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      As the dragon egg hatched, Garrick Shatterstone wondered if he’d made the right decision.

      Lord Valdis held the egg on his lap as the talons of a little black lizard poked through its fiery orange shell. Moments earlier, the egg had been a hard, gray stone devoid of life.

      But thanks to Lord Valdis’s dark magic, the egg had transformed, and the dragon within immediately started to claw its way out.

      Lord Valdis set the egg on the floor at his feet, and the dragon cracked through the bottom half of the shell. It slid along its own bloody mucus onto the stone floor, and it looked up at Garrick with glowing red eyes.

      Most baby animals were objectively cute in some way, but this dragon was uglier than the inside of a pig’s stomach.

      Covered in black scales and bloody afterbirth, it had four legs with talon-tipped toes, two wings, and a snout that protruded from its wretched face. Curved white teeth lined its small, yet intimidating mouth.

      Small, demon-like horns jutted out from the sides of its head, curling backward instead of forward. Spikes arched down its spine and onto its tail, which resembled the bristled leg of a spider.

      It squirmed and slithered and tried to find its balance on the stone floor. Finally, when it managed to get to its feet, it shook its head, and its neck twisted along with it. The dragon’s body followed, hard and fast, flinging slime in every direction.

      Garrick wanted to recoil from the flying mucus, but he held his ground. Fortunately, none of it hit him.

      Then the dragon stretched its wings, reared up on its back legs, and surveyed the room anew.

      Its red eyes focused on Garrick again, then they shifted to look at Kent Etheridge, Garrick’s mage companion and mercenary partner.

      Together with two other mercenaries—an ex-wyvern knight named Aeron Ironglade and a former Xyonate assassin named Mehta—they had brought Lord Valdis the dragon egg.

      But Aeron and Mehta had initiated an altercation that resulted in the several dead guards that now lay around the throne room, and then they’d fled Lord Valdis’s castle.

      The dragon fixated on those dead guards. It let out a small, abrupt screech, dropped down to all fours again, and skittered toward the nearest corpse.

      It leaped into the air, flapping its membranous wings like a scaly black chicken, and landed on the guard’s body. Then it dug into the guard’s flesh with its teeth and front talons, ripping and tearing chunks of it away to devour.

      The sight and sound of it threatened to upend Garrick’s stomach, so he looked away and instead faced Lord Valdis and the huge soldier in black armor standing next to the throne.

      “Isn’t new life a beautiful thing?” Lord Valdis wore a crooked smile on his face, and his eyes—those terrible eyes—continued to give off the same otherworldly darkness that they always did. He leaned back in his throne of twisted, black bones and rested his palms atop the two black skulls at the ends of the throne’s armrests.

      Garrick didn’t know how else to respond, so he replied, “Yes, Lord Valdis.”

      But Lord Valdis didn’t really care about “new life” at all. The only reason he’d sent Garrick for the dragon egg in the first place was because he wanted to hatch it and then perform a ritual to steal its essence. Apparently, doing so would grant him “godlike power.”

      Garrick had his doubts about whether or not Lord Valdis possessing godlike power was a good thing, but in the end, he’d been paid to do a job, not to judge the morality of his employer. And more importantly, if Garrick hadn’t complied, Lord Valdis would’ve wiped him from the continent.

      A loud rip sounded behind Garrick and Kent—the rending of flesh. It reminded Garrick of their battle with Lord Glavan, another dark lord and a rival of Lord Valdis. Lord Glavan had used magic to tear the bones out of his own dead guards to use them as weapons. It had sounded much the same as the dragon’s flesh-ripping now.

      After the stunt Aeron had pulled, and after how Mehta had sided with him, Garrick was prepared to cut them both into small pieces. And then maybe he’d feed them to Lord Valdis’s new dragon.

      He had trusted them, and they had betrayed him, just like Noraff and Phesnos, two other mercs he’d worked with a few months earlier.

      Lord Valdis needed a sacrifice for the ritual in which he meant to harvest the dragon’s essence. And that sacrifice was to be Kallie Ironglade, Aeron’s little sister.

      Aeron, Mehta, and even Kent had known about it, but none of them had mentioned it to Garrick. If they had, things would’ve gone down much differently.

      But he couldn’t change the past, and he couldn’t talk to Kent about his role in it now. That would have to come later.

      Garrick didn’t want to go retrieve Kallie, but he’d already sworn he would do it—partially to salvage his reputation and future as a mercenary, but mostly because it was the only way to survive Lord Valdis’s wrath after the damage Aeron and Mehta had done.

      “I have something for you. Boros will bring it.” Lord Valdis lifted his hand slightly, and the huge soldier standing to his left turned and walked into the darkness behind the throne, toward the massive sigil of a three-horned ram—the emblem of Valdis Keep—hanging against the back wall.

      Garrick watched Boros move. He was nearly Garrick’s size which, at 400 pounds of muscle and nearly seven feet tall, was no simple thing.

      But unlike Garrick, Boros probably didn’t have troll blood in his ancestry to give him durable skin and extra-hard bones. He also probably didn’t have a slight greenish pallor to his skin and dark blue hair, either—two other results of the troll blood in Garrick’s veins.

