodan?” I asked. “Please tell me more. You are my friend, and if he has you stuck in the amulet as some sort of prison, I want--”

“No, no, no,” she said. “Ethan, let us talk about something else. I’m here to help you take care of the dragons. Pay no attention to me. Instead, let us talk about Arieste. I know you are worried, but she won’t run.”

“Why not?” I asked as I pushed my questions about Nyvea’s past into the back of my mind. “She’s among humans, and this seems like the best time to run. Everyone’s too busy to notice her gone, and they’ll be too drunk to chase her until tomorrow.”

“You gave her reason enough to stay close to you,” she purred. “Besides, how could any girl want to leave you? You have all those strong muscles, and you’re definitely the most handsome man in the room.”

“Somehow, I doubt she’s got anything like that on her mind.” I replied.

“Oh, I wouldn’t be too certain of that.” Nyvea radiated a sense of coy amusement. “I saw the way she looked at you when we traveled back to the castle. Kind of like how you looked at her when you found her half-naked in her cave. She’s undressing you with her eyes, hero. You are handsome, and she knows you have great power. She may have once been a dragon, but now she is a human woman, and women cannot resist you.”

A hand on my shoulder saved me from having to reply. I turned to see who it was, and my gut clenched at the sight of Grendis’ rangy form and angular features. There were shadows in his dark eyes and a tightness in his face that made his hawkish nose seem somehow even more predatory.

I tensed in expectation of a snarled insult, but none came. Instead, Grendis motioned to his leg, which was bound in thick bandages.

“Doctors say I’ll walk again,” he said. “The leg should be good as new in a few weeks.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I replied, and relief rolled through me as I stood to face him.

“And it’s because of you,” he continued. When his eyes met mine, I was surprised to find there was no anger there. Instead, there was gratefulness. He shifted the crutch to his left armpit and thrust out his right hand. “I owe you one.”

It took all of my self-control not to gape. This, from the man who had been one wrong word from killing me less than a week ago?

“You don’t owe me anything,” I said as I swallowed my shock. I gripped his hand and gave it a firm shake. “I figured it was the least I could do, after what happened with Smallen.”

“That means I owe you two,” Grendis replied with a wry grin. “Always hated that prick. I just wish I’d been the one to do him in. And, thanks to you, the Gray Hunters finally have a place to call home.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“King Obragar just offered us a permanent contract to help him hunt down dragons,” Grendis said with a nod. “Looks like we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other.”

“I’d like that,” I said. “I know we started off on the wrong foot, but the men obviously respect you, so I’m looking forward to learning from you.”

“I don’t think there is anything I can teach the dragon slayer, but I’d be honored to serve you,” Grendis replied with a nod. “I’ll let you get back to your meal. We’ll talk more when we are back on the road.” With a nod, Grendis hobbled back to his seat at the lower table beside the royal table.

“Well I’ll be damned!” I shook my head.

“Things are looking up, aren’t they, hero?” Nyvea purred. “Honored by the king, making peace with your enemies, and now…” Her voice trailed off for a moment, and when she spoke again, it was in that silky, seductive tone. “The spoils of your victory.”

I felt the amulet tugging me toward the entrance to the grand ballroom, and I lifted my eyes in that direction. My breath caught in my throat as I saw Arieste enter the massive chamber.

Arieste wore her platinum blonde hair pulled up into an elegant series of braids, and her lips had just a hint of color to bring out their fullness. She was clad in a pure white gown that sparkled with what looked like a thousand diamonds. Her shoulders were bare, and I couldn’t help following the dress’ plunging neckline down between her rounded breasts and over her well-muscled stomach to where it ended a bit below her belly button. The slitted sides of the dress revealed her long, shapely legs as she walked. With six-inch stiletto heels, she was taller than most of the men and women she passed.

“Oh, dear,” Nyvea moaned in my mind. “She’s going to be trouble. Notice how her hips sway when she walks? Yummmm. She certainly learned how to strut in those shoes quickly.”

I found my mouth was suddenly too dry to respond, and I swallowed hard. My eyes never left Arieste as I pushed back my chair and strode across the hall. Was it just my imagination, or did her face brighten a little as she caught a glimpse of me?

“You look absolutely stunning,” I told her as I held out an arm to escort her.

“I feel ridiculous,” she whispered. “There is far less of this dress than there should be, and do not get me started on these shoes!”

I had to laugh. She seemed so comfortable in the ensemble, and that only enhanced her air of elegance.

Silence descended upon the great hall as I escorted her toward our seats at the king’s table of honor, and men turned hungry eyes toward Arieste while their women glared. Princess Selene shot an icy glance at my companion as we approached the table, but then she smiled at me when she caught me looking at her.

The princess wore a flowing yellow ball gown embroidered with golden and silver filigree that sparkled in the candlelight, and bright beryls sparkled in her tiara. Yet, I had to admit, she couldn’t quite match Arieste’s beauty.

“Your Majesty, Princess,” I said, and gave the courtly bow I’d practiced for ten minutes in front of my bedroom mirror, “allow me to present Arieste.”

“Your Majesty, your Highness,” Arieste said, and she curtsied. The movement caught me by surprise, and I wondered if Lilia had given her a quick etiquette lesson.

“Sir Galfred tells me you were the prisoner of Frosdar the Hoary,” the king said as he studied her with a curious expression. “Were you captive for long?”

Arieste’s expression froze. We’d discussed how she could explain where she’d come from without revealing that she’d once been the dragon, but this was the first time anyone actually asked about it. The Gray Hunters had been too concentrated on staying alive and returning to safety to care.

“Less than a day,” Arieste lied, “though it feels like centuries.” She shot me a sidelong glance, and I caught a hint of a smile playing on her lips.

“Clever, isn’t she?” Nyvea purred in my mind.

“And before?” Princess Selene asked. “I thought I knew all the ladies of the realm, yet no one seems to have heard of you, Lady Arieste.”

“That’s because I’m not a lady,” Arieste replied with a wintry smile. “Just a simple farmer’s daughter, Your Highness, from a settlement so small it’s not on any map.”

“You are welcome to remain in Whitespire as long as you’d like,” King Obragar told her. I caught the reproachful glance he shot at his daughter, but the princess was too busy trying not to reveal her envy of the elegant Arieste to notice.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

I helped Arieste to her chair, then took my own. Arieste was seated beside Princess Selene, and the princess kept up a steady stream of conversation. I could sense she was trying to obtain answers from Arieste without being too obvious, but Arieste proved quite skilled in the art of conversation. More than once, I smiled as I heard her sidestep the princess’ penetrating questions or subtly shift the conversation to avoid revealing anything.

I, like the smart man I was, wisely kept my mouth shut and my nose out of the women’s conversation. I focused on the wine in my cup and picked at the pastries laid out on the tray in front of me.

When a servant set a plate of roasted lamb in front of Arieste, she made to reach for it with her hands. I quickly coughed, which caught her attention and she turned to look at me as I nudged her knife closer. After a moment of confusion, she nodded and reached for the utensil.

I let out an inner sigh of relief. Clearly, her dragon instincts weren’t all gone.

My relief died a moment later when I saw her pick up my knife and use it to tear at the meat, like two claws pulling at a carcass. Princess Selene’s brow furrowed in confusion, and she gave Arieste a strange look.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Arieste,” I quickly said. “I think I took your fork by accident.”

She shot me a puzzled expression and stared at the fork I held out to her.

“How rude of me,” I said as I took my knife from her hand and exchanged it for the fork. I gave Arieste a meaningful look as I stabbed the fork into my meat and began cutting it with my knife. Arieste quickly managed to copy my movements without too much difficulty, and my tense shoulders relaxed.

I nearly choked on my food when she reached for her goblet and began to lap at the wine with her tongue like a dragon drinking from a lake. I’d shown her how to drink from the waterskin on our journey home, but it had never crossed my mind that I’d have to teach her to use a cup. More people at the dinner table began to shoot curious glances at her, so I nudged her elbow and showed her how to drink without using my tongue. Her face hardened, but she gave me a little nod of thanks as she drank the right way.

Thankfully, the rest of the meal passed without mishap. There were no more courses that required utensils. Even the king and princess ate the chicken and pheasant with their hands, and dessert was served next. I let out a sigh of relief and sat back to enjoy my own food, but I kept an eye on Arieste just in case the dragon instincts kicked in again.

Time seemed to slip by as I relaxed and basked in the celebration around me. Slowly, I felt the rigors of the last week begin weighing on my body. The more time that passed, the more I wanted to leave the party and crawl into a nice, warm bed for eighteen to thirty-six hours of sleep.

“So, Ethan,” Sir Galfred called from where he sat on the king’s right side, “when do we go hunting Riamod?”

“If I remember right,” I said as I shot him a sly smile, “one of us is badly wounded.”

Sir Galfred’s face fell as if I’d just reminded him of something he’d forgotten, and I saw both the king and princess try to hide their smiles.

“If I was a doctor,” I continued, “I’d be threatening you with all sorts of holy hell if you so much as looked at a horse for the next week.”

“Alas, we do not have a week,” the king said with a shake of his head. “Riamod will be coming for his tribute in six days, and he demands a price we are not willing to pay.” He shot a glance at his daughter seated beside him, and she patted his arm.

“We must depart either tomorrow or the following day,” Sir Galfred said. “It is the only way we can reach Riamod’s lair in time.”

With the ice magic flowing in my veins, I knew I could handle another adventure after a long night of rest. But Sir Galfred wouldn’t be in any condition for another battle for at least a few more days. The look in his eyes told me he knew that as well as I did, but he was a stubborn warrior. He’d ride himself into the ground if he had to.

“Then we’ll leave the day after tomorrow,” I insisted. “You, Adath, me, and whoever’s well enough to ride. That’ll give me time to recover from the trip and my fight with the dragon.”

The tension in the knight’s face relaxed, and he nodded. “So be it.” I could see he was relieved he would have time to rest. I could understand what he was going through, since I was also a stubborn and proud warrior.

“With that,” I said as I stood and pushed my chair back from the table, “it’s time for me to say goodnight. I’ll need a good night’s sleep if we’re heading off dragon-hunting.”

The king and Sir Galfred nodded, and Princess Selene seemed disappointed to see me go. Her disappointment doubled as Arieste stood and said she would also be retiring for the night.

“Your Majesty, Your Highness, Sir Knight,” she said and bowed to each one. “You have my undying gratitude for the warm welcome. For a stranger like myself, it is an honor to be received with open arms.”

I knew what she was thinking. After all that Frosdar had done to humankind, she had expected a far less receptive greeting.

“See you all tomorrow,” I said as I held out an arm for Arieste.

We walked through the ballroom without a word. People bowed to me as I passed, and I responded with a nod. I guess slaying Frosdar had improved my standing in Whitespire.

I could get used to being treated as a hero.

Sadly, I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it much longer.

“We’re not going to wait until the day after tomorrow,” I told Nyvea in my mind.

“We’re not?” she asked with confusion.

“In his condition, Sir Galfred’s going to get himself killed. We can’t let him come with us.”

“So, what’s the plan, Ethan?”

“Tomorrow night, we’re going to slip out of Whitespire with enough ice weapons to take down the dragon. Just you, Arieste, and me.”

“You think she’ll want to come with you?”

“She’ll have to. I need her to keep teaching me how to use the ice magic if I’m going to beat Riamod. And, this way, I can keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t run away.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out,” Nyvea said, but there was a hint of humor in her voice. “Though, you might be forgetting one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“How you are going to find Riamod’s lair.”

“I can sense the dragons,” I said, “and I’m guessing that Arieste might also know where her nemesis is.”

“Ohh, good thinking,” Nyvea said. “But something tells me she’ll be less likely to want to go after her enemy in this form.”

“But what if I could turn her back into Frosdar just long enough to take down Riamod? Having an ice dragon on my side would be pretty fucking handy.” I thought to Nyvea.

“And risk her flying away?”

“She won’t,” I said, but I knew it was a bit of a toss up. I didn’t quite know how my magic would work to change Arieste back into her dragon form, and it could quickly turn out to be a tragic decision.

I was still trying to think of an alternative plan when we reached my suite. Arieste’s room was across the hallway from mine, but her fingers tightened on my bicep when I moved to release her.

“Ethan,” she said as she turned her blue eyes to my face. “My room is small. May I stay in your suite?”

“Uhh, sure,” I said as my heart started pounding in my chest. She had said the words calmly, and there was no hint of flirtation on her face, but I didn’t think that she actually had a problem with her room. “I haven’t looked at the bedroom yet, but the suite is large. Take a look.”

The door to my suite opened into a sitting chamber, complete with a plush couch in front of a fireplace, a shelf filled with books, and a table with a glass bottle of wine and four crystal goblets. Through the door to the right was a dining room, with a small kitchen through a door beyond. The middle door led to a bathing chamber, and the door on the left went to the bedroom.

I’d enjoyed a long soak in the copper tub before the party, but I didn’t have time for a nap. I froze as I opened the door to the bedroom and saw a single large bed there.

“Er…right,” I stammered and quickly pulled my arm free of Arieste’s. “I’ll take the couch, of course.” My face felt hot, and I stepped aside and motioned for her to enter.

“Of course?” she asked and gave me a little smile.

“Did you have something else in mind?” I asked as I returned her smile.

“Help me with my dress, will you?” she asked without answering me.

The gorgeous woman turned her back toward me, and I saw the complicated lacing running up the gown’s rear. It was hard not to notice the pale skin of her toned back or the smoothness of her alabaster skin.

“It took two maids to do it up for me,” she said over her shoulder as she swept her braided hair out of the way. “There is no way I can undo it myself.”

Her body stiffened as my fingers brushed her back, and we both let out a breath of relief when I undid the first knot of lace.

There was a flush to her cheeks as she turned to speak to me. “Damned thing is way too complicated to be practical. You humans are foolish.”

A nervous silence descended as I kept working at the laces. With every breath, her intoxicating gardenia scented perfume intoxicated me further. It took all of my concentration to keep my eyes fixed on the dress and not the lean curves beneath.

“There you go,” I said when I finally got the last of the laces untied. I swallowed to wet my dry mouth and stepped back with a shaky smile. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” she said and gave me a nod before entering the bedroom and shutting the door behind her.

I stood like a staring buffoon for a long moment, and then I blew out my breath. That could have been a whole lot more awkward.

“Awww, you should have taken her. She wanted you to,” Nyvea sighed in my mind.

I growled in response and strode toward the couch. There were no blankets, but the fire crackling in the fireplace kept me warm enough. The pillows were plush and the couch soft, so I knew I’d sleep well.

If only I could get the images of Arieste out of my head. My fingers still tingled from the touch of her skin, and the smell of her perfume still filled my nose. It took me a long time to close my eyes.

“Ethan? Are you awake?” Arieste asked, and I felt a sudden weight on my chest.

My eyes popped open. The fire had burned down, and the room was dark, but I saw the outline of her face, her platinum blonde hair, and her bare shoulders hovering over me.

“I am now,” I said as I blinked away sleep. “What’s wrong?” I realized she was stark naked, and the dim light of the fire revealed the long lean curves of her back, ass, and legs.

Her stomach and breasts rubbed against my torso as she crawled up my body to whisper into my ear.

“Yes. Something is wrong with me.” Her breath felt hot against my neck, and her perfume filled my nose with its intoxicating aroma. Her words came out in an urgent tone as her hands ran up my bare arms toward my neck.

“What is it?” I whispered, and I was acutely conscious of Arieste’s warm body against mine.

“A burning desire like fire courses through my blood.” She pressed her hips against me and swayed back and forth in an undulating motion. “I crave to be touched, to be kissed, to be teased, and to be conquered by you.”

My hands moved on their own, and I felt the flesh of her back hot and soft beneath my touch. Arieste’s whispers turned to gentle moans as I ran my fingers up and down her spine, and she arched upward as I caressed her shoulders.

“Oh, this feeling,” she said with a little gasp, “I haven’t felt it in so long. Will you douse the fire that burns in my soul, Ethan?”

“Yes,” I gasped and pressed her body into my chest as I sat up. She opened her legs to straddle my waist, and I crushed my lips against the dragon-woman’s with a fierce kiss. Her hands slipped down to the waist of my pants, but instead of letting her open them, I gathered her into my arms and carried her into the bedroom. She felt light as a feather as I set her down on the bed, removed my pants, and slid on top of her. The beautiful woman may have once wielded the power of ice, but her body was warm and receptive beneath mine as we reveled in the magic of passion.

After Arieste climaxed for the fourth time, and I had come inside of her, we collapsed together on the large bed and spent five minutes letting our hearts slow their gallop. The beautiful woman let out a long sigh and began to trace her fingertips along the tattoos on my chest.

“Who are you?” she whispered as she nestled her head into my shoulder more.

“I already told you,” I answered.

“No,” she replied. “There is something… strange about you. Incredible power that draws me to you. I sensed it when you came into my lair, but I ignored it like a fool.”

“I doubt you are foolish,” I said as I trailed the fingertips of my right hand down her back.

“Ahhh,” she gasped as my touch caused her to shiver with pleasure. “You say I am not foolish, but I have lost all my power, and now desire to be your lover and lay in your embrace for the rest of my life.”

“That doesn’t mean you are foolish,” I whispered. “You just lost to me. Happens. I was about to kill you, but then you convinced me--”

“Do you still wish to kill me?” she interrupted me.

“No,” I said. “Of course not. Especially not now.”

“Because we are lovers?” she lifted her head up from my chest and her eyebrow raised.

“Well, that,” I said with a chuckle. “But I enjoyed our travels together. You’ve taught me more about using my magic, and you’ve been respectful to me. You are fun to be around, intelligent, and beautiful.”

“Ahh,” Arieste said, and her cold blue eyes reflected the light from my fireplace like mirrors.

I closed my eyes and thought about her behavior since I’d changed her into a human. I didn’t know exactly how my magic worked, and Nyvea didn’t seem to either, but something about Arieste’s quick acceptance of my leash and her bold move to sleep with me confirmed some things that I suspected.

She obviously wanted her magic back so that she could return to her dragon form, but her actions conflicted with what I would have done. Had our positions been reversed, I would have just killed her in her sleep. Well, okay, maybe I wouldn’t have because I had a soft spot for beautiful women, but I kept asking myself why she hadn’t betrayed me yet.

Did it have something to do with the altars? Did it have something to do with the magic I had absorbed? The questions led me to a theory that I guessed might have been true, but I kept it to myself instead of asking what Nyvea thought.

What if Arieste was worried that killing me would destroy the magic that turned her into a dragon, and the only reason she was around me was to keep me alive until she could figure out how to get her powers back? It seemed to be the only answer that made any sense, and it would explain why she had wanted me to make love to her. She might have thought that she could find a way to access her magic if we were intimate.

“Tell me of these tattoos.” Her question pulled me from my thoughts, and I opened my eyes to find her staring at me intensely.

“Do not tell her,” Nyvea warned. “Yes, she was a great fuck, but I don’t trust her yet. She must prove herself more to us.”

“I’ll tell you another time,” I said.

“Is it the source of your power?” Arieste asked as she gently rubbed her finger across the Siphon tattoo at the base of my throat. “Why is only the one on your arm glowing?”

“Let’s go back to sleep,” I said as I ran my left hand over her cheek and pushed back her long hair. “I’ll talk to you more about it when we travel.”

“Very well,” she sighed as she laid back on top of my chest. “I am tired, and you are very comfortable. In the morning, will you make love to me again?”

“Of course,” I replied, and my mind whirled as the last few weeks of my life played through my memories. I went from my first call, to almost dying in a fire, to being pulled to this amazing world, to fighting a dragon. Then that dragon turned into the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

And now I’d just spent most of the night fucking her so well that she’d asked for more in the morning.

I supposed it was pretty damn good to be me.

Arieste’s breathing slowed into deep breaths, and I felt her body began to twitch as sleep took her. I was almost there, but the sound of an alarm bell snapped me from my drowsiness. A moment later, the cries of alarm echoed through the palace.

“We’re under attack!”
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Chapter Fourteen

I leapt from the bed and raced into the sitting room with my pants in one hand.

“Ethan?” Arieste called.

“Stay there! I’m going to find out what’s going on.”

“But I can tell--”

“Just stay here!” I growled at her as I pulled on my pants and stuffed my feet into my boots. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” I whirled away from our room and then ran into the hallways of the castle.

Servants and guests rushed out of their rooms around me, and the corridor filled with their cries of panic. Above it all, the alarm bell rang out the threat.

“What’s happening?” I demanded as I grabbed the arm of a passing manservant to halt him in his tracks. “Who is attacking?”

The man’s face was pale and his eyes wide as he stammered out an answer. “D-Dragon!”

My gut clenched at the words, yet I felt a momentary excitement. I’d planned to leave Whitespire in search of a dragon to slay, but fate had other plans for me. It had sent an enemy right to me.

“Which dragon?” I asked.

The servant shook his head, ripped his arm from my grasp, and raced away down the corridor. I had to get outside to see the threat, but first I needed to tell Arieste.

I ran back into my suite and found the tall blonde-haired woman coming out of the bedroom wearing a simple dress of rough spun wool. As much as I wanted to bask in the memories of what lay beneath the dress, there were more important matters at hand.

“A dra—” I started

“Riamod,” she cut me off, and her voice was as hard as the anger in her eyes. “that was what I was trying to tell you before you ran out of the room.”

“What? How do you know?” I stared at her with a curious expression.

“I can feel her.” She narrowed her eyes. “Call it a remnant of Frosdar’s magic or the memory of my bitter hatred for that fire-breathing bitch, but I sensed her the moment the alarm bell rang.”

“Her?” I asked.

“Yes,” Arieste replied. “My nemesis is a female.”

“Shit!” I ran a hand through my rumpled hair. “What the fuck is he, errr, she--” I corrected myself quickly, “doing here? She wasn’t supposed to come for another week.”

It took a moment to wrap my head around the idea that the dragon was actually female. How did the dragons reproduce? Did they lay eggs or give live birth? Could Arieste get pregnant from me? The questions raced through my head, but I pushed them aside for now. Time to focus on surviving.

“What do you mean, supposed to come?” Arieste asked in a sharp voice.

“The king made some deal with Riamod and paid her to leave Whitespire alone. But when they ran out of gold, Riamod insisted on another sort of tribute. A human sacrifice.”

“Just her way.” Arieste’s lip curled into a sneer. “Riamod could never be satisfied with what she already had. The bitch always wanted more. Her land crept into mine, and her minions destroyed many of my ice creatures. If she has come to Whitespire, it can only mean one thing.”

“Well fuck her!” I shouted, and anger burned in my chest. “There’s no way I’m letting her destroy this town.”

“What can you do to stop her?” Arieste demanded. “You may be powerful, but—”

“Whitespire has defenses that can bring down a dragon,” I said. “The White Guard have to be taking up position now, and I’m going to go help them.”

“What about the ice weapons?” Nyvea asked. “Surely those would give you an edge.”

“Fuck, yeah.” I turned my gaze on Arieste. “I’ll help the White Guards, but first I’m going to the armory.”

“The weapons from my hoard,” Arieste said with a nod. “Good thinking. We’ll need them to hold Riamod off.”

“We?” I asked. “No way I’m letting you put yourself in danger, Arieste. I know you’re used to being powerful, but your magic’s gone. You’ll be—”

My voice trailed off and my eyes went wide as Arieste held up her hand, and a thin coating of ice appeared around her fingers. I stiffened and reached instinctively for my axe, but I had left it in my room.

“I am changed,” she told me in a quiet voice. “But I have a fraction of my magic still. I will use it to help you, Ethan.”

I studied her, and suspicion flared in my mind. How long had she known her powers weren’t really gone? And why had she just revealed the truth to me? She could have used those powers to kill me or simply flee. With even a small amount of ice magic in her veins, she could have survived in her frozen land or escaped to a less-settled part of Whitespire. She could have gone some place where I’d never find her. Yet she had stayed. But why?

“I can see by the look in your eyes that you are deciding how much you can trust me. Well know this, Ethan DePaolo: I swore to serve you. You did the honorable thing by letting me live, protecting me, and bringing me here to Whitespire. Even if I did not wish it at first, I understand you were trying to do what is right for your kind.” A shadow passed over her eyes. “It is only fair that I try to make up for it by aiding you in your quest. That is why I remained when I could have fled. After last night, I am further committed to you.”

“She’s in love with your cock. I knew it,” Nyvea giggled, but I ignored her.

Arieste’s expression was so open and earnest, it was like seeing a whole new woman. The hard-eyed frost queen had fled and was replaced by a strong woman who knew the truth of the world around her and felt the same fears that plagued every human. In that moment, I understood the truth about her. She, like me, like everyone else on Earth and Agreon, wanted to belong to something greater. She had chosen my quest as her path to redemption and fulfillment.

“Stick close,” I told her before turning and running down the hall. The shrieks and cries grew louder as I rushed into the ballroom, and the marble walls and high-vaulted ceilings echoed the terror that filled the palace. But I felt no fear, only excitement, and a renewed sense of purpose as I raced toward the corridor that led out the side of the palace to the armory.

“Puny humans!” A booming voice echoed from high above Whitespire. “Why do I sense the taint of Frosdar’s foul ice magic in your city? You conspire with that worm against me?”

“To the roof!” cried a White Guard captain as he rushed up the stairs with a contingent of men in white breastplates and shining steel helmets.

“For too long,” the dragon roared, “I have tolerated your presence on Iriador when I could have burned away every trace of you. But now you align yourselves with my enemy after you refuse to pay tribute to me? I will have what is owed me! If you will not pay in gold, I will settle for your city, and all of your lives with it.”

An enormous whooshing sound filled the air above the palace, and the glass windows shattered as Riamod’s fire burst into the ballroom. Tendrils of red and yellow flame licked down the walls and consumed everything in their path. Tapestries crinkled and burned, wooden furniture caught alight, and silks worth a fortune burned to ash in seconds. A terrible heat suddenly filled the ballroom.

“Come on!” Arieste shouted. “We’ve got six seconds before she can summon more fire.”

I skidded to a halt and whirled to face her. All around me, terrified noblemen and servants rushed about in a desperate attempt to flee Riamod’s wrath. People fell and were trampled, and it was like a group madness had seized the citizens of Whitespire.

“Arieste, help the people get out of here!” I pointed to the surrounding chaos. “If Riamod sends another blast of fire this way, everyone in the ballroom is going to die. We need to keep these people from panicking and get them moving in an orderly fashion.”

My training as a firefighter had kicked in. Panicked people could become a frenzied mob, and casualties would be even higher if we didn’t get control of the situation.

I grabbed a pair of passing White Guards. “We have to stop these people from freaking out. If we don’t get things under control, a lot of people are going to die.”

“There’s a bloody dragon attacking the palace,” one of the White Guards said as he tried to shrug off my hand. “People are going to die unless we get to the roof and man the ballistas.”

“No!” I gripped his arm so hard that I felt the steel armor bend beneath my fingers. “Someone has to keep these people alive. Your job is to protect the people of Whitespire.”

“We don’t take orders from—”

“I am the man who killed Frosdar!” I growled. “The more time I waste on your sorry ass, the longer it will be before I go and kick the shit out of Riamod. So, do you want to keep whining like a little bitch, or do you want to do your fucking job so I can do mine?”

“Yes, sir!” The White Guard’s face hardened, and I let go of his arm so I could turn to Arieste.

“Protect them. I’ll be back in two minutes with the ice weapons.”

She nodded and, with the help of the White Guard, set about shouting commands to restore some semblance of order to the chaos that gripped the grand ballroom.

I whirled and sprinted down the short corridor that led toward the armory. The building stood thirty yards away, separated from the palace by an open courtyard and stable where horses filled the night with their shrieks of terror.

“Frosdar!” Riamod roared. “You cannot hide from me, you coward.”

Wind buffeted me like a punch to the chest, and it took all my coordination to stay on my feet. I risked a glance upward. Riamod was circling low overhead, and I saw her bright yellow eyes fix on me as I ran in the middle of the courtyard. The dragon opened her mouth wide to reveal hundreds of long, sharp teeth, and my heart leapt up into my mouth. A red light glowed in the dragon’s throat, and a moment later a pillar of scorching fire spewed toward me.

I threw myself to the side just in time to avoid the flames. The heat of Riamod’s fire singed the hair on my legs, and I felt the hem of my pants smoldering. But I had no time to worry about that. I had exactly six seconds to get into the armory, get the ice weapons, and get the fuck out before Riamod burned it to the ground.

One.

I pushed off with all the strength in my legs, and it felt like I was flying as I raced toward the armory.

Two.

The door was ten feet away, then five, then I burst into the armory with such force that the door cracked against the wall behind it.

Three.

I slid to a halt and scanned the darkness. I had no idea where Master Krastin had stored the ice weapons.

Four.

I caught a glimpse of my turnout gear folded neatly on the table beside the door, and I snatched it up as I raced farther into the armory.

Five.

There! The ice weapons were sitting on Master Krastin’s workbench, still bundled in the cloth. I had less than an instant to decide.

Six.

I dove toward the weapons, but even as I moved I knew I wouldn’t reach them in time.

I heard the terrible whoosh from behind me, and a terrible light and heat filled the armory. Hours spent training with Arieste kicked in, and I reached for the ice magic coursing through me. It felt like dunking my head into an icy river, but I seized the power and summoned it to form a shield of ice around me.

Hot met cold as Riamod’s flames washed over me. The ice melted in a heartbeat, but I was already pouring more and more magic into holding the shield. I gritted my teeth against the effort of keeping the wall of ice between me and the pillar of fire.

Then, as suddenly as it had come, the fire stopped. I was alive, and I had six more seconds before the fire came again.

The moment I turned back to the ice weapons, I knew I wouldn’t need the time. Metal melted to slag, leather turned to ash, with a thick coat of black soot over it all. There was no trace of the ice weapons. Everything in the armory was simply gone.