      The dragon continued to feast on the dead guards behind Garrick and Kent, and Boros returned a moment later with a weapon in each hand, in addition to the sword hanging from his belt.

      At first, Garrick thought it might be some sort of ambush. He’d already resolved to rush back to his snow steel sword and shield on the floor behind him if necessary, though he doubted they’d do much good against Lord Valdis.

      But the weapons in Boros’s hands looked vastly different than both the snow steel sword and the gleaming dragon sword Kent had left behind as well. One was a single-bladed battle-axe with a trio of long, brutish spikes protruding from the opposite side, and the other was a savage, spiked flail.

      The spikes were dark purple in color, as was the edge of the axe blade. In the dim lighting of Lord Valdis’s throne room, Garrick could barely distinguish the edge’s coloring from the black steel of the axe head itself.

      Its handle was made of some sort of vivid red wood. It looked about half as long as the battle-axe Garrick had left in the dungeon back in Etrijan.

      Wicked spikes colored a deep violet, just like the spikes on the battle-axe, covered the flail as well. A gray chain connected its black head to its handle, which was also made of red wood.

      The black portions of the weapons gave off a dark aura—difficult to see in the throne room but definitely there.

      Boros flipped the weapons around and held them out, handles-first, the flail to Kent and the battle-axe to Garrick.

      Garrick took the weapon from Boros and studied it. A slight pulsing sensation emanated from its handle, almost as if it were trying to push energy into his body through his palm. It was clearly a product of some sort of dark magic, but he’d never encountered anything like it before.

      Boros returned to Lord Valdis’s side, and Garrick bowed. “Thank you, Lord Valdis.”

      “The weapons you now hold are phantom steel, augmented with properties of dark magic,” Lord Valdis said. “They are brutal weapons, capable of seizing the essence of anyone slain with them and transferring it to the wielder.”

      Garrick and Kent glanced at each other. Prior to this, Garrick had never heard of phantom steel. Mage steel, sure. He had a mage steel knife tucked in his belt, a lingering reminder of Noraff’s betrayal and the vengeance Garrick would soon deliver to him. And he’d carried snow steel weapons until just recently.

      But then again, he hadn’t interacted with many dark mages until recently. Apparently phantom steel was a thing, and all these different types of weapons were more or less named the same way. Not very original, but at least he wouldn’t have to think too hard to figure out what the different metals could do.

      “Ages ago, I personally forged them and wielded them in battle. They played an integral role in my development as a young practitioner of dark magic.” Lord Valdis’s haunting eyes fixed on Kent. “For someone such as yourself, such a weapon is a gateway to insurmountable power and longevity beyond your allotted years.”

      Garrick had always suspected Lord Valdis was older than he looked. His longevity comment seemed to confirm it.

      Kent gave a slight bow. “I am honored, Lord Valdis.”

      “I trust you will find them to be useful in the days to come,” Lord Valdis said. “In addition to retrieving the girl, I also require you to bring me evidence of the demise of those who betrayed us.”

      Garrick dared to ask, “What kind of evidence?”

      “Killing them with these weapons will suffice,” Lord Valdis replied. “They will commend your friends to an eternity of walking the path of shadows—eternal death and suffering as their essences are conscripted into my service. And so, upon your return, these weapons will reveal to me everything I need to know.”

      Garrick held up the battle-axe and looked it over. “Gladly.”

      “A contingent of my soldiers will accompany you,” Lord Valdis added, “to ensure you succeed, and to provide me with assurance that you will not fail me again.”

      Garrick bristled at Lord Valdis’s jab. Aeron and Mehta’s betrayal wasn’t really Garrick’s fault, even if Lord Valdis saw it that way.

      Regardless, Garrick didn’t need “help” from Lord Valdis’s men. He was perfectly capable of dealing with Mehta and Aeron on his own. Having Kent as backup would more than suffice.

      “It’s a generous offer, Lord Valdis,” Garrick said. “But we don’t need any help.”

      “It is not an offer.” Lord Valdis’s devilish eyes bored into Garrick’s very soul. “Nor is it a request. They will accompany you, and they will be led by a commander of my choosing.”

      Garrick’s teeth clenched, and he squeezed the battle-axe handle tighter, and it pulled harder at his will. Perhaps he shouldn’t have said anything. It was bad enough that Lord Valdis’s soldiers were coming along, but not having any control over them was even worse.

      Now he’d have to deal with someone else, some other guy’s ego, while trying to fulfill his mission. He’d had enough of that with Kent when they first set out together, and he didn’t want to endure it again.

      The rips and tears of the dragon feasting continued as Lord Valdis turned his head slightly, toward Boros.

      At first, Garrick thought Lord Valdis meant he was sending Boros along as the commander, but Boros didn’t move.

      Instead, a soft orange light began to glow from behind Lord Valdis’s throne. It grew brighter and brighter as a figure emerged from the darkness and stood on the other side of the throne, opposite Boros’s hulking form.

      But it wasn’t a man.

      It was a blonde woman, clad in black armor. She bore Lord Valdis’s three-horned ram sigil across her black breastplate, but instead of the sigil being black like every other time Garrick had seen it, it was blood-red instead—comparable in color to some of the Crimson Flame emblems he’d seen in recent months.

      She held a pair of curved swords in her hands, each of them made of red steel and ablaze with brilliant flames. Red steel—it was arcane steel, the antithesis of snow steel. Though Garrick had never seen arcane steel, he’d heard of it. Such blades were, by all accounts, perpetually as hot as burning coals.

      Apart from the armor, she had an appealing, feminine shape with great curves. The light from the fiery swords illuminated her face, which had a sort of common prettiness to it.

      But upon seeing her face, Garrick had to restrain himself from attacking her right then and there.
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      It was Falna, the fiery barmaid Garrick had encountered back in Etrijan.

      Garrick had long since wondered what he would’ve done without that vial of anti-fire potion—or rather, a suspended solution, Irwin would have insisted. That suspended solution was the only reason they’d managed to defeat her.

      “Garrick Shatterstone.” Falna’s voice dripped with overconfidence and disdain. “I always hoped we’d cross paths again, but I never expected it would actually happen.”

      Garrick ignored her. “Lord Valdis, if this harpy is your commander, I object. She and I have a nasty history, and she won’t deal with me in good faith.”

      “Whether or not Falna deals with you in good faith is no concern of mine,” Lord Valdis said. “What concerns me is her loyalty, as well as yours, to me. Your end goal is the same: to return my stolen property to me so that I may proceed with my ritual on the night of the next new moon.”

      Garrick’s stomach twisted, mostly at the idea that he would have to deal with Falna, but also at Lord Valdis’s assertion that Aeron’s sister belonged to him as property.

      Falna’s gaze shifted to Kent, and she stared at him with narrowed, curious eyes. “Have we met before?”

      Kent wore a scowl. “You nearly killed me, and Aeron Ironglade’s family, when you kidnapped Kallie and set fire to their home several months ago.”

      Garrick’s eyebrows rose. Falna’s involvement with Lord Valdis ran deep, and Kent had no love for her either. Perhaps that could play in Garrick’s favor… somehow.

      “Nothing personal, handsome,” she oozed. “Just doing my job. You happened to be in the way.”

      Kent gave no response.

      Garrick considered protesting again, but it wouldn’t do any good. If Lord Valdis said Falna was coming along, there was nothing Garrick could do to change his mind. Working with Falna was inescapable, no matter how much it disgusted Garrick.

      “How many men are coming with us?” Garrick asked.

      “Twelve.” The fire on Falna’s swords extinguished, and the red blades issued a hint of smoke. She sheathed them, one on her left hip and the other over her right shoulder.

      “We don’t need that many men,” Garrick said. With Falna involved, commanding twelve of Lord Valdis’s men, Garrick couldn’t help but wonder if he was being set up for an early demise.

      “I don’t believe Lord Valdis cares what you think.” Falna grinned at him and batted her eyelashes. “And the longer you argue, the farther away our quarry gets.”

      Garrick would’ve cut her down right then and there if he could have. The battle-axe in his hand urged him to do it, too, but he resisted.

      Given the anger in Kent’s eyes, he might’ve done the same. Was the flail suggesting violence to Kent like the battle-axe was doing with Garrick?

      Instead, Garrick looked at Lord Valdis again. All he received was the same malevolent stare he always got, resolute and unshakeable.

      “Fine,” Garrick grunted. With that, he turned away from all of them.

      As Garrick headed out, he glanced at the dragon, which continued to tear into the dead guards with its teeth and talons. Was it just his imagination, or had it already grown some? How fast did these things grow, anyway?

      Somehow it had already cleaned the flesh from one of the guards, leaving a reddened, chewed-up skeleton in pieces on the bloodstained floor. Now it was halfway through yet another guard.

      What would happen once it was full-grown? What would it be capable of then?

      And what would Lord Valdis become after stealing its essence?

      Garrick shook the thoughts away and continued storming toward the throne room doors. Just survive, Garrick.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Garrick turned back and made for the exit, Kent turned and followed him. He preferred not to spend any more time in Lord Valdis’s presence than he had to—or Falna’s, for that matter, though he knew he couldn’t avoid her for long.

      Of all the people Kent had ever met, few had ever truly intimidated him. Lord Valdis was both the most recent and the most notable exception.

      Something about him, particularly his possession of vast power coupled with his unwillingness to demonstrate it, sent concern rippling under Kent’s skin.

      As he passed the remains of the dead guards in the throne room, his gaze locked onto the dragon’s glowing red eyes. It had already nearly doubled in size from when it had hatched only minutes before, which made no rational sense to Kent. But there was no denying its growth.

      It stared at him, unblinking, with its black snout and face dripping blood and gore. Bits of flesh hung from its pointed teeth, and in the relative silence of the throne room, Kent could hear it breathing short, sharp breaths through its flared nostrils.

      Everything within Kent cried out to kill it right then and there, and so did the phantom steel flail in his hand. He had everything he needed to get the job done. Given the dragon’s size, he wouldn’t even need the flail—he could’ve just crushed its head under his boot.

      If the legends were true, then this dragon was a creature capable of mass destruction—cities burned to ash, buildings crumbled under the beats of its wings, and its teeth and talons could pierce even the thickest armor—if the legends were true.

      And allowing Lord Valdis to harvest its essence would create an entirely new type of monster.

      It would be so easy, he mused. He could take hold of it, snap its neck, and be done with all of this once and for all. The flail’s influence seeped into his mind, urging him to do it as well.