But not me, and not my turnout gear. I sprinted out the front door of the armory and crossed the distance back to the palace at a dead run. Riamod roared behind me, but I was surprised to hear a note of pain and irritation, so I guessed the White Guards had finally gotten the ballista firing at the dragon.

When I burst back into the ballroom, I found myself engulfed in heat. The flames had spread from the tapestries and shelves to the carpets, tables, and chairs in the room. Everything was on fire, and a thick choking smoke filled the room.

I caught a glimpse of Arieste at the far side of the ballroom. She stood with a trio of White Guards beside the door, and they were ushering the last of the fleeing people outside. I raced toward her and thrust the turnout gear into her hands.

“Put this on!” I shouted. “It will protect you from the fire.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but I didn’t give her the time. Instead, I turned and sprinted up the staircase the White Guards had taken earlier. Between the turnout gear and what remained of her ice powers, she’d be fine. She had to be.

I took the stairs two and three at a time, my boots pounding in time with my hammering heart. I tapped into the ice magic and used it to cool my body enough that I didn’t feel the surrounding heat. The second and third floors of the palace hadn’t yet caught fire, but even now I saw the first tongues of flame licking their way up carpets, tapestries, and furniture.

The massive picture window behind me burst inward and a pillar of flame reached bright red fingers toward me. I poured on more speed and leapt up the stairs just ahead of the burning heat. Riamod was hunting Frosdar’s magic, but as long as she was concentrated on me, the White Guards and the rest of the people in the palace had a chance.

The grand staircase led to smaller steps on the third floor of the palace. The stairs wound up and around, and I had to go slower to avoid banging my shoulders against the wall. My breath burned in my lungs, and I could feel my legs protesting from the effort, but I had to keep moving. The people of Whitespire were counting on me.

Then I was out of the staircase and onto the flat roof of the palace. Twelve ballistas were mounted on the perimeter of the roof. Eight were manned by a trio of White Guards, but the other four were nothing but smoking and charred remains. I saw Adath helping a badly burned, screaming White Guard limp away from the corpses of his comrades, and I knew the red dragon had taken her vengeance on the ballistas that dared to hurt her.

Riamod circled the roof of the palace, and even high in the air, I could see she was fucking huge. Maybe fifty percent larger than Frosdar, with a much longer tail, wider wings, and a more muscular chest. As the red dragon turned and dove toward me, I saw the hatred burning in her bright yellow eyes. Her mouth opened and another pillar of flame burst from her throat. I dove out of the path of the flames, but the men on one of the ballistas weren’t so lucky. Before they could bring the heavy steel-tipped bolt to bear on the speeding dragon, Riamod’s fire roasted them alive. They didn’t even have time to scream.

Two ballistas answered the attack, and Riamod let out a roar of pain as one the bolts slammed into her right wing. The other bounced off the scales on her back harmlessly.

“We have to do something, Nyvea!” I shouted.

“The best you can do is stay alive, hero,” she replied, and I heard fear in her voice. “Without the ice weapons, there’s not much you can do to hurt it.”

“But my ice powers—”

“Aren’t going to do much right now,” Nyvea snapped. “There’s a reason Frosdar never defeated Riamod in their battles. Riamod’s fire is stronger than your ice, even if you were at your full power.”

I ground my teeth but couldn’t argue with her. She knew magic far better than me, and I’d seen how much effect my ice magic had against her fire in the armory. I’d barely survived that attack.

“I can’t just sit by and do nothing! I have to help.”

“You’re powerful, but right now, you’re going to get yourself killed if you try to take Riamod in a head-to-head battle. You need to think smarter than--where the hell are you going?”

“Do the dragons have any weak spots?” I asked Nyvea as I raced toward the east end of the roof. “Any gaps in their scales, anything at all?”

“What the hell do you—” Nyvea started.

“Damn it, Nyvea, do they or don’t they?” I shouted.

After a moment of sullen silence, she responded. “The joint where the wing meets the dragon’s side is covered by thinner scales.”

“Good enough!”

I was surprised to find Grendis at one of the ballistas. He had abandoned his crutch but leaned on the massive wooden stock as he shouted orders to the two White Guards beside him.

“Not that bolt, you idiot!” Grendis’ face blazed with anger. “The one with the short, square tip. The one designed for punching through armor.”

“Grendis!” I called. “I need you to be ready to fire on the dragon.”

“What the hell d’you think I’ve been doing?” he snarled.

“I’m going to lure it in right over the rooftop,” I told him. “She’s going to come right for me, and I need you to be ready to put a bolt into her when she swoops down.” I raised my arm and tapped my ribs just below my armpit. “The scales here are thinner. Right where the wing meets the dragon’s side.”

“And that’ll bring the bastard down?” Grendis demanded.

“It’s all we’ve got!” I shouted.

“Then it’s what we’ll bloody hit,” the Gray Hunter said with a nod.

“Good luck,” I said, then turned and sprinted back across the rooftop as I scanned the night sky in search of Riamod. The fires of the burning palace illuminated the darkness, but the dragon was circling hundreds of yards over my head. I just had to wait until she was in the right position before getting her attention.

Eventually, Riamod was on the eastern side of the palace, her eyes fixed on me.

“Hey, fire rat!” I called out and waved my hands to get her attention. “Come and get me, if you dare.”

With a roar, Riamod twisted into a dive and streaked through the air toward me. I had to admire the dragon’s grace. Despite her massive body, giant wings, and long head, she moved through the air with the ease of a feather floating on the wind. There was no doubt in my mind why dragons were apex predators. Add to that a dozen tons of body weight, near-impenetrable scales, claws, teeth, and the ability to breathe fire, and you had a killing machine that would have made any army on Earth quiver in their boots.

“Maybe you can gawk later,” Nyvea shouted at me, “once we’ve killed the damned thing. It’ll still be a beautiful corpse.”

“Right,” I said and continued my sprint. The rooftop was four hundred yards across, and I had already covered a third of that distance before getting Riamod’s attention. Her dive seemed to take forever as I raced to the west, and the edge of the roof loomed closer and closer with every step.

I felt the rush of wind behind me and the low rumbling of Riamod’s mouth opening to breathe flame. In that moment, I leapt to the right, and the pillar of flame burned across the ground where I stood a second earlier. It was cut off by a roar of pain, and I heard a loud crashing as Riamod’s bulk collided with the roof of the palace. The dragon’s wing ruffled the air as it passed two inches above my head, and I saw the awkward tilt of the monster’s body. The massive serpent let out a bellow that shook my ribs, and the beast twisted around in agony.

Grendis’ bolt must have hit its mark, so I acted on instinct and reached out with both hands. My fingers closed on the leathery webbing of Riamod’s wings, and I was jerked off my feet as the dragon beat the air to try and take to the air again. The force of its flapping nearly tore the wing from my grip, but I gritted my teeth and held on for dear life.

“What the hell are you doing?” Nyvea demanded.

“If I can’t…kill the dragon…” I snarled through clenched teeth as I hung onto Riamod’s wing, “I’m going…to steal…its fucking power!”

“That’s too risky!” Nyvea screamed in my ear. “You are crazy, that’s why I love you. But if you try--”

“Watch me!” I interrupted her.

Riamod’s wings beat the air fast and hard, and the force was shaking me like a ragdoll. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t hang on. I was flung free, my fingers torn from the webbing, and I flew high into the air. My heart froze as I hung in the dark sky for a long moment before gravity took hold of me once more and dragged me downward.

My breath burst from my lungs as I slammed into Riamod’s ridged back. The dragon growled as it sensed my presence, and I clung to the spikes running up her spine as she rolled and whirled in an attempt to shake me free. The scales beneath my bare flesh were hot enough to burn, and pain raced through my chest, hands, and face from the heat.

“Let go!” Nyvea cried.

“No!” I shouted. “I’m going to get to that gemstone and use my siphon power to—”

“It’s not going to work,” she shouted, and the fury in her voice set my head ringing. “You can only get the gemstone free once the thread to its altar is severed. The dragon is too far away for your power to do more than piss it off.”

My heart clenched. I’d risked everything in a desperate attempt to bring down Riamod and save the people of Whitespire, but it wouldn’t be enough. My plan would fail.

At that moment, Riamod banked sharply upward and whirled in a tight circle. The movement set my head spinning, and I felt my grip on the dragon’s spines slipping. I tried to dig my fingers into the ridges of the scales, but it proved useless. With a sudden, terrible finality, I fell free of the dragon and plummeted through empty air.

My heart flew into my throat as I fell. The fires of the burning palace seemed to reach smoky fingers toward me as if they sought to drag me down into their fiery depths. But through the thick clouds of noxious black smoke, I saw my salvation.

A pennant hung from a flagpole that thrust outward from the corner of the flat rooftop. The cloth flapped and twisted in the night breeze, and I knew I’d have to time my grab just right. I angled my body so I could reach out for it, and I stretched my arms as far as I could.

One chance, just one fucking chance.

My fingers touched cloth, and I instantly summoned a thick ice shield around my hand. The pennant was caught in the sudden freeze, and I felt my downward motion arrested as the cloth pulled tight beneath my weight. I heard the metal flagpole groaning and the fabric beginning to tear, but it held me long enough to send me hurtling to the side, right toward the massive picture window that Riamod had destroyed.

The flag tore just as my feet cleared the window, and the force of my swing carried me over the shards of stained glass. It took all of my coordination to land in a roll, but I felt a twinge run up my right shoulder as I slammed into the wall, but I managed to roll with the impact, and nothing else felt hurt when my body stopped spinning.

“Well, you didn’t take down Riamod, but that was quite an amazing display of gymnastics.”

“Thanks,” I coughed.

The smoke within the palace had grown thicker, like a wall of toxic black that made it impossible to see anything for more than a few yards around me. I coughed again as the smoke seeped into my lungs and tried to peer through the blackness. Flames burned through the palace, consuming wood, carpet, cloth, and paper with a greed to match the dragon that had created it.

I got down on all fours and drew a deep breath of the cleaner air down low, then I stood and sprinted toward the staircase that would lead me down. I counted heartbeats before I could summon the ice shield again, but instead of shielding my body, I formed the shields around my feet. I pushed off with my left foot and slid across the stone floor like I was ice skating. The flames licked at the surrounding air, but I was moving too fast to be caught.

I heard the crash of collapsing roof beams, and I knew the third floor was going to crumble. I needed to get out of the palace now or it was going to be too late.

My ice shield skates melted away, but I kept running, and my boots protected my feet as I pounded down the stairs toward the grand ballroom. The door was flung open, and the chamber was empty. Everyone had gotten out, and my way to freedom was clear.

“Help!” The cry came from behind me and up the stairs, faint and weak.

I slid to a halt with my foot hovering over the bottom stair.

“Help me!” the call came again. It was a feminine voice that choked off in a cough. “Please.”

My gut tightened as I hesitated. The fire had consumed the stairs behind me, and the smoke was so thick I couldn’t see more than two feet around me. The palace continued to crumble, with the roar of the burning flames punctuated by the crash of falling roof beams and sagging walls. Going back into that fire would be suicide.

“Help us, please!”

This time, the call came not from the palace, but from my memory, and an image flashed in front of my eyes.

I stood at the bottom of a staircase, and fire raged all around me. The cries of “Help us!” came from two shadowy figures at the top of the stairs. Two figures I didn’t need to see to recognize.

My mother and father.

I tried to run up to help them, but the flames were too strong. My lungs burned with the noxious smoke and the skin of my palms sizzled as I touched the bannister. It took two firemen to drag me kicking and shouting out of the house seconds before it crumbled on top of my parents.

Though everyone told me I had done what I could to help them, I felt like I had let my mom and dad down by not leaping into the fire to save them. That was the day I quit medical school and applied to join the Chicago Fire Department. That memory was the driving force that got me through every shitty day I faced during my training, and it kept me going when I faced challenges that seemed impossible.

As impossible as this one. I had no turnout gear, no helmet or oxygen mask to protect me from the flames, just a pair of fireman’s boots and scorched trousers. But I had that DePaolo stubbornness, the determination never to give up no matter how crappy the situation looked. I had trained for this for the last year. I was the only person who could save whoever was trapped by the flames.

“What are you doing?” Nyvea shouted as I turned and raced back up the stairs. “Are you insane?”

“I have to help!” I said and coughed as the thick smoke filled my lungs.

As I ran up the stairs, I listened for the call. It came again, barely more than a whisper. “Help me, please.”

“I’m coming!” I shouted.

I flinched back as a massive roof beam crumbled onto the stairs just ahead of me and winced as glowing embers spattered my bare chest and face. I gritted my teeth and summoned a shield of ice to form around my chest, like the breastplate I’d worn while hunting Frosdar. It would protect my skin at least long enough for me to rescue the victim.

I pounded up the stairs and dove around the corner, just in time to avoid another collapsing roof beam. I stumbled onward and scanned the smoky hallway for any sign of the victim.

“Call out!” I shouted. “Help me find you.”

“Over here,” the woman said. Her voice was coming from a side passageway, not five yards from where I stood, and I covered the distance in two quick steps.

There, lying beneath a heavy roof beam, was Princess Selene. Her pale skin was covered in soot, and fear sparkled in her eyes.

“Princess! I’m here.”

“Ethan?” she asked, and there was shocked surprise in her voice. “What are you--?”

“No time to explain. We need to get you out of here now. The roof is going to cave in any second.”

“I-I can’t move,” she said with a little whimper. “I can’t lift the beam, and I think it broke my leg when it fell.”

I studied the roof beam. It was still smoking, and the top glowed red-hot, but thankfully the underside touching the princess’ skin was only blackened by soot. But I knew at a glance that I couldn’t lift it alone since the beam was easily twelve inches thick and nearly twenty feet long.

Shit. What the hell was I supposed to do now?

I went over all the lessons I’d learned about rescuing trapped victims during my training in the Fire Academy. In this situation, Rescue Squad would use one of those inflatable, compressed air-filled lifting cushions. I didn’t have anything like that, but I did have something that could work.

“Take my hand,” I said as I crouched beside the princess, “and get ready for me to pull you out.”

She took my left hand in hers, and there was strength in her grip. I did my best to shield her body from the sparks and heat as I thrust my right hand beneath the collapsed beam and counted eight heartbeats. The moment I felt the magic flood through my body, I poured it into forming an ice shield around my hand. But instead of pulling a solid shield into existence, I imagined it growing outward from my hand like I was blowing up a balloon. Arieste hadn’t taught me this, but she’d shown me how to create a shield away from my body. It took all my concentration to manipulate the ice in this totally new way.

I let out a whoop of triumph as the dome of ice began to grow. It started off just two inches tall, then grew to three, four, and ten. I heard the groaning of timber as the ice slowly lifted the beam from off the princess’ lower body. The heat of the flames and the burning beam melted the dome, which forced me to add twice as much of the ice magic to keep it growing. Sweat streamed down my face as I focused on the effort, and I poured more and more of the icy power into forming the shield. Slowly and painfully, the dome grew to a full two feet.

With a quick yank, I dragged the princess out from beneath the beam. She screamed at the pain in her leg, but her arms wrapped around my neck as I released the magic and pulled my right hand free of the ice dome. I scooped her up into my arms, turned, and raced down the corridor. I’d barely reached the staircase when I heard the crash of the beam collapsing behind me.

I hurried down the steps as fast as I could, but a wall of intense heat blocked my way. I forced myself to remain calm, waited until I could tap into the ice magic, and then formed a dome around the princess and myself.

Then I clenched my jaw and I leapt straight into the heart of the flames.

The heat melted away the shield of ice in two seconds, but two seconds was all we needed to get through and down the stairs. I sprinted across the grand ballroom, down the main entrance hall, and out the double doors.

The night air was cool and clean, and I drew in a ragged gasp of air before I set the princess gently on the ground.

“Selene!” a soot-stained King Obragar cried as he saw his daughter and burst through his protective guards and raced toward her.

“Father!” She threw her arms around him and wept.

I stepped back and found my legs suddenly refused to hold me up. Every muscle in my body ached, and I felt as if I’d run the Chicago Marathon in full turnout gear. Before I sagged to the ground, Arieste appeared beside me, and she helped me to remain upright.

“You’ve used your magic too much,” she whispered harshly in my ear. “Your body needs time to recover. Keep using it like this, and you’re going to kill yourself.”

“Always the bloody hero,” Nyvea grumbled. “I’d hate to have that pretty body of yours ruined with burn scars, you know.”

“I had to help,” I told Arieste as I leaned on her. “It’s my job to save lives.”

“You might want to think about your own sometime,” she growled.

“I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”

Her face was angry, but I saw real concern in her eyes. She’d been worried about me.

“You’re a hero too, you know?” I told her. “You saved a lot of lives tonight.”

“Because you told me to.” Her pale cheeks went a rosy red, but she didn’t smile.

“Ethan DePaolo of Grayslake,” the king’s voice came from behind me, and my gut tightened at the forcefulness of his tone. Could he know Riamod came to Whitespire because of me? The dragon had destroyed the palace in an attempt to rid Iriador of Frosdar’s power, and that same power now coursed through my veins. All this death and destruction was my fault.

I nodded to Arieste as I straightened, and she let me go. With a deep breath, I turned to face the king.

“Your Majesty, I—”

The king threw his arms around me and pulled me into a tight embrace. “Thank you,” he whispered in my ear over and over.

His reaction surprised me, and it took me a moment to realize that he wasn’t going to order my execution. He pulled free after a long moment, and his blue eyes fixed me with that burning stare.

“You proved yourself a good man when you completed Sir Galfred’s quest but took no credit for Frosdar’s defeat. Tonight, you proved you are a true hero.” The king raised his voice to address the people clustered around the palace entrance. “For only a hero would race toward the danger when all others flee. Only a hero would risk his life to save others.”

He gripped my hand, and I felt a little tremor run through his fingers. “Because of you, my daughter lives. She is the most precious thing in the world to me, and you put yourself at great personal risk to rescue her. You have my undying gratitude, both as her father and as king of Whitespire. Name your reward.”

“Ask for a palace!” Nyvea whispered. “Though preferably not one that’s burning down. Teehee.”

I ignored her voice. I hadn’t done what I did for a reward. It wasn’t the firefighter’s way. We were trained to risk our lives to save others, and I had followed my training.

“All I ask is for a pair of horses and enough supplies to bring me to Riamod’s land,” I said.

The king’s eyebrows shot up. “A horse and…?” His brow furrowed in confusion.

“You yourself said Riamod is a curse on Whitespire, and that it has caused pain and suffering for centuries. I came here to put an end to the dragons. All I ask is that you give me what I need to do exactly that.”

“You’re no fun, hero,” Nyvea said with a disappointed tone. “At the very least, ask for a beautiful girl or two to come along to keep you and Arieste warm at night.”

I could feel Riamod retreating back west, toward her fiery lands. That meant she’d been wounded badly enough to flee. I needed to take advantage of her injuries to bring her down. I could reach her land in a couple of days of hard riding. I was going to put an end to Riamod once and for all.

“Who is going with you?” the king asked. Sir God—”

“I am,” said Arieste as she stepped up beside me.

“What?” the king asked as he turned to face the pale, blonde-haired woman.

“I’m going with Ethan.” Her face was stained by soot and her simple nightgown singed in a dozen places, but there was a fierce determination burning in her eyes. “I’ve just as much reason to want Riamod dead as you all.”

Her expression left no doubt as to the true meaning of her words, but I knew that the king didn’t understand her true intentions. As Frosdar, she’d hated the fire dragon for five hundred years. It would take more than a few days of being human for her to be free of the anger and spite she felt toward her nemesis.

“While I can appreciate your passion for justice,” the king said with a shake of his head, “I cannot allow you to go on such a fool’s errand ill-prepared. The Gray Hunters will accompany—”

“No,” I replied in a forceful tone. “Just Arieste and me.”

The king looked at me as if I was crazy, but I met his gaze without hesitation. He didn’t know the power I had at my command, so he thought I was just some muscled hero going to hack away at the dragon. But, after a long moment, he relented.

“So be it,” he said with a nod. “You two will have what you need first thing in the morning.”

“We need to leave now,” I told him. “The beast is wounded and distracted by pain. The journey will take two days at least, and I don’t want to give Riamod any more time to heal than I have to.”

“Very well. See it done.” The king snapped his fingers, and a servant raced off to heed his command. “Once again, you have my thanks, and the gratitude of all Whitespire.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything. Though their thanks felt nice, I wasn’t doing this to be appreciated. All I needed to do was turn and look up at the burning palace, and I knew exactly what led me to hunt down Riamod. The dragon had to be dealt with before more people died.

And I was just the man to end her reign of fire and terror.
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Chapter Fifteen

We rode hard for the rest of the night and into the next day, then stopped to make camp in the dense forest when the sun began to set. Neither Arieste nor I wanted to sleep that night. We were both too amped up for the challenge to come and our conversations turned to the subject of my magical powers.

She spent an hour that evening explaining the dangers of overusing magic. Side effects tended to include exhaustion, blindness, organ failure, and even death. Pretty much everything short of erectile dysfunction, really.

“Learn to recognize your limits,” she insisted. “Know when you have used too much and need to give your body a break.”

There hadn’t been a noticeable moment when I felt I was overtaxing myself while fighting Riamod, but I hadn’t paid much attention. After Arieste’s lecture, I was determined to be aware of my use of power.

Our lesson on magic quickly turned into another round of intense sex beside the campfire. Our lovemaking had a fresh, almost frantic passion to it. We both knew that we were going to do something incredibly dangerous, so we drank from each other’s lips and explored each other’s bodies as if it would be the last time.

The next morning, we rode out in silence and pushed hard for a couple of hours until we reached Riamod’s sulfur-scented land. The sight of the burning and rocky terrain reminded me again of the massive serpent’s powers, and I made an effort to force the terror out of my mind. I knew what Riamod could do, and I had seen comrades fall to her monsters and breath. I had made light of this quest for the king’s sake, but one glance at the tightness in Arieste’s face told me we were both thinking the same thing.

Shit was about to get real.

Instead of riding west toward the craggy mountains, Arieste led us up to the north. We clung to the line of trees where we could duck out of sight if we felt the presence of any of Riamod’s minions, and I concentrated on the nagging sensation in the back of my mind that would warn me of danger. If I got even a hint that there were magic-made creatures nearby, we would enter the forest until they passed.

That change in tactics would help us evade Riamod’s minions, but the red dragon would sense us long before we reached her lair. It recognized Frosdar’s magic coursing through me and was on the lookout for it. She had to know I’d be coming to deal with her.

We’d covered less than a mile before the Mark of the Guardian warned me of danger. We pushed a few yards into the forest, dismounted, and waited. A troop of the tiny orange fire goblins trotted toward the south, and we made sure to turn the horses so they wouldn’t get spooked. There were nearly fifty of the goblin creatures and one seven-foot tall ogre-looking thing, but thankfully no rock trolls.

Not for the first time, I reconsidered my decision to leave Adath and the other Gray Hunters behind. They’d wanted to join the hunt for Riamod, but I didn’t want to risk their lives. Now, facing such overwhelming numbers, I wished I had their swords to help me. The only weapons I carried were my fireman’s axe, a long sword, a dagger, and two small throwing hatchets. Arieste wore a thin rapier on her belt, but she handled it awkwardly.

No, our success wouldn’t lie in our ability to swing a sword or hold a shield. Brute strength could take care of the minions, but we hadn’t come to kill goblins, ogres, or rock trolls. We had to rely on my magic to bring down Riamod.

We continued our journey north after the goblins passed and managed another hour of riding before a second troop of monsters appeared in the distance. There were three rock trolls in this patrol, along with four of the ogres and twenty fire goblins. One of the fire goblins was taller than the others, and he wore different clothing. Instead of the ragged trousers and vests, the creature wore a long fur cloak, a flowing robe, and a skull on his head. The skull looked like it had come from one of the ogres, and I noticed that even the rock trolls deferred to this odd-looking goblin.

“What is that thing?” I whispered to Arieste as we hid behind the thick trunk of a petrified pine tree.

“Fire shaman,” she whispered back.

I turned to her with a surprised look.

“These creatures are made by magic,” she said. “Some of them gain the ability to access the magic that brings them to life. Sort of like the human wizards of old.”

Arieste had mentioned magical ability among humans when she first taught me her magic, but I hadn’t pressed for more information. It wasn’t the right time now, but I resolved to ask her about that human wizards thing later.

“They are revered among their kind, and they become the de facto leaders of the clans.” The way she talked, it seemed like there was almost a structure of government or society among what appeared to be utterly savage creatures.

“What sort of powers do they have?” I asked.

“They tend to develop the same abilities as the dragons that rule their lands.”

“So, these shamans will be able to breathe fire?” I asked with a little grin.

“No,” she replied. “Riamod generates the magic from within herself, and it manifests as fire breath because it is the most efficient way to do so. But just as you are able to manifest ice around your hand, so the fire shamans are able to produce fire from theirs.”

My eyes went wide. When I finally defeated Riamod and unlocked the corresponding magical ability, I’d be able to shoot fire from my hands? Talk about being a badass firefighter.

“Do they develop scales like Riamod, too?” I asked.

“No, that’s unique to the dragons,” she told me. “Our minions only receive a fraction of our powers when they are brought to sentience.”

“Good.” I didn’t want to fight the minions, but it was good to know they wouldn’t be as hard to kill as a dragon if it came down to it.

The rock trolls moved slowly, and we had to wait nearly half an hour before the patrol was far enough away. As soon as it was safe, we left the tree cover and resumed our journey. After only a few minutes back in the saddle I began to sense Riamod’s presence in the distance. She was still far away, but now I had all of Frosdar’s power coursing through me and amplifying my magical abilities, so I knew where we had to go to find the red dragon.

Arieste, too, seemed to sense Riamod’s presence. Maybe it was the remnants of her ice powers or maybe just the knowledge that we were drawing close. She grew tenser and more withdrawn with every mile we covered.

“Here,” she said finally. “This is where we cross the barrens.”

The endless expanse of burned flatland dipped slightly. The way it snaked back and forth made it look like a dried-up riverbed, but the slight depression in the blacked ground would provide us cover to cross the flatlands. If our luck held, we could reach the mountain range on the far side of the plain.

I didn’t need a magical sense to know where to find Riamod. There was only one mountain peak that would be home to the monster. It was taller than the others, and threads of molten lava dripped from holes in its sloped sides. An endless stream of thin gray smoke poured from the chasm in its summit as if it was a cranky old wizard blowing smoke rings. It was the perfect place for a fire dragon to make its home.

It was at least ten miles away, and I had no doubt Riamod could sense us drawing closer. Our only chance of success hinged on her being too wounded to deal with us directly. As long as we evaded her monsters, we might be able to get close enough to strike at her. It was a desperate plan, but the only one either of us could come up with.

I dug my heels into Fleetfoot’s ribs, and the spirited horse broke into a fast trot. I glanced over my shoulder and found Arieste following close on my heels. She might not have been a master swordswoman, but the dragon-woman somehow rode far better than I did.

My chest tightened as we led the horses down the short incline and along the rocky streambed. We had the slopes around us to conceal our presence, but it would also hide any passing patrols until they were right on top of us. We had to be quick if we were going to travel across the flatlands undetected.

The knot in my shoulder tightened with every minute we rode, and I kept my senses attuned to the surrounding land like radar.

Then my heart sank as I sensed magical creatures heading south in our direction.

Though I couldn’t tell how many there were, the presence of magic was powerful enough to make me believe it was a large number. There was nowhere for us to hide without backtracking a mile or more, but even then, it would just be against the side of the dried riverbed, and then we would be cornered.

We’d have to outpace them.

“Time to hurry,” I told Arieste as I kicked Fleetfoot into a canter. I knew the horse couldn’t gallop for more than a few miles, but it was hopefully long enough to put serious distance between us and the approaching monsters.

We sprinted across the burnt wasteland crouched low over our horse’s necks. My heart hammered against my ribs and sweat trickled down my spine as I tried not to think about what would happen if the monsters caught up to us. Just Arieste and I couldn’t hope to fight them off. We had to outrun them.

And we had to do it for ten miles.

It was going to be close.

A piercing howl split the air from somewhere off to my right, and I felt the creatures’ magic growing closer. More voices echoed the cry, and I heard the rush of scores of tiny feet pounding across the flatland in the far distance behind us.

I had to risk a glance, and my gut tightened at the sight. Forty goblins, two ogres, a rock troll, and two of the fire shamans were racing toward us. Just as I poked my head up, I heard an answering call from the direction of the mountains, and I whirled around to see another group of fire goblins and ogres charging north. The mountain range was still miles away, and we’d never reach it before they surrounded us. There were just too many of them, and I knew our horses could only gallop for a few more miles before they grew tired.

“Shit!” I shouted over the wind as I moved Fleetfoot to run next to Arieste. “We aren’t going to reach the mountain before they catch up to us.”

Arieste’s pale face hardened, and her ice-blue eyes went flat. She opened her mouth but hesitated as if weighing her words.

“I need to become Frosdar again!” she yelled over the wind and pulled on her reins to slow her horse.

“What?” I replied as I slowed my own horse.

“Think about it, Ethan.” An earnest, pleading look filled her eyes. “You said it yourself, they’re going to swarm over us. It’s you and me against far too many of the creatures.”

“But I have Frosdar’s power. That’s got to be enough to—”

“No,” she said, and there was no doubt in her eyes. “I have spent the last five hundred years watching the lands of ice being slowly pushed back by Riamod’s minions. I have seen what their fire abilities can do, and I know Riamod’s magic is more powerful than mine. If we faced a handful, perhaps we would stand a chance, but there are too many. If we fight, we die, and Riamod destroys Whitespire. After all that’s happened, is that a risk you are willing to take?”