      But Kent couldn’t do it. Not with Lord Valdis watching. Not if he wanted to survive the next five minutes of his life. Not if he wanted to make it back to his brother, Fane, and deliver him the reckoning he was due.

      The time wasn’t right. He needed to be able to kill the dragon and Lord Valdis in quick succession, or none of it would matter.

      So Kent walked past the dragon, and it resumed its feasting.

      Beyond the dragon lay Kent’s sword. The guards must’ve collected the dragon sword he’d left beside it, but they’d left his basic steel sword behind. He picked it up and slid it into the sheath that still hung from his belt.

      As he headed out of the throne room after Garrick, amid the sounds of the renewed rending of flesh, Kent stared down at the flail. The moment he’d taken it into his hand, he’d sensed it pulling at his magic and trying to convince him to use it, to empower himself with it.

      It still pulled at him, but he dared not fuel it. He had no idea what it could do—or what it might take from him in the process.

      He’d trained with a flail in the past, but it had been years since he’d picked one up. The weight felt appropriate in his hands, if not a bit on the light side.

      But given the choice, he’d prefer to stick with his magic and his sword. And he most certainly would not be using it against Mehta and Aeron.

      His resolution to stand against Lord Valdis’s schemes could only progress as far as he could control the situation—specifically Garrick. If he couldn’t convince Garrick to see reason, Kent would have to face him.

      And possibly even kill him.

      The appearance of Falna had driven yet another wedge between Garrick and Lord Valdis, though. Perhaps Kent could find a way to make use of such a conflict. He certainly had no qualms about doing away with Falna if it meant restoring cooperation with Garrick.

      Whatever happened, Kent determined he would do something about it. Now he just needed to figure out what that something was.

      Outside Valdis Keep, twelve soldiers and fifteen horses awaited Kent, Garrick, and Falna. The howling winter wind chilled Kent to his very soul, and he pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders.

      So much colder than Muroth ever was.

      “What happens now?” he asked Garrick.

      “We head south to Govalia,” Falna said from behind them. She trudged past them through the snow and into the courtyard, which was still tainted red in places from Mehta and Aeron’s escape. “Get the girl back.”

      “You burned their family’s house to ash.” Garrick shook his head. “They won’t go to Govalia.”

      “Valdis’s men saw them flying south, Garrick.” Falna sneered at him. “They’re from Govalia. Where else would they go?”

      It was bad enough that she had tried to kill Kent months earlier, but her tone alone made her thoroughly insufferable. What, Kent wondered, had transpired between her and Garrick?

      Instead of responding right away, Garrick just stared at her. Finally, he replied, “You’re welcome to head to Govalia if you want, but I’m not going there.”

      Falna glanced between Garrick and Kent. When Falna had first appeared in Lord Valdis’s throne room, Kent almost hadn’t recognized her.

      When she’d attacked Aeron and Kent, her eyes were molten and surrounded with charred skin. Now absent that frightening effect, her blue eyes were set into a pleasant enough face.

      Kent scowled at the memory of that day. If his hand hadn’t been so freshly burned from pulling Kallie out of the hearth, that fight would’ve gone very differently. Kent was certain of it.

      “Then where are you going?” she asked.

      “West,” Garrick replied. “Toward Etrijan.”

      Etrijan? That made no sense, but perhaps Garrick knew something Kent did not.

      “Why?” Kent asked.

      “Because I’ve been to Mehta’s village. It’s the only place they would think is safe,” Garrick replied. “It’s on the border of Etrijan and Xenthan. And Mehta doesn’t know that I know. They’ll have no idea we’re coming.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To Aeron’s surprise and relief, it only took them about a day of flying to reach the village beyond the cratered mountain. He’d expected it to take longer, especially after flying south for a good distance first, to throw off any potential pursuers. What’s more, Wafer, Aeron’s wyvern mount, had to haul nearly triple the weight he usually carried.

      They’d stopped a few times for Wafer to get some rest and to try to eat something, but for the most part, they’d traveled onward, harder than Aeron normally preferred to push Wafer. They needed to put as much distance between them and Valdis Keep as possible, and Wafer understood that.

      Normally, Wafer and Aeron could execute crafty maneuvers while airborne—loops and spins and sudden drops—but with Mehta and Kallie joining Aeron on Wafer’s back, Wafer’s sole focus centered on staying airborne.

      Heavy, came the impression from Wafer.

      Aeron had bonded with Wafer at the moment of Wafer’s hatching, forging a connection on a deep, personal level. While Aeron was near Wafer, the bond also served as a means of communication, albeit crude and simplistic.

      Tired, Wafer sent next.

      Almost there, Aeron sent back.

      They’d finally passed over the cratered mountain which, despite its lack of a true peak, was still the tallest mountain in the vicinity. Far below, log-constructed buildings intermixed with conifers and other trees down in the valley beyond, all of it covered with a layer of perfectly white snow.

      As they drew closer, it all coalesced into a village of sorts, albeit small and unimpressive. But it had an open, central point, and it was the best spot for Wafer to land, especially given the thick, snow-covered forests surrounding the village.