“And what of the risks of giving you back your abilities?” I asked as I fixed her with a hard stare. “If I turn you back into Frosdar, what’s to stop you from just flying away? Or from turning on me and killing me?”

“I thought everything we have shared would convince you that I could be trusted.” Her face hardened and her eyes grew cold. “But I can understand your reservations about restoring me. All I can say is that I have sworn to serve you in exchange for my life. When first I spoke the words, I fully intended to betray you. But in the days that I have known you and become your lover, I have come to see the truth of who you are. The night of the fire, when you risked your own life to save the people of Whitespire, I knew that I would hold to my oath.” She reached out and gripped my hand. “Whether we live or die here, Ethan DePaolo, I am yours.”

I studied her face for any sign of deceit, but there was only frank honesty there. Right now, I had little choice but to trust her.

“I agree,” Nyvea said in my mind. “You don’t have a choice. As much as I didn’t like her at first, Arieste has grown on me. She might still betray you, but I’ve studied her carefully while you’ve penetrated her with that large penis of yours. I’m convinced that she is in love with you. Or your cock, but mostly you.”

Nyvea’s words were ridiculous, but they helped soothe some of the fear, and I committed myself to the plan.

“What do I need to do?” I asked Arieste.

“Dismount,” she said as we slowed our mounts and moved a short distance away from the horses.

“Give me your hands,” she said, and I complied. “Close your eyes and reach for the magic flowing within you.”

I gasped as I tapped into the mighty torrent of icy power.

“Bring it to the surface of your mind, but do not command it to form the ice shield. Instead, will it to flow into my body through the connection of our hands.”

It felt strange to command the magic to do something it didn’t want to do. Like she had told me, the magic was like a force of nature. The sun filled the air with light and warmth, gravity exerted dominance over the entire world, and the power flowing within me sought to form a shield of ice. But I fought to remain in control and gritted my teeth as I tried to push the magic into her body.

Icy heat scorched my palms, and I pulled my hands free with a hiss. “It’s not working,” I said with a scowl. It was easy to siphon magic from others, but returning the stolen power proved much harder.

“The magic will resist your efforts, but you must be stronger,” Arieste told me. “If only we had the gemstone you destroyed, it would be much—”

“The gemstone!” I shouted as I reached into my pocket and pulled out the stone that had fallen from her forehead.

Her eyes went wide as she saw the diamond-like stone in my hand. “How did you get that?”

“I didn’t destroy it,” I told her. “I was going to, but you moved as I was attacking and just knocked it free.”

“Perfect!” she cried as she held her hand out for the stone.

I hesitated. Nyvea had told me using the gemstone could restore Frosdar’s power to her fully. I hadn’t thrown it away because I’d forgotten, but now that it came down to it, I had to decide just how much I trusted Arieste.

After a moment, I handed her the gemstone. “Tell me what to do,” I said, and I could only hope she was telling the truth.

“Touch the stone,” she told me as she placed the clear gem against her forehead. “Now, focus on pouring the ice magic into the gemstone. The power will not resist. The gemstone was created as a receptacle to house it.”

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the magic inside me as the screams from the approaching monsters grew louder. I tapped into the power and pulled it from the raging torrent, then directed it through my hands into the gemstone. I gasped as the gemstone not only received the power without struggle but began to suck more and more of it from within me.

“Don’t fight it!” Arieste shouted, and I heard her voice growing deeper, stronger. “Give the gemstone what it needs. I will be Frosdar once more!”

I cried out as the power was dragged out of me and into the stone. I opened my eyes and watched in horror as Arieste’s figure began to change. Her narrow face grew wider and broader until it became a long, serpentine snout with horns. Her skin changed from pale flesh to icy white scales, and her hands and feet elongated into long talons at the end of thick, heavily muscled legs. She screamed as the weight of her body dragged her forward onto all fours. A tail ripped free of her back, and her shrieks doubled in volume as leathery white wings sprouted from her ribs. In the space of a minute, she went from a hundred and twenty-pound woman to ten tons of ice dragon.

I stared into the dragon’s eyes, my hand on its forehead. I felt a moment of panic as its massive nostrils flared, and a chill wind gusted from its mouth as it breathed out. A hundred razor sharp teeth were five inches away from my body. It could lash out and snap me in half before I could react, crush me with its bulk, or summon an ice dome to kill me.

But the dragon simply lowered its head and right shoulder.

“Get on, Ethan,” she growled with a voice that rattled every one of my ribs.

“Got it,” I sighed with relief, and then I clambered up her scaled back and settled in the hollow between two spines. Arieste shook herself for a moment and spread her wings wide in a stretch. With a loud roar, the white dragon crouched and leapt high into the air.

The howls of the approaching monsters turned to shrieks of terror as they saw the dragon. They slowed in their charge and turned to flee, but with a triumphant roar, Arieste swooped toward the tiny goblins and lashed out with her talons. A dozen fell, joined by ten more as the dragon’s spiked tail swept across the ranks, and a rock troll’s head disintegrated into dust as Arieste snapped at it.

A ball of red fire streaked past my shoulder, and I turned in my seat on the dragon’s back to glance behind us. Another group of fire goblins raced to join up with the first. Two shamans stood at the front of the pack, and their hands raised as they hurled fire toward us.

“I thought you said they didn’t have fire breath!” I shouted at Arieste. For an answer, the female dragon banked sharply and dropped like an arrow toward the shamans. The gemstone in Arieste’s forehead blazed bright, and a dome of ice appeared around the two goblins. Before the creatures could burn their way free, Arieste’s talons crashed into them. The loud shrieks of terror cut short as the shamans died, and my dragon swept back and forth across the plain so that she could angle toward our destination.

More enemies streamed out of caves, cliffs, and nooks. A troop of fire goblins whirled slings around their head and hurled fiery stones up at us. My stomach dropped as Arieste launched herself high into the air and out of range. The wind rushed across my face and whipped my hair and clothes as Arieste climbed. Higher and higher we soared until I could see all of the fire lands spread out around me.

For a single moment, we hung in the air, suspended in a magical time and space where nothing but me, the dragon, the warm sun, and the cool breeze existed. Then Arieste dove like an avenging angel, and my heart leapt into my throat as we plummeted toward the ground.

“Waaaaahooooo!” I shouted as the world rushed up toward me.

I clung to her back as she spun in the air with her wings tucked against her side. We whirled like an enormous hurricane of scales, claws, and fangs, then Arieste’s wings snapped out fifty yards above the ground. I was jerked forward as the wind caught us, and we sliced through the air in a horizontal path that brought us straight toward the enemies arrayed against us.

Arieste’s claws were quick, and I heard the high-pitched screams of goblins accompanied by the throaty roars of dying ogres and the sound of rock crunched beneath the dragon’s bulk. The gemstone in her forehead flared bright, and ice shields popped into place around the last of the fire shamans. Arieste flicked out her tail, and a frozen goblin corpse flew a hundred yards to crash limp and lifeless to the ground.

“Hit ‘em again!” I shouted.

Arieste let out a gleeful roar and banked hard to her right. Wind rushed past me as we circled and came back for another pass. With the last of the goblin shamans down, Riamod’s minions had only bone, wood, fang, and sinew to face us. Arieste’s talons, wings, and shower of ice globes plowed devastation through the horde of monsters, and within seconds, fewer than forty of the original two hundred or so remained. High-pitched squeals echoed across the plains as the fire goblins turned to flee.

“Take that, fuckers!” I pumped my fist into the air and let out a triumphant whoop that the ice dragon echoed with a bellow of glee.

But now we had more important things to deal with than the fire land minions.

“All right Arieste, time to get on with our real mission!” I shouted over the wind as I patted the scales at her neck. “We’ve got to get to that mountain before--”

A terrible roar split the air behind me, and I turned in my seat to glance over my shoulder at the fiery mountain peak in the distance. Another roar echoed across the flat lands, and a massive red-scaled figure burst from the hole in the top of the mountain and flew straight toward us.

Riamod had joined the fight.
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Chapter Sixteen

Even from this distance, I could see Riamod wasn’t flying as gracefully as when she attacked the castle. Her right wing moved sluggishly, like she was favoring it. I grinned and shot a mental thanks to Grendis for his damn good archery skills. Thanks to that one well-placed ballista bolt, our chances of defeating the red dragon had increased exponentially.

Arieste tensed beneath me, and muscle rippled along her scaly back as she prepared to engage the approaching enemy.

“No!” I shouted over the wind whipping past us. “Do not fight her, not yet!”

Arieste let out a furious roar. I could sense her desire to clash with her ancient rival, yet the woman-turned-dragon obeyed my wishes.

“Get me to Riamod’s lair,” I told her. “I just need to sever her connection to the altar, and she will be weak enough that you can take her down.”

Arieste gave a powerful flap of her white wings to gain speed as if she intended to crash into the red dragon, and my heart leapt into my throat as we darted toward the larger serpent. As we got closer, Riamod bared her teeth in a roar and opened her mouth wide to breathe fire at us, but at the last second, Arieste snapped her wings against her side and dove.

The red dragon’s claws raked the air two feet above my head as she hurtled past, and then Arieste spread her wings and soared upward past the red dragon. We were now aimed at the smoking mountain peak in the distance, and I prayed that we could get to the altar quick enough.

Riamod’s furious call echoed loud behind us, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the red dragon banking in a sharp turn to pursue us. She was significantly larger than Arieste, but I didn’t think she could fly as fast with the injured wing.

At least, I hoped she couldn’t.

“Come on, Arieste!” I encouraged. The rushing wind whistled in my hair and set my clothing flapping furiously, and I had to shout at full volume to make myself heard. “Faster!”

“More power,” Arieste roared. “Give me more!”

I hesitated, but it was too late to turn back now. I reached around the spikes on her back to lay a hand on the gemstone in her forehead. The moment I opened myself up to the magic, it felt like the gemstone ripped it from my control. Every nerve in my body blazed with icy heat as it poured through me and into Arieste. The dragon roared in triumph, and I felt her muscles ripple beneath me as she beat at the air to gain greater speed.

We flew like an arrow toward the peak of the smoking mountain and toward the hole from which Riamod had emerged. I concentrated on the magical power coursing through my Mark of the Guardian and searched for the source of the fire dragon’s magic. A thick thread of fiery red ran from the mountain and connected with Riamod. I just needed to get to that altar.

I felt the sudden rush of magic behind me. I had no time to look over my shoulder, only to shout at Arieste. “Fire!” At the same time, I tapped into the small amount of ice magic remaining to me to form a protective shield around my body.

Arieste dipped low, and a massive pillar of flame burst through the air above my head. The ice melted away in the blink of an eye, and I felt a searing pain down my back as a tendril of fire scorched through my clothing. I gritted my teeth against the throbbing sensation and clung to Arieste’s back as the ice dragon dove toward the slope of the mountain.

“What are you doing?” I shouted. “We need to get up there!”

“No time, she is right behind us,” Arieste rumbled back. “Find another way in. I will buy you time.”

“I’ll hurry!” I scanned the mountainside and spotted the mouth of a cave. “There, the cave!”

Arieste swooped toward it, and a dark shadow passed overhead as Riamod sped toward us. This was going to suck.

The white dragon crashed into the mountainside with bone-jarring force, but her massive legs absorbed most of the impact. I leapt from her back, fireman’s axe gripped firmly in my hand and darted to the right. At the same moment, Arieste rolled to her left, just in time to avoid the massive pillar of Riamod’s fire that raked the ground. I sprinted across the slope with the blazing heat licking at my heels. Then I heard Arieste’s roar of pain, and a shrill of anger as the ice dragon leapt from the ground with a furious beat of her powerful wings.

I had no time to watch the ferocious clash of dragons. My attention was riveted on the cave just ten yards away. I felt the altar deep within the heart of the mountain, and the massive amount of power it contained called to the Mark of the Guardian.

The mountainside was made of rough volcanic stone, and it took all my coordination to scramble over the jagged surface. Threads of red-hot lava leaked from tiny holes in the ground. I had given almost all my power to Arieste, and I used what little remained to keep an ice shield around my body in an attempt to ward off the heat.

Finally, I reached the cave and raced inside. The ground inside was smoother and more even, so I could run faster. The passageway twisted and turned and my path was lit by red-hot stones embedded in the wall. With every step I took deeper into the cave, the sweltering heat increased. Sweat leaked down my face and soaked my shirt, and the melting ice of my feeble shield rose in thick clouds of sulfur tasting steam around me.

The sweltering humidity made me want to pass out, so I paused to draw my turnout gear from my pack. The thick suit provided some protection from the heat, but my head, face, and hands were exposed without a helmet and gloves. I gripped my axe tighter and forced myself to keep moving. This was just another fucking day on the job. I had faced hotter fires than this and walked out in one piece.

I had trained to face open flames and burning buildings, but I felt sorely unprepared as I entered the cave and found myself confronted by an open lake of lava. The red-hot liquid oozed like sludge, and let off a deep bubbling sound broken occasionally by a gasp of steam. With every hiss, a foul sulfuric smell filled the surrounding air.

I could feel the immense amount of power coming from the far end of the cavern, and it only took me a moment to realize that it was more potent than what I had sensed in Frosdar’s cave.

My gut tightened as I searched for a way to reach the altar. The passage I’d entered ended at a small outcropping of rock, which ran for five yards to my right and left before dropping off into a steep cliff. A hundred feet below me, the lake of fire bubbled and boiled. Stone shelves were set at random intervals around the edges of the chamber, but they were too far apart for me to jump to. The walls rose straight up toward a hole at the top of the mountain, and daylight shone a hundred yards above my head.

Just my luck, the only way to get across the field of lava was to go through. Flat plateaus dotted the fiery surface like solid stepping stones over the burning inferno, and I ducked lower so that I could see under the cloud of smoke and steam. Some of the stones were five or ten yards apart, but some were close enough together than I could leap over the gap. I had no doubt the heat would be fucking brutal, but it was the only way to get across.

I needed to get a move on since I could hear the screams of the dragons fighting outside, and I knew Arieste couldn’t last that long against her nemesis.

I zipped up my turnout gear, stepped toward the edge of the lake of fire, and drew in a deep breath.

“has anyone ever told you you’re bloody insane?” Nyvea told me.

“I don’t see a better way,” I told her.

“Just don’t get yourself killed, hero,” she purred. “I’d miss your handsome body if you died.”

“I don’t plan on it.” I gritted my teeth and took my first leap out into the field of lava.

Blazing heat gripped me as I hurtled through the air to land on the four-foot-wide stone. I tapped into the ice magic and formed a frozen shield around me, and I sighed as the air grew momentarily cool. But as I jumped to the next stone, I could feel the ice melting from the burning intensity of the lava. I knew that lava could get as hot as twenty-two hundred degrees, and there was no way I or my turnout gear could survive that amount of heat. I had to keep up the ice shield even though it was slowly exhausting me.

A shadow passed over the mouth of the mountain peak, and I glanced up in time to see Arieste swoop down and crash onto Riamod’s back. The ice dragon snapped at the fire dragon’s neck, and Riamod roared in pain. They flew out of sight a second later, but that little glimpse of their battle brought a smile to my face. Arieste had a chance to win. At the very least, she could keep Riamod occupied long enough for me to find and destroy the altar.

The going across the fiery lava field was slow, hot, and damn near suffocating. I had to pick my path three or four stones ahead so I wouldn’t get caught on a stone too far from the next. I was already running out of energy from using the ice magic, and I still had more than half the distance to cross.

For what seemed an eternity, I navigated that fiery landscape of gray stones. The bubbling lava filled the cavern with an eerie glow that only made the stifling heat worse. I no longer sweated because my body was running dangerously low on water. I had to form ice shields around my face and drink the melting water just to keep from dehydration. It took all of my concentration and willpower to put one leaden foot in front of the other. My legs and back ached from the jumping and running, and I knew I was running out of steam.

A loud screech echoed above me, and I saw two massive bodies plummeting through the hole in the mountain. Arieste was on her back with her wings spread wide, and Riamod was on top with her massive jaws locked on the ice dragon’s neck. They were falling right toward me.

It felt like I was moving through mud as I sprinted toward the edge of my rocky shelf and threw myself across the six-foot gap to the next. I didn’t slow to catch myself, but kept running and leaping from rock to rock. I had to get out of the path of the falling dragons.

A shrill cry of pain set the walls of the cavern shaking behind me, and there was a massive crash as the two huge bodies slammed into the ground. The impact shook the stones beneath my feet and nearly threw me off balance. A loud sizzling pop was accompanied by the heart aching sound of the ice dragon screaming, and I felt the air leave my chest.

I wanted to turn toward my lover and see how she fared in the fight, but I knew we were both going to die if I didn’t hurry the fuck up, so I sprinted the distance across the last stepping stone and leapt with all the strength in my legs. I flew through the air and crashed to the ground on the far side of the gap as my muscles gave out. I lay there for a long moment, and my lungs burned from my desperate sprint and the burning air of the magma lake.

As soon as my feet were steady on the shore, I risked a glance at Arieste and Riamod. The two dragons wrestled on the field of stones, and it took me less than a second to see that Riamod was clearly gaining the upper hand. Arieste’s tail was covered in lava, and she was roaring in a mixture of pain and fury as she struggled against the larger red dragon.

I levered myself upright and stumbled on wooden legs toward the altar. The stone was a deep crimson, and threads of yellow and orange fire swirled within its depths. I felt the immense amount of raw power in the stone and saw the thick tether of magic running past me toward Riamod. The altar was just fifty yards away, but it felt like crossing ten football fields. I clenched my jaw against my exhaustion and forced myself to keep moving.

A roar of rage echoed behind me, and I heard the sound of claws scrabbling on stone. I glanced over my shoulder, and fear tightened in my gut as I saw the lumbering bulk of Riamod charging across the field of stones toward me.

That sight drove all thoughts of fatigue from my mind. A second surge of adrenaline coursed through my body and fueled my legs as I sprinted the last twenty feet to the altar. With a roar, I swung the axe up and brought the blade down right onto the gemstone.

Again, I felt something snap as my axe blade shattered the crimson stone, and Riamod screeched behind me. The ground shook as the dragon collapsed, disoriented by the sudden disconnection from her magical power, and she thrashed about in pain. Her wings lashed the stone and sent shards of volcanic rocks hurtling toward me, but I crouched down away from her, and the bits of obsidian bounced off my thick jacket.

I whirled to face the dragon, but Riamod was already rearing up above me.

She was fucking huge. Her claws looked half as long as I was tall, her glowing yellow eyes were probably four feet in diameter, and her gleaming white teeth were bared in a furious snarl. I caught a glimpse of the red gemstone set into her chest as she raised a bulldozer-sized paw over my head.

The world seemed to slow around me.

I tried to move, but I had no strength left in my muscles. I’d used too much magic, and the desperate scramble across the field of fire had sapped the last of my energy. I was used to being in tight spots though, and I somehow summoned enough strength to roll out of the way as the claws descended. As soon as Riamod’s paw slammed into the stone beside me, the red dragon shrieked in pain. I turned to see Arieste’s white bulk land atop the red dragon’s back, and the ice dragon sank her fangs into her enemy’s neck. Riamod thrashed in a desperate attempt to break free, but Arieste held her wings pinned, and the white dragon’s bulk temporarily forced the other dragon’s body against the steaming rocks.

“Do it!” Nyvea roared in my mind. “Finish her!”

“Your puny weapons cannot harm me!” Riamod roared, and her fury set the walls around me trembling. “I am immune to magical weapons!”

“Perhaps,” I said as I hefted my fireman’s axe. “But this Earth axe isn’t magical. It’s just made for chopping the shit out of things.”

Riamod roared as Arieste’s fangs sank deeper into her neck, and the white serpent pulled the red dragon up to expose the gem on her chest. I raced toward the battling winged lizards and tapped into the last reserves of ice magic within me. I used the power to coat the handle and steel head of my fireman’s axe with ice and heaved the weapon with all my strength in a horizontal swing at the dragon’s chest.

The blade bit deep into the scales just beneath the gemstone, but I’d given the blow just enough of an upward angle that it sliced at the flesh holding the stone. The red dragon gave a horrible shriek as the gemstone ripped free of its chest and spun away. Her thrashing limbs nearly ripped me into pieces, and I had to leap back to avoid being crushed by her massive head. Arieste held her pinned to the ground and growled in triumph at her enemy’s defeat.

“Get the stone!” Nyvea cried in my mind.

I raced after the gemstone, which was bouncing across the steaming ground toward a cliff’s edge. I threw myself into a desperate dive and stretched my arms as far as I could manage. The glittering red sphere made its last bounce over the edge, but my fingers closed around the stone just as it bounced into empty air, and I let out a relieved sigh.

But my chest, shoulders, and head hung over the lip of the cliff, and only the weight of my legs kept me from falling over. My relief at catching the gemstone was almost instantly replaced by a shiver of terror racing down my spine. I carefully scrambled backward away from the cliff edge, and my legs trembled as I stumbled toward the source of the dragon’s magic.

As I touched the gemstone to the altar, Riamod let out one last roar and Arieste replied with a victory screech. I felt that same rush of magic power in my veins, and it was like someone had poured molten lead over my head. The skin of my right shoulder sizzled, and I screamed in pain. I could feel the magic burning into the core of my being, and the concussive force of the explosion threw me backward.

But I was beyond pain. The raw power that coursed in me made me feel more alive than I ever had. I no longer felt the heat of the lava, for it was like a cool summer breeze compared to the inferno raging inside me. When I flexed my arms, I could feel the fire magic straining against its bonds in a desire to be unleashed. The power of fire wanted to destroy, to consume, and it took every shred of willpower to keep it locked up.

But I loved the sensation. It felt as if I was invincible. It felt as if I was fire, and ice, and creation.

It felt like I was a god.

The light within the altar had faded, and the stone was a dull red. I turned and found Arieste standing over the body of a woman clothed in a tight red dress. She lay unconscious, just as I had found Arieste.

The ice dragon’s gaze met mine, and I could feel the burning intensity in those eyes. Arieste wanted to put an end to the woman that had been Riamod, and I almost considered letting her do it.

“What do you think?” I asked Arieste and Nyvea, although I knew the dragon wouldn’t hear Nyvea’s response. “Kill her, or give her a chance to join us?”

“Another sex slave, eh?” Nyvea purred in my mind. “Now that’s a thought I can get behind.”

“No!” Arieste roared and shook her dragon head so violently the ground quaked under my feet. “Riamod was the worst of all dragonkind. She cannot be allowed to live or join you.”

“Riamod was,” I replied calmly, “but what about this woman? Who is she? Can we really kill her without knowing anything about her?” I fixed the ice dragon with a hard stare. “I could give her the same choice I gave you.”

Arieste’s glare hardened, but she only growled low in her throat for a response.

I moved to stand over the woman in the tight crimson dress. She had curly red hair that made her light brown skin and red lips stand out even more sharply. She was shorter than Arieste but infinitely more curvaceous. The red dress clung to her shapely form, emphasizing her full breasts and rounded hips.

The woman began to stir. Her long eyelashes fluttered open, and I saw her eyes had changed from the burning gold of Riamod to a gorgeous amber color. Her gaze fixed on me with the same burning intensity I’d seen in Arieste’s eyes, and I tensed as I expected her to attack me.

Arieste’s low growl nipped any thoughts of assaulting me in the bud, and the woman in red flinched and scrambled back from the ice dragon’s massive head.

“Don’t let it kill me!” she shouted.

“She won’t,” I said as I loomed over her. “But I might.”

She looked up at me with surprise staining her pretty heart-shaped face. “Why?”

“Because you’re a threat,” I said. “You were Riamod the fire dragon, and I won’t risk you becoming it again. Swear to serve me, and I’ll let you live.”

“Not on your bloody life,” she growled, and fury twisted her expression. “I will not be controlled by a wretched human! I am a dragon! A being of fire and godhood. You can’t--”

“Suit yourself,” I interrupted her with a shrug and raised my fireman’s axe. “I guess I’ll have to kill you.”

“Wait, wait!” She scooted backward with one hand raised to shield herself. “Give me a minute to think about it.”

I lowered the axe and waited as her eyes took in her surroundings, me, my axe, and the enormous ice dragon hovering above her. I could see her doing the mental math as she calculated her chances of not being eaten alive. Clearly, she knew just how much Arieste hated Riamod, and she didn’t take long to decide which was her best option.

“Fine,” she said, and there was an extra edge of heat to her voice. “I’ll submit.” Her eyes went from me to the dragon and back again. “Do you have some magic words you want me to say, some vow of fealty?”

“I want your word that you will not betray me or try to harm my allies,” I said as I tapped my axe on the ground.

“Also tell her that she needs to let you fuck her,” Nyvea urged, but I ignored her.

“Sure, no problem,” she replied in a flippant tone. “You have my word I won’t do any of that bad stuff to you.”

“Betray me, and I’ll feed you to her.” I thrust my chin toward Arieste, and the ice dragon bared her teeth in a wicked grin. “Or, I’ll turn you over to the people of Whitespire and tell them who you really are.”

This got her attention. Panic tinged her expression, and real fear filled her eyes. It didn’t take an active imagination to know what the humans would do to Riamod in human form.

“But I’m not going to force you into slavery. All I ask is that you help me fulfill my quest and teach me how to use the fire magic.”

“Use…the magic?” the woman asked, and her eyes narrowed.

I tapped into the fiery power coursing through my tattoos. It took effort to keep the magic from bursting out of me, but I managed to keep it to just a trickle, enough to make a small flame sprout from my hands.

“I have your magic, and it’s in my power to return it to you. Just like I did with her.” I pointed again to Arieste. The woman’s eyes went to the ice dragon, and the calculating look returned.

“She serves you?” the redhead asked as she turned back to me.

“Yessss,” the ice dragon rumbled.

“Alright,” the woman who had once been a fire dragon said after a moment more of consideration. “I will teach you how to use my fire magic.” A teasing smile toyed at her lips. “And, perhaps, for a handsome man like you, a few more useful things.”

“Ooh, we’re going to have fun with her,” Nyvea purred.
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Chapter Seventeen

Arieste didn’t like the fact that I was letting the woman live, and her lips curled back to reveal massive dragon fangs.

“What’s your name? Or is it Riamod?” I asked the woman quickly as I shot a glare up at the ice dragon.

“Irenya is my given name,” she said, and her voice took on a little purr, sort of like Nyvea’s tone when she was trying to be seductive.

“Well, Irenya, as you can imagine, Arieste here is less than happy with my decision. I’m sure she’d welcome any excuse to bite your head off while I’m busy searching the cave.”

The woman’s tanned skin went a shade paler as she looked up at the dragon.

“If I were you,” I told her with a grin, “I’d avoid doing anything she might interpret as a threat.” I winked up at Arieste. “Somehow, I think just breathing the wrong way could end up being misinterpreted.”

Arieste let out a snuffling sound, which I interpreted as dragon laughter.

“What are you searching the cave for?” Irenya asked.

“Your hoard,” I told her. “Fire weapons, or anything magical we can use to fight the rest of the dragons.”

“Look back there for an archway next to the altar,” Irenya said, and lifted her arm to point a delicate finger in the direction of the now-lightless red stone. She shot a glance up at Arieste. “Just…don’t take too long.”

“Watch her,” I told the ice dragon. “Bite her if she makes the wrong move.”

“With pleasure,” Arieste snarled.

I grinned and turned and strode toward the altar. Sure enough, a few yards to the right and hidden by a large stone pillar was an archway that led down a short tunnel of volcanic rock. The tunnel ran up a gentle slope for twenty yards, then ended in a cavernous room of stone walls that rose up to a domed ceiling.

I gasped at the sight of all the gold, gemstones, and treasures piled there. The fire dragon’s hoard was easily twice as large as Arieste’s had been, and far more organized. Coins spilled out of chests lining the eastern wall of the cavern, and bags of gemstones of all colors were stacked beside them. A crude stone shelf had been used to store dozens of swords, spears, shields, and an assortment of other weapons. Hope surged in me as I saw magical gemstones of white, red, blue, green, and even amber set into the weapons. There was enough to arm all the Gray Hunters and even some of the White Guard. For the first time, humans had a real chance of defeating the dragons.

“Barodan wishes to speak with you through the altar,” Nyvea told me. There was an edge of tension in her voice as if her master’s summons made her uneasy.

I made my way back up the tunnel toward the altar. The red stone that once glowed was as inert as the surrounding mountain. But when I followed Nyvea’s instructions and pressed her amulet against the altar, I felt a massive surge of power flowing into me. It wasn’t like the fire or ice magic, but the same feeling I got when I used the Mark of the Guardian.

HERO OF EARTH, Barodan thundered in my mind, YOU HAVE DONE WELL IN YOUR MISSION. TWO OF THE ALTARS HAVE GONE DARK.

“You were right about Nyvea,” I told him. “She was an awesome guide and companion.”

INDEED, BUT TELL ME WHY I SENSE THE MAGIC OF FIRE AND ICE WITHIN YOU? I INSTRUCTED YOU TO KILL THE DRAGONS. HAD YOU DONE SO, THE POWER WOULD HAVE RESTORED ME, AND I WOULD BE FREE TO DEAL WITH THEM MYSELF. NOW THAT YOU HAVE THE MAGIC, I AM STILL TOO WEAK TO EXERT MY WILL ON AGREON.

“Oh?” I felt my forehead wrinkle in confusion. “When you gave me the tattoos, I thought that meant you wanted me to use the magic powers.”

THE TATTOOS WOULD HAVE BEEN ACTIVATED WHEN YOU DESTROYED THE DRAGONS. WHEN THEIR POWER WAS RELEASED FROM THEIR MORTAL FORMS, YOU WOULD HAVE RECEIVED A MEASURE OF IT FOR YOURSELF, EVEN AS I WAS GIVEN THE POWER NEEDED TO RETURN TO AGREON. BUT YOU HAVE NOT GIVEN ME ENOUGH. IT WILL TAKE ME MANY MORE DECADES TO BE RESTORED AT THIS RATE.