      Aeron usually preferred not to touch down in the middle of such a crowded space, but he’d seen no better options, so he guided Wafer in for a landing. Wafer set down on the cobblestone streets harder than usual, and with considerably more buffeting of his wings while landing, but it got the job done.

      As Wafer landed, brown-skinned villagers scattered away from them. Some of them shouted and raised their hands or makeshift weapons toward Wafer.

      But when Mehta dismounted and raised his brown hands, which matched those of the villagers around them, the scene calmed from frantic fear to nervousness. Around Wafer, those reactions represented the two usual extremes, at least apart from battle, so Aeron was grateful for Mehta’s influence.

      Some of the villagers asked Mehta a few questions as Aeron moved to help Kallie dismount, but Aeron didn’t hear any of their conversations. He took hold of Kallie, practically lifted her off of Wafer’s saddle, and set her on the ground.

      The act sent shooting pain through his back, thanks to an old injury. It had never truly gotten better, so he’d started taking magic mushrooms to help him deal with the pain.

      He was definitely due to take another, but he had other concerns to deal with first, so he dug his knuckles into his lower back, just beneath the lower edge of his torso armor, and tried to knead the muscles.

      Kallie was still barefoot and running quite hot despite the cold weather, but at least she was no longer steaming whenever she touched snow.

      She still wore the red Crimson Flame robe with their cursed, fiery emblem emblazoned in gold on the front. It was the exact opposite of subtle, especially in an impoverished village like this.

      But Aeron still wasn’t sure what, if anything, she had on underneath, so he couldn’t just tell her to remove it. They’d resolve her wardrobe issues soon enough. For now, Aeron’s mind still whirled as to how she’d ended up in this predicament in the first place.

      Maybe now that they were safe, far away from Lord Valdis and the Crimson Flame, he could finally get some answers.

      For the time being, Wafer couldn’t really stick around. Nervousness among the villagers was fine, but eventually nervousness birthed curiosity, and he didn’t want anyone messing with Wafer. So he collected his spear and his pack and told Wafer to go find shelter nearby.

      Wafer leaped into the air with a huge flap of his wings and soared away from the village, much quicker than he’d been flying toward it, now unencumbered by riders.

      He loosed a short, reptilian cry from overhead, and sent an impression to Aeron through their bond: Hungry.

      Aeron rolled his eyes. Wafer was always hungry.

      So go eat, Aeron sent back.

      He could already feel their bond wavering, as it did whenever they got too far away from each other. But Aeron still had the Wafer whistle—a hollowed-out wyvern tooth—hanging from his neck. One blow and Wafer would hear it and come swooping in.

      Kallie moaned, and Aeron shifted his attention back to her. He no longer needed to worry about his wyvern; Wafer would keep busy hunting rams, elk, deer, or whatever else occupied these mountainous forests. It was time to start worrying about his little sister again.

      “How do you feel?” Aeron asked her.

      She shook her head and moaned again. “Drained. Confused. Where are we? Where are Mum and Pa?”

      Did she really not remember everything that had transpired? He couldn’t explain it all to her now, here in the middle of Mehta’s village. “You’re safe. That’s all that matters. I’ll take care of you.”

      Kallie looked up at him with those blue eyes of hers, just like Mum’s. She showed off her crooked-toothed smile, although only half-heartedly. “You’re a good brother. You know that?”

      Aeron smiled back at her. “I’m just glad you’re alright.”

      Kallie pulled him close and kissed his cheek, then she recoiled a bit and wrinkled her nose. “But you stink like wyverns.”

      There she was. The old Kallie had made an appearance, even through her haze.

      She was right, too. Aeron couldn’t remember the last time he’d properly bathed.

      He looked down at his armor. It had several new scratches and dents compared to before he’d signed on with Garrick, Kent, and Mehta, and some of its teal coloring had worn down to the raw steel underneath, but it had helped to keep him alive.

      Good enough for now.

      A couple of magic mushrooms, a bath, a hot meal, and a good night’s rest would do him some serious good. Whether or not he’d find the latter three in this village was disputable, but the shrooms, at least, he could manage.

      He reached into his pack and pulled out a mushroom with yellow spots. It gave off a slight blue hue—evidence of the magic imbued within it.

      Aeron popped it into his mouth, chewed it up, and swallowed it. The yellow ones tasted earthy and weird, and he still couldn’t quite get used to their taste, but they worked wonders for him, so he kept taking them. It immediately got to work on numbing his back pain.

      “We should move along.” Mehta was standing next to Aeron, but Aeron hadn’t realized it until he’d said something.

      By now, the sun was starting to set beyond the mountains to the west of the village, but there was still plenty of light for them to see without needing torches. And somehow, despite the ample light, Mehta had managed to sneak up on Aeron anyway.

      It was a Xyonate thing. Mehta was just good at sneaking in general.

      Killing, too. Without Mehta’s help, Aeron never would’ve gotten Kallie out of Valdis Keep alive.

      “We’ve drawn too much attention already,” Mehta added.

      Aeron looked around. Rugged, brown faces stared at Kallie and him, and for the first time, Aeron realized how out of place they were among these mountain villagers. Aeron had always been light-skinned—he was so white, he was practically clear, he’d often joked—but he’d never felt so starkly pale as he did in that moment.

      “What now?” Aeron asked.