I sensed the Silent Guardian’s displeasure rumbling through my mind, and it took all my willpower not to let the instinctive fear overwhelm me. It wasn’t every day I did something to piss off a celestial being.

BUT IT IS ENOUGH FOR NOW, Barodan said, and I felt relief coursing through me. I AM PATIENT. I HAVE AN ABUNDANCE OF TIME. THOUGH IT WILL TAKE DECADES, THE DESTRUCTION OF THESE TWO DRAGONS HAVE GIVEN ME ENOUGH POWER TO BEGIN MY RESTORATION OF AGREON.

“Well, that’s awesome,” I said. “So, you’ll be able to deal with the dragons yourself, then?”

INDEED. AND NOW, ETHAN DEPAOLO OF EARTH, THE TIME HAS COME FOR ME TO SEND YOU HOME.

The words hit me like a blow to the gut. Since the first moment I’d come to Agreon, I’d wanted to find a way to get home. I’d accepted Barodan’s quest to slay the dragons in exchange for him sending me back to Earth.

But now, faced with the choice, I found myself reluctant to leave. I had come to enjoy the life here on Iriador. Back in Chicago, I would be alone, a man with few friends and no family. Here, I had Arieste, Nyvea, Sir Galfred, Adath, even King Obragar. I had a mission to keep me going. The people of Whitespire needed me in a way the people of Chicago never would.

“And if I don’t want to go home yet?” I asked Barodan. “If I wanted to stay and help the humans on this world? Could you send me after I killed a few more dragons and set the people of Whitespire free?”

HMMM, Barodan rumbled. YOU WISH TO REMAIN, MAN OF EARTH?

Until that moment, I hadn’t realized the truth: I liked this world and everything it had to offer. The decision was clear.

“Yes,” I said, then added, “for now. Just a while longer.” I had just found magical abilities, and there was no way I wanted to give them up so soon after unlocking my fire power. Together with the help of Arieste and Nyvea, and maybe even one day Irenya, I could use these abilities to destroy the dragons and their minions.

Then I would bring peace to the realm of men. I couldn’t turn my back on them yet. They needed me. They needed a hero, and that was who I was.

VERY WELL, Barodan said, and I heard a hard edge to his voice. BUT HEED MY WORDS, HERO OF EARTH. SLAY THE DRAGONS, BUT DO NOT TAKE THE POWER FOR YOURSELF. IT IS TOO DANGEROUS AND TOO MUCH FOR YOUR MORTAL FLESH TO CONTAIN. DESTROY THE ALTARS AND SEND ME THE POWER I NEED TO BE RESTORED TO AGREON. WITH YOUR HELP, I WILL BE FREE TO DEAL WITH THE DRAGONS AND BRING PEACE TO THE REALM OF MEN.

“That sounds fair,” I said. “Once I’m done, you can send me home, right?”

AS LONG AS YOU GIVE ME THE POWER INSTEAD OF TAKING IT FOR YOURSELF, IT WILL BE POSSIBLE.

“Great! It’s a deal.”

THE POWER IS NOT YOURS, Barodan said with such force my head ached. MAKE THE RIGHT CHOICE AND RESIST ITS ALLURE.

“You got it,” I said with a grin. “Destroy the altars, give you the power.”

The connection with Barodan snapped, and I staggered backward, dizzy.

“He didn’t seem happy,” Nyvea said in a tight voice.

“Yeah, he’s kinda pissed I took the power for myself instead of giving it to him.” I lifted the amulet and held it up before my face to stare into the stone. “You were the one who told me to use the gemstones to take the power rather than destroying the altar. Why?”

“Because you need to slay the dragons,” she purred.

“Sure, but if I gave Barodan the power, he could just come and wipe out the dragons for me.” I gave the amulet a hard glare. “Tell me the truth, Nyvea.”

There was silence for a long moment. Finally, when she spoke, it was in a quiet voice.

“Barodan summoned you to this world but failed to give you the tools you needed to complete his quest. There was no way you could have done what he asked, so I made the decision to help you unlock your powers. If you had destroyed the altar, the power would all have gone to Barodan, with hardly any for you. But when you close the loop by pressing the gemstones to the altar, the power goes into you.”

“But I thought you served Barodan,” I said, confused. “Why—”

“Fuck Barodan,” Nyvea said, and there was real anger in her voice. “He is not worthy of my service. He was the one who imprisoned me in this gemstone, yet he expects me to lick his boots and be grateful for the opportunity. He would never have set me free, no matter what I did. But you,” her voice took on that silky, seductive tone again, “you are worth serving. You’re not just handsome and strong, but you’re brave and kind and heroic. You should take all the power for yourself, since you will use it to help your fellow humans. You are a true hero, Ethan, and one day I hope you will realize that I am worth more to you free of this amulet. I can wait until then. As long as I am with you and not someone unworthy, I am content.”

Nyvea’s words filled me with a warmth that seemed stronger than the lava in the mountain. She had chosen me over a super-powered being, the protector of Agreon. It felt pretty awesome, but I guessed she was just buttering me up, and I knew it would take me a bit of time to understand her true goals.

As well as the true goals of Barodan. Yeah, the guy had said he wanted to save this world from the dragons, and the winged serpents did seem to be causing terrible strife in this land, but I’d be a fool to think he wasn’t trying to play some longer game.

I would save this world, but I wasn’t going to be some powerful being’s pawn.

“I’m glad I stayed, then,” I told her as I slung the chain around my neck. “I’d miss you if I left you behind.”

“I’m right here, handsome,” she purred, and it felt like the gemstone shifted to nestle between my pecs. “Right where I want to be. Well, I’d rather be a flesh and blood woman, so that we could make love to each other for endless hours, but I am content to wait until you feel it is appropriate for you to release me.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “Honestly, Nyvea, I’m not sure that I trust you.”

“I understand. This is all very new to you. I am not angry that you wish to wait. I would if I was in your position. I will just continue to remind you that I have your back, Ethan. I care for you, and your mission. I serve you over Barodan and only want you to be successful at gathering the power you deserve. I’m not sure why these dragons are turning into women after you steal their power, but I think you should continue to take the altars in this fashion.”

“Barodan said he might not be able to send me back through,” I said.

“Of course he would say that,” she said with a light laugh. “What is the one thing gods fear?”

“Other gods?” I asked.

“Yessss,” she purred. “Think of how powerful you were with one of your tattoos lit with magic. What happens when all of them are? You might not need Barodan’s magic to send you back to your world. You might not need anyone. You’ll have all the powers of the dragons, and a harem of beautiful sorcerer women you can shapeshift into dragons. All will kneel before you. Think of all the help you could bring people if you ruled this world. Won’t it be wonderful?”

“Yeah,” I said as I thought about the inequalities I’d seen in the city. Maybe Nyvea’s words were starting to go to my head, but I really did want to help people. What better way than being a benevolent ruler?

I pushed the thoughts out of my head quickly. I didn’t want to give into the fantasy right now. I had a lot of work to do first, and I didn’t want to leave the women alone for too long, or Arieste might just decide that Irenya looked at her wrong.

I returned to the treasure trove and grabbed an arm full of gem-encrusted magical weapons. Then I strode out of the alcove and back across the rock-strewn ground toward Arieste and Irenya. The dark-haired woman had sat up, and she was busy straightening her dress while she pretended not to notice the sixty-foot dragon looming over her. Arieste’s eyes were fixed on the woman with a hate-filled glare, and her long tongue passed over her lips.

“Good to see everyone’s still alive,” I said as I set the weapons down on the ground. Their two heads whipped toward me, and I spared them both a grin.

“Not to complain,” Irenya said with a mischievous smile, “but the heat in here is doing terrible things to my hair. Any plans to get us out of here?”

“I will bear us,” Arieste rumbled. Her pale blue eyes locked onto mine. “Let me keep the power a little while longer, and I will bring us safely back to Whitespire far faster than we could manage on horseback.”

Hesitation surged through me, and I considered her suggestion. I had given Arieste the ice power out of desperation, but we were no longer in danger. I knew Irenya’s fire powers kept her from feeling the heat just like me, and Arieste had enough ice magic to stay cool. The smart thing to do would be to take back the ice magic rather than risk keeping her in her dragon form much longer.

She had done nothing to earn my distrust, but I knew how I’d feel if someone tried to take the magic away from me, even though I’d only had it for a few short days. I’d seen the eagerness burning in her eyes as she held out her hands for the gemstone, and her words as I transformed her into the dragon.

After a moment of careful consideration, I nodded. Her plan was the best way out of here. I had no idea where the horses were, and the sooner we returned to Whitespire with the weapons from the dragon’s hoard, the better. There was no telling when the next dragon attack would come after the other dragons on Iriador found out Riamod and Frosdar were both destroyed.

“Very well,” I said and met the creature’s icy blue eyes. “I’m trusting you. I’m going to go gather another load of weapons for the king, you both wait here.”

They both nodded, and I turned to walk back into the deeper part of the mountain cave.

“You seemed to have conquered the ice dragon’s heart,” Nyvea whispered as I strode down the tunnel toward the dragon’s hoard again. “I suspected her feelings for you, but this confirms it. She did as you asked and didn’t destroy her enemy. Now she has offered to carry you back to the city. This is a good turn of events, and I’m glad you followed my advice and turned her into your sex slave.”

“You actually told me to kill her,” I replied to Nyvea as I fought against a smile and filled my arms with magical weapons.

“Oh, I supposed I did,” Nyvea sighed. “It just goes to show that you intrinsically know what you should do. I am proud of you, Ethan.”

“You are just feeding my ego now,” I said as I used my belt to wrap the weapons into a second bundle.

“I am telling the truth,” Nyvea said. “How many other men do you know that have defeated two dragons and taken their power?”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled as I walked back to the two women. Once I made it there, I tied the two bundles of weapons between a pair of Arieste’s back spikes with strips of cloth from my cloak.

Arieste danced away as I went to help Irenya onto her back. “She rides in my claws,” the dragon rumbled and raised huge talons toward the woman.

“No,” I told the ice dragon with a shake of my head. “She is no longer Riamod. Your enmity with the red dragon dies here. You both serve me, or I’ll be done with you.”

Irenya’s cheek muscles tightened at my words, but her amber eyes revealed nothing. Arieste rumbled in displeasure but didn’t move away when I helped Irenya onto her back. I settled the redheaded woman between Arieste’s spines and took a seat in front of her.

“Hold on to me,” I told her. “There are no seatbelts on this ride.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Seatb—”

Her words were cut off as Arieste crouched and leaped high into the air. The white dragon’s wings beat as she fought to gain altitude, and I felt Irenya’s body press back against mine as we flew straight up toward the mouth of the mountain. The redhead didn’t move away from my chest. Instead, she wiggled until she settled into a comfortable position. I was keenly aware of her rounded butt and curved back against my body, and the smoky scent of her hair filled my nostrils.

But as we burst from the mountain and into bright daylight, all thoughts of the woman faded. The landscape of Iriador spread out below me in a breathtaking panorama. From way up high, even the charred black expanse of Riamod’s land had a sort of stark beauty, contrasted sharply by the jagged mountains and the burnt gray trees at the edge of the forest. Within minutes, Arieste had crossed the miles of empty land and soared over the towering pines, oaks, willows, and birch trees.

The speed was breathtaking, and I couldn’t help laughing in glee as the wind ruffled my hair and clothing. I closed my eyes and drank in the sensations of being so high. It was like riding in the back of a helicopter, and I felt like I was on top of the world.

The forest soon ended, and we reached the rolling hills beyond. As we flew, I was hit with a sudden idea. It was a crazy one, but I went with it anyway. The king and the people of Whitespire had to know the truth. It would make things a lot easier if they knew how much of a badass I was.

“Arieste, can you get me into the palace courtyard?” I shouted over the whistling wind.

I felt the dragon’s muscles tense beneath me. Arieste had seen the castle’s defenses. Even though most of the ballista had burned with the castle roof, she was hesitant to risk it.

“Trust me!” I shouted.

After a moment, the dragon gave a huffing sound and nodded her great white head.

The city of Whitespire soon appeared over the horizon. Below us, people on the roads and in the villages we passed stared and pointed, and I knew there was fear in their hearts. But my plan would change the way people looked at Arieste. We needed a dragon on our side if we were going to free Iriador.

Arieste tensed as the sound of the clanging alarm bell reached us. I tapped into the fire magic and prepared to defend us as we soared over Whitespire, but no ballista bolts sped toward us. Riamod had done terrible damage to the city’s defenses, and they weren’t prepared for another dragon attack.

The ice dragon beat her wings to slow our speed, and we descended toward the palace courtyard. As soon as we landed, White Guards poured out of the building and raced towards us. The warriors formed a bristling wall of steel spears, shields, and white-enameled breastplates. Their eyes went wide as they saw me sitting on the massive dragon’s back with my arms wrapped around Irenya.

“Hey, guys!” I said as I gave them a cheerful wave and dropped off the dragon’s back. “Thanks for rolling out the red carpet. You really know how to make a man feel welcome.”

My light-hearted tone did little to dispel the fear in their eyes.

“What is the meaning of this?” spat the goateed White Guard that had arrested me weeks ago.

“It’s my ride, of course!” I grinned and reached up to help Irenya down from the dragon. I could see by the glint in her eyes that she was enjoying this as much as I was. “Now, which of you is going to go tell the king I’ve returned?”

Ten minutes later, a very angry King Obragar appeared in the double doors leading into the palace. He didn’t descend the marble steps toward us but remained within the palace. Sir Galfred stood before him, unsteady from his injuries and his face as hard as stone.

“What the hell are you doing, Ethan?” Sir Galfred growled. “I thought you killed Frosdar.”

“Nope, I said the dragon was gone.” I grinned at him. “Which it was until I brought it back.”

“Explain yourself,” snapped the king.

“Better I show you.” With a smile, I walked toward Arieste’s head. The guards tensed all around me and pointed spears and swords at us.

Arieste’s pale blue eyes were fixed on the White Guards surrounding her, and I saw the instinctive desire to pounce, to strike out, to bring down these threatening men. I had made a huge gamble trusting Arieste with the power, and now I’d find out if my bet would pay off.

The dragon’s eyes flashed toward me as I came to stand in front of her, less than two feet from those rows of long white teeth. I swallowed the surge of fear and held out a hand.

“It’s time to return what I gave you,” I told her.

The two huge eyes narrowed, and for a long moment, Arieste didn’t move. I knew exactly what was going through her head, but I kept my eyes locked on her and my hand outstretched.

Finally, Arieste lowered her eyes and dipped her huge head toward the ground. The moment I touched the gemstone set in her skull, I felt the power coursing through the stone and the dragon’s body. It took an immense amount of effort to pull the ice magic from the dragon and back into myself, and I gasped as the cold blaze seeped into every muscle and fiber of my being.