      “Follow me.” Mehta headed north into a cluster of buildings.

      Aeron took Kallie by her hand, wrapped his other arm around her shoulders, and gently helped her follow Mehta.

      Wherever Mehta was taking them, it beat staying out in the open, and it was definitely better than trying to take Kallie back to Govalia. They couldn’t go back there. It’s exactly what Lord Valdis would expect.

      Mehta led them up the cobblestone streets between the timber dwellings and trees until they reached a sturdy-looking house made of pine and stone that overlooked a good portion of the village.

      Kallie shuddered against Aeron’s body as they approached the home.

      “We’re almost there,” he told her. “You’re safe.”

      Then the door to the house opened.
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      Mehta stopped as a blonde-haired girl, no more than nine years old, ran out of his family’s house toward him.

      Ferne.

      Mehta smiled.

      Ferne flung herself at him, clearing the last several steps between them in the air. She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed him tight. Mehta hugged her back.

      “You’re home!” Ferne squealed.

      For the first time in months, Mehta’s heart felt at peace, and the thirst wasn’t raging at all. This little girl was good for his soul. She had been ever since they’d met back in Sefera. “Yes.”

      “Are you staying?” she asked.

      That was indeed the question, wasn’t it? With Lord Valdis still out there, could Mehta live in any real peace knowing he’d failed his final commission? What if Lord Valdis’s men returned to the village?

      None of that mattered now. Mehta didn’t know much about children, but he knew what longing felt like, better than perhaps anyone else on the continent. He knew what Ferne needed to hear.

      “Yes,” he replied. “Indefinitely.”

      She squeezed him anew, and he returned her embrace.

      When Ferne finally let go, she looked up at him with those sparkling blue eyes and said, “I got so much I gotta to tell you.”

      Ferne took him by his hand and opened her mouth to speak, but she froze when she saw Aeron and Kallie standing behind Mehta.

      Mehta turned back and looked as well, and he escorted her over to them. “Ferne, this is Aeron and Kallie. They’re brother and sister, just like Palomi and I are.”

      Ferne rolled her eyes and put her tiny hand on her hip. “I know what brothers and sisters are, silly.”

      Mehta tilted his head at her. She’d gotten a little sassy in the months he’d been gone. It didn’t bother him, per se, but it certainly caught him off-guard. Maybe she’d picked it up from Palomi.

      “It’s nice to meet you. I greet you with the light of Laeri.” Ferne released Mehta’s hand and gave them a slight bow.

      Aeron and Kallie stood there, each of them wearing exhausted expressions. Mehta hadn’t warned them that they’d be encountering an energetic young girl upon arrival.

      When Ferne straightened up again, she stared at Kallie. “You are really, really pretty.”

      Kallie blushed, and her tired grin widened into a full smile of crooked teeth. Given what she’d been through, a genuine comment from someone totally truthful had to feel great.

      Mehta hadn’t given much consideration to Kallie’s appearance thus far. They’d been busy trying to save her from Lord Valdis, and whether she’d looked like a goddess or a golem wouldn’t have mattered.

      But now, he took a good look at her.

      All his life, he’d been trained to ignore the appearances of people he encountered except insofar as it might affect his ability to sift them. He took in every person as if studying a fortress, trying to identify weaknesses and faults as well as strengths. It all coalesced into better performance on his commissions.

      As such, he’d learned to deny his feelings toward women, regardless of what they looked like. They were nothing but tactical information to him, the same as men were.

      But now, staring at Kallie in the relative safety of the village, Mehta felt something different than he ever had before.

      Kallie was objectively beautiful. There was no question about that. Even in spite of being unwell, she radiated beauty and personality. Her smile, although accented with crooked teeth, sent shudders into Mehta’s belly, the likes of which he hadn’t felt since the beginning of adolescence.

      Incidentally, at that same time, his Xyonate instructors had started to train him to quell any such feelings. After all, a distracted Xyonate was an ineffective Xyonate. Possibly even a dead Xyonate.

      But Mehta wasn’t a Xyonate anymore. He’d left that way of life behind, and it had resulted in a whole new world of possibilities for him. Perhaps learning how to manage attraction was a part of that—even though it terrified him to consider it.

      Kallie’s eyes, blue like Ferne’s, met Mehta’s. Her wide smile softened, but it didn’t lose any of its sincerity. If anything, her focus sharpened, now on him.

      The shuddering in his stomach heightened. He tensed and blinked it away.

      “Are they staying here? With us?” Ferne asked.

      Before Mehta could answer, a stern female voice called him from behind. “Mehta.”

      He turned back and saw Palomi standing in the doorway to the house. Her arms were folded across her chest, and she wore an all-too-familiar frown.

      “I will speak with you, please,” she stated more than asked.

      Mehta didn’t mind her direct approach. It very much reminded him of his years as a Xyonate.

      Yet some part of him still longed for her to demonstrate some sort of affection for him—at least gladness that he’d returned safely.

      “Yes, Palomi?” he asked as he approached.

      “We already have one vagabond staying with us,” Palomi said. “Now you wish to bring in two more? And grown adults, at that?”

      “They need our help.” It was simple, and it was true.

      “Our house is not big enough.”

      “It will suffice for now.”

      “And what about food?” Palomi’s voice hardened. “You are my brother, and I love you, but you must consider these factors before you burden us with more unexpected troubles.”

      “They are not troubles, Palomi,” a scratchy voice said from within the doorway. “Nor is little Ferne.”

      Grandfather’s wizened, white-haired head emerged from the darkness inside the house, followed by the rest of his frail body. He looked even more withered than he had when Mehta had left, and he now leaned on a walking stick he hadn’t needed before.

      “They are people,” Grandfather finished his statement. “And we will show them compassion.”

      “I have nothing against showing compassion,” Palomi countered. “But even compassion has limits. If we do not care for ourselves, then we certainly cannot care for anyone else.”

      Grandfather waved a wrinkly hand, not dismissively but rather as if reassuring her. “We will survive. The gods view charity favorably. It is an honor to aid others, and the gods honor those who do so.”

      Palomi kept her arms folded and exhaled a long sigh through her nose.

      Mehta looked back at the only three white faces in the entire village. Ferne touched the fabric of Kallie’s robe, petting it like she might stroke the fur on a dog’s back, and Kallie had crouched down beside her, now smiling and talking with her.

      Aeron stood beside them, also smiling but occasionally glancing around with concern etched onto his face. A soldier, trained to be alert. An inseparable a part of Aeron, just like his devotion to his sister.

      “Please, Mehta.” Grandfather motioned toward the house. “Bring them inside.”

      Mehta stole a glance at Palomi, whose frown had deepened even further. But the decision had been made, so Mehta called to all three of them and ushered them inside his family home.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you remember when you left me to die, out in the cold?” Falna asked from across the campfire.

      Garrick had ignored Falna at every possible opportunity, but she refused to leave him alone. They’d been trekking through the Thornback Mountains, making reasonable progress thus far, including a few stops for food, water, and rest.

      But whether moving or stopped, Falna persisted in her harassment of Garrick.

      The quality of the harassment wasn’t the issue. She wasn’t threatening him or making loud accusations or otherwise behaving like the shrill harpy he knew she was.

      It was the consistency of it that grated on Garrick.

      She kept trying to engage him in conversation, kept asking prying, unnerving questions in a sickeningly sweet tone of voice that needled at him. It was infuriating, and he’d only responded when he’d had to, for the sake of the mission at hand.

      But that question, specifically, had brought him to his breaking point.

      He didn’t snap at her. He didn’t swing his new battle-axe at her. Instead, he brandished the truth in a voice equally as calm as her tone in asking the question.

      “Yes,” he replied. “And I regret not killing you instead.”

      Falna blinked at him from across the fire. Night had fallen, and they’d taken shelter in one of the many caves scattered throughout the Thornback Mountains. Garrick had ventured into some of them during previous travels, but he’d never entered this particular one before.

      “So the brute does speak,” Falna quipped. “And with sour words, no less.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      Falna scoffed and shook her head.

      Kent sat next to him, the one person Garrick trusted out of everyone here—mostly, anyway. There was still much to sort out between them over what had happened back at Valdis Keep, but for the time being, they shared a common enemy in Falna.

      Even so, Kent had proven almost as annoying since leaving Xenthan. He’d been asking questions, too—but they were quiet questions designed to make Garrick doubt this course of action.

      They were questions that made Garrick doubt Kent’s sincerity about accomplishing their mission.

      “Do you want to know how I managed to survive that night?” Falna asked.

      “No,” Garrick replied. “I don’t care.”

      “It was easy, actually.” Falna fixed her blue eyes on Kent. “You probably have no idea what we’re talking about, do you, handsome?”

      Kent frowned at her. “Given our history, I am inclined to agree with Garrick’s sentiment.”

      “I like the way you talk.” Falna pointed at him and smiled. “You sound regal. Wealthy, even.”

      “In another life, perhaps,” Kent said.

      She continued to smile at Kent, and it sickened Garrick. The thought that she might be trying to develop any sort of camaraderie with Kent bothered him, even if Kent wasn’t receptive to it.

      If he couldn’t keep Kent on his side, he’d be truly alone yet again. It was a position of weakness Garrick couldn’t afford.

      “When Garrick and his friends left me behind, the pub I’d been working in was still burning in the distance,” Falna started. “They’d doused me with some sort of foam that snuffed out my fire and made it impossible to reignite it—at first.

      “There was snow everywhere, and I used it to wash the foam off me. By that point, I was freezing, so I headed back toward the fire. I’d been trained to wield fire magic from the very first day I joined the Crimson Flame, so getting warm again wasn’t a problem.

      “I called the fire to me, and I didn’t stay cold for long. From that point on, all I had to do was maintain the fire as I headed toward the nearest town.” Falna grinned again, this time at Garrick. “You should’ve seen the path I burned through the snow and those hills—a scorched black line stretching for miles through central Etrijan.”

      Garrick had heard enough. He didn’t tolerate bluster from anyone, least of all from a witch like Falna. He stood and headed toward the cave entrance.

      “Where are you going?” she called after him.

      “To get some air,” he replied. She didn’t deserve a response, but maybe it would shut her up.

      “What’s wrong with the air in here?” she asked.

      “You’re breathing it, too,” he answered just before he stepped out of the cave.