The tattoo on my left bicep flared to life, and the thousand icy needles stabbed into my flesh. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to take deep breaths while the ice magic blended with the fire magic within me.

Then I felt myself return to normal.

The dragon’s transformation was now complete, and the beautiful platinum-blonde woman stepped into my arms. She wore the same dress I had originally found her in, and I realized that the material might have been made out of the remnants of her scales.

The White Guards gaped in shock, and their eyes darted to Arieste as the beautiful woman lay her head on my shoulder and sighed. Even the king and Sir Galfred’s mouths hung open, and their faces were almost a yellow shade of pale.

“So,” I said to break the silence. “I guess you’re going to want an explanation for all this, huh? Should we go inside and talk?”

“Yes,” the king choked out after a few moments of hesitation. Then he pointed to us, and a nervous cluster of White Guards surrounded me, Irenya, and Arieste, and grabbed the other bundles of weapons. Then we followed the king into the throne room. King Obragar slumped into his throne, and his eyes were wide and filled with fear as he stared at Arieste.

“So…she’s…?” he started.

“Pretty much,” I said with a nod.

“And she…” His eyes went to Irenya.

“Her, too.” I gave a little shrug. “Trust me, I understand what you’re feeling.”

Arieste and Irenya stood a few feet behind me, surrounded by twenty spear-wielding guards. Despite my assurances that they were no threat, the White Guards seemed disinclined to take chances.

“But…how?” the king stammered after a long minute.

“This,” I said and held up the white gemstone I’d taken from Arieste’s forehead. “Channeling my power through this stone makes it possible for me to turn her into a dragon when I need to.” I figured he didn’t need the whole explanation right now. This was already hard enough for him and everyone else to swallow.

“Frosdar and Riamod—” the king began.

“Are gone,” I told him as I put the stone away in my pocket. “These two women were turned into dragons by the power that now flows through me, but they are just as human as you or me.” I winked at Arieste, but her cold, hard expression revealed nothing. Irenya, however, stared at the guards with a mixture of anger and haughty disdain. Even though she was shorter than them, she had a large presence and carried herself upright, and her fiery intensity matched Arieste’s cool strength.

“Sweet Goddesses,” Sir Galfred breathed. “This is…” He trailed off, at a loss for words.

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” I said with a grin. My eyes went to the king. “But this is a good thing. We’ve got them on our side, and they’ll be useful allies to protect us from the other dragons on Iriador. When the time comes to go on the offensive, we’ll be in a position to not just survive, but to win.”

The king’s eyes narrowed, and I could see a healthy amount of skepticism there. I knew he’d come to realize the truth, but it would probably take time.

“We also have these.” I motioned to the bundle of weapons the guards had brought into the throne room with us. “There are lots more back in Riamod’s hoard, more than enough to put together a real fighting force capable of bringing down the other dragons.”

The king’s gaze rested on the pile of swords, spears, flails, maces, and shields at his feet.

“And you think this will excuse your deception?” he asked after a long moment. It seemed he’d finally found his voice, and it wasn’t a happy one. “You lied to Sir Galfred and me when you—”

“Actually, I never lied,” I said. “I told you Frosdar was gone, and the dragon is. You saw what happened back in the courtyard. Arieste is on our side.”

“And Ria--and her?” King Obragar said and thrust his narrow chin toward Irenya. “Is she on our side?”

I turned to look at Irenya, and found that light amber eyes were fixed on me with a burning intensity. She had sworn to serve me, but we both knew it had been out of expedience. The dragon-woman had said whatever she had to in order to stay alive. One word from me and the king would kill her. I had no reason to trust her, but once again I would take a gamble.

“She is my servant,” I told the king. “I accepted her oaths, and I trust that she will uphold them.” I fixed her with a hard glare as I said those last words, and she gave a nod of agreement.

“Very well,” King Obragar said after a long silence. “I can understand the reason for your deceit, and I must admit that there is wisdom in your plan.” He let out a long, slow breath and passed a hand over his face. He shot a look at Sir Galfred, and the knight nodded. Despite his initial hesitancy, a smile toyed on Sir Galfred’s lips as he met my eyes.

“Ethan DePaolo of Grayslake,” the King said as he stood, “you have endured much, yet served the city of Whitespire with honor and courage. You have upheld your oath and proven yourself worthy of the highest honor I can bestow upon you.”

He held out a hand, and Sir Galfred placed a decorative sword in the king’s fingers. The blade was long and thin, and the hilt was made of gold set with a single bright green gemstone. The king descended the stairs toward me.

“Kneel, Ethan DePaolo,” he said in a solemn voice.

I did as instructed, and my mouth went dry as the king approached with the sword held level with my head. Either he was going to execute me right here, or he was about to—

“I, King Obragar of Whitespire, hereby dub thee Knight of Iriador.”

My heart stopped at the words, and I found myself unable to move as the king continued speaking.

“With this knighthood, you pledge your service to all humans, wherever they may be found. With valor, honor, and generosity, you will fight against evil and injustice in all its forms, until death bears you away beyond the horizon.” King Obragar’s eyes met mine. “Do you swear on the Three Goddesses, Ethan DePaolo of Grayslake?”

“I do,” I managed to rasp out. “I swear.”

“Then rise, Ethan Dragonrider, defender of the weak, champion of mankind.” The king tapped my shoulders with the sword, then grounded the point on the marble floor. “All hail the Dragonrider!”

The throne room echoed with cheers as the stunned White Guards took up the call.

“Dragonrider, eh?” Nyvea purred. “That has a sexy ring to it. Maybe one day you’ll give me a ride, handsome.”

Everything happened so fast after the king’s words. Somehow, the palace staff transformed the unburnt grand ballroom into a feasting hall in a matter of half an hour, and the banquet they laid out in my honor was no less extravagant than Sir Galfred’s celebration. Wine and food flowed, the throne room echoed with laughter and music, and I spent the night having my back slapped and kissing the hands of beautiful maidens suddenly interested in Whitespire’s newest knight. It turned out my recent promotion came with a nobleman’s title as well as land that I was somehow supposed to manage while I was traveling around the world killing dragons.

Sir Galfred hobbled across the ballroom to congratulate me. “We go fight dragons together, but it’s you who comes home with two beautiful women. What’s your secret?” he asked with a huge grin.

“Just lucky, I guess,” I said, and I did feel like the luckiest man on Agreon. So many awesome things had happened in the last two weeks, and it made it easy to forget my rocky start on this new world.

I tried hard not to be embarrassed by all the well-wishing, but I felt out of place. Being raised in Chicago hadn’t prepared me to be the center of attention as the savior of a kingdom.

Princess Selene ignored me most of the night, but more than once I found her eyes on me. She never left the king’s side, and I had enough decent manners to know not to talk across King Obragar, so when I finally decided to leave the party, it was without exchanging more than a few words with her.

Now, I sat alone in my chambers. A fire roared in the hearth, and I had my feet up on a plush cushion with my head supported by a soft pillow. This was the sort of comfort I could get used to.

I found myself wishing Arieste was here to share this pleasant moment. Unfortunately, the two women were quartered in a suite next to mine. Though the White Guards treated them with respect, the dozen armed men around their doors looked nervous.

Arieste had accepted the confinement to her room calmly. She clearly understood the people needed time to get used to the idea of her as both woman and dragon, but there had been a dangerous spark in Irenya’s eyes. Something told me the redhead possessed a fiery temper that would flare up sooner rather than later.

I leapt to my feet as the door opened, but relaxed as I saw it was a woman entering my room. Princess Selene had let her long golden hair down, and it flowed around her shoulders as she closed the door quietly behind her and turned to me. She had slipped out of her fancy evening gown and wore only a thin shift. The fabric was incredibly sheer, and I saw the swell of her breasts, her erect nipples, and the curve of her hips with vivid detail as she padded barefoot across the carpet toward where I stood.

“Your Highness, what are you doing here?” I asked. I was keenly aware of the fact that I wore no shirt or vest, just a pair of pants with the drawstring hanging loose.

“Not so loud,” she said and placed a finger to my lips. Her hands were soft and warm, and I caught a faint smell that reminded me of shea butter. She pressed a hand against my tattooed chest and pushed me gently back onto the couch. “We don’t want the whole castle to know I’m here.”

My heart did a little somersault as she climbed onto my lap, and I felt a very un-knightly stirring in my crotch.

“Do you know what you have done?” she whispered into my ear. Her breath sent a shiver down my spine.

“I…uh…”

She pulled back until her nose was an inch away from mine, and she stared into my eyes. Her breath was warm on my face, and I smelled the pleasing aroma of fruity wine in her mouth. A mouth that was suddenly very close to mine and very tempting to kiss.

“Your actions saved all of Whitespire,” she said, her voice husky. “You proved there was something we could do to defeat the dragons. Your power and courage gives all of us hope that we can do more than just survive, that we can have a real life.” She brushed her lips across my cheek, and the touch set my skin tingling.

“My father gave you the knighthood to keep you in Whitespire,” she continued. “We need your power to give us a fighting chance, and so he rewards you with one hand while binding you to us with the other. What sort of gratitude is that?”

At the moment, I didn’t have strong feelings on the matter. My feelings were going in an entirely different direction. My hands went to her slim waist and felt the soft curves of her hips. She hummed in delight, then bent close to whisper into my ear again.

“But I want you to know how thankful I am,” she breathed. Her fingers slipped up the back of my neck and into my hair, and my eyes closed of their own accord. I drew in a full breath of her flowery perfume and the fresh scent of her skin. I felt myself getting rock hard as she pressed her hips down on top of mine.

“You saved the city,” she whispered, “but more than that, you saved me from being sacrificed to the dragon. That is something I can never repay, but all I can do is try to show you proper gratitude.”

Her lips met mine, soft at first, but getting firmer as our passion increased. I nearly burst free of my pants as she ground against me, and my hands slid up her back and around her sides. She arched her back and let out a quiet moan as I clasped her breasts. Her skin was so soft and warm against my hands, her flesh so soft and yielding. When her fingers reached inside my pants to grasp me, I gave in to the pounding desire and laid her down on the couch. She let out an excited gasp when I took off my pants, and then her gentle moans soon gave way to cries of pleasure that lasted through most of the night.

Much later, after I had enjoyed the princess in a half-dozen different sexual positions and we had both drifted off into a satisfied sleep, the sound of what I thought was knocking snapped me from my dreams. Princess Selene’s long blonde hair spilled over the tattoos covering my skin, and her naked body was warm and soft against mine. I felt the stirrings as I stared down at her pale skin and the gorgeous curves of her breasts, waist, and hips. Her breaths came in gentle movements, and a happy smile played across her dreaming face.

For a moment, I thought I had imagined the knock, but then it came again. “Sir Ethan?” came the muffled voice of a manservant through the door. “Sir Ethan? The king commands your presence.”

I was fully awake in an instant as I heard the doorknob begin to turn.

“One moment!” I called and leapt from the couch. The princess let out a little cry of protest at my sudden moves, but I pressed a finger to her lips.

Her eyes went wide, and she also leapt from the couch, gathered up her clothing, and raced toward my bedroom as I fumbled with my pants. A moment later, I had slung a shirt over my head and opened the door to reveal the king’s messenger.

“What is it?” I asked as I rubbed my eyes and gave a theatrical yawn. “What does he want?”

“I can’t right say.” The messenger’s eyes darted past me to take in my chambers. “I am simply communicating His Majesty’s commands.”

My gut clenched. Did the king know I had just fucked his daughter? If so, he was going to be pissed. Probably more pissed than when I’d showed up in his palace courtyard with a fucking dragon. But then again, if I had failed to take care of Frosdar and Riamod, his daughter would probably be dead, and his kingdom in ruins.

If he had a problem with me sleeping with his daughter, I could just remind him of everything I have done for him, his daughter, and his kingdom.

“Let’s go,” I said with confidence. I dragged on my boots but didn’t bother to tie the laces before following the messenger out of my chambers and through the corridors of the palace.

The king was in the same study where I had first met him, but he was alone. He sat in the reading nook, a piece of parchment in one hand and a goblet of wine in the other. His face was drawn and pale, but his eyes were inscrutable as he looked at me.

“Sir Ethan,” he said in a flat voice.

“Hey,” I said. “What’s going on?”

The door closed behind me as the messenger departed. For a long moment, the king stared at me, and my heart began to beat a little faster. He had to know about the princess and me, and I prepared myself to argue with the man.

“Tell me the truth,” King Obragar said, his gaze locked onto mine. “My daughter tells me you used magic to save her from being burned alive. Is this true?”

“Oh,” I sighed and tried to keep from laughing.

“How?” the king asked, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “No human has wielded magic for four centuries. Not since the wizards of ancient Starcastle fell to Riamod’s fire and Curym’s floodwaters. So, tell me, how do you come to wield magic powerful enough to bend two dragons to your will?”

I didn’t answer him right away but considered how best to respond to his questions. Arieste had mentioned human wizards when we were hunting Riamod, but I knew nothing about them or what sort of powers they possessed. Did I dare tell the king the truth? How could he possibly understand that I had been summoned from another world by the Silent Guardian to destroy the dragons?

“If you do not wish to tell me, that is your right,” King Obragar said before I could find the right answer. “But I do expect you to answer this question: can I trust you?”

“Absolutely!” I said without hesitation. “I was telling the truth when I said I had come to Whitespire to hunt dragons. That’s exactly what I’m going to keep doing until the people of Iriador are free.” I met his gaze, and an unspoken understanding passed between us.

“So be it.” The king held out the message for me. I took it from his hands, and he took a long drink from his goblet as I read its contents.

“Are you sure?” I asked, and I felt a tightening in my gut.

“As sure as I can be,” King Obragar said, and I understood the reason for his pale, drawn face. “Emroth the Dusky has destroyed the warriors of Kingshome, and there are not enough men preventing the black dragon from laying waste to the capital city of Windwall. King Astralon has requested our aid.”

“Let’s go help them,” I said. “I can be there in—”

“That is not all,” the king cut me off with a dour frown. “News of Frosdar’s death has somehow reached Curym Waterblade and Zaddrith the Caustic. My scouts along the borders of the blue and green dragons’ lands report movement among their minions. The dragons prepare to attack the lands of men, and we are ill-prepared to deal with it.”

I digested his words. No wonder he’d summoned me in the middle of the night. Things were urgent and dire, indeed. Three dragons were on the move, and the balance of their power was beginning to shift as they prepared to battle each other.

“But you, Ethan,” the king said, and there was a pleading tone to his voice, “you have defeated two dragons and bound them to your side. You are the hope of Whitespire, and all the free lands of men.”

I took a long, deep breath. It was a heavy burden to bear, but I had been summoned to Agreon because Barodan believed I could save it.

“Well,” I said, and a grin split my lips, “Looks like it is time for me to take care of three more dragons.”

End of book 1
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3) You can join my mailing list by clicking here. When you join, you’ll also get my fantasy novella Rose Boy for free-- as well as concept art for his best selling Star Justice series.

Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published. If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about the next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Ethan on his next adventure.
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