      Garrick stared up at the moon, now just a sliver of white barely visible amid the stars in the night sky. He just wanted this all to be over. He’d come so close, and then Aeron and Mehta had ruined everything.

      A moment later, Kent joined him, and they both stood there in silence, exhaling vapor into the cold winter air.

      Kent had played a role in how it had all gone down. He was culpable, too, but not enough to be a scapegoat. He’d seen to that by staying out of the fight with Lord Valdis’s men.

      Garrick expected him to say something, but Kent just stood there. Finally, Garrick asked, “What?”

      Kent shrugged. “Nothing. I am just enjoying the night air, the same as you.”

      Garrick thought back to the time they’d gone out to gather firewood after facing down an entire squad of wyvern knights in Govalia. Their partnership had been in its infancy, and they weren’t seeing eye-to-eye yet.

      That conversation hadn’t gone exactly the way Garrick had intended it to, but they’d come to an understanding, albeit a tense one at first. Over time, they’d come to trust and even rely on each other, at least until Kent had withheld the knowledge of Kallie’s involvement from Garrick.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about Aeron’s sister?” Garrick asked.

      “You know why,” Kent replied.

      “I want to hear you say it.” Garrick looked at him, but Kent continued to stare into the sky.

      “If I had told you, you would have expelled Aeron from our group due to the conflict of interest,” Kent began. “And you very likely would have expelled me as well, given my preexisting friendship with him.”

      “I would’ve made sure you still got paid,” Garrick said.

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” Kent said. “But you knew from the beginning that our primary motivation was finding and freeing Kallie, not coin.”

      As much as Garrick hated to admit it, Kent had a point. From before the moment they’d met, all Aeron had wanted to do was rescue his sister from the Crimson Flame. Aeron had told Garrick as much, long before they found the map that led them to the dragon egg.

      “You still should’ve told me,” Garrick grumbled. “I’m the one in charge.”

      Kent glanced over his shoulder at the entrance to the cave. “Not anymore.”

      “That’s beside the point.” Garrick squared his body with Kent, but Kent didn’t move to face him. “Because you didn’t tell me, it almost got us killed, and now we gotta clean up the mess Aeron made.”

      “It was a difficult decision, but it was the right decision,” Kent said calmly. “I apologize for the harm it caused you, but I could not allow Aeron’s sister to be sacrificed.”

      “Then what’re you doing here?” Garrick asked.

      “Making another difficult decision.”

      The frigid wind picked up, sending chills racing across Garrick’s skin. Having troll blood in his veins had hardened his skin, made him stronger, and helped him heal faster, but it didn’t keep him from getting cold.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the cave entrance. Orange light glowed inside. He wanted to return to the warmth of the fire, but he just couldn’t tolerate Falna anymore. He needed a break. So he pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders and gritted his teeth against winter’s wrath.

      “She’s an evil wench,” Garrick continued, keeping his voice low so only Kent could hear him. “Tried to kill me and two of my friends. Mark my words, she’ll try again once we’re done, regardless of whatever Lord Valdis told her.”

      “What are you doing here?” Kent asked.

      The question caught Garrick off-guard, even though he’d just asked Kent the same thing. He turned toward Kent again and stared down at him. Kent was taller than most men, but Garrick still had him by seven or eight inches in height and nearly double his weight.

      “I have to finish the job.”

      “Will you walk with me?” Kent motioned toward a path along the mountainside. “I would rather not risk anyone overhearing this conversation.”

      Kent’s suggestion reminded Garrick of the way his father used to call him to account for bad behavior—except that Garrick’s father had usually ended those conversations with savage beatings that left Garrick bloody and bruised.

      Perhaps it was the tinge of silver in Kent’s hair, or his formal demeanor, or both, that gave Garrick that sense, even though Garrick was older than Kent by twenty-something years. He didn’t look it of course—yet another benefit of having troll blood in his veins.

      Ultimately, Garrick agreed, and they started down the path. They walked side-by-side except when the path occasionally narrowed, making that impossible. Once they’d ventured about twenty-five yards from the opening of the cave, Kent spoke again.

      “What are you doing here?” Kent repeated his question.

      Garrick’s jaw tensed, and he frowned. “I already answered you.”

      “We were hired to retrieve a dragon egg and return it to Lord Valdis. We succeeded.”

      “And then two members of our crew stole something from our employer and ran off, which we also just discussed.”

      “Something?” Kent asked.

      Garrick frowned. “You know what I mean.”

      Kent stopped and looked up at Garrick. “No. I do not.”

      “Don’t stand there and try to cast me as a villain.” Garrick pointed his finger at Kent’s chest. “It’s not like I wanted to do this. You three didn’t give me a choice. I did what I had to do to save myself. And you.”

      “Please do not misunderstand me,” Kent said. “I am grateful that your actions and commitments to Lord Valdis saved our lives. Having met Lord Valdis face-to-face, I can understand why you desire to please him, and it is not solely because he is wealthy.”

      It’s because he can kill me in more ways than I can count. Garrick waited for Kent to get to his point.

      “But now that we are free of his grasp, why do you insist on continuing on this mission if you do not approve of it?”

      “Are you dense?” Garrick snapped. “What other choice do I have?”

      Kent’s eyebrows arched down, and Garrick immediately regretted the insult. Kent was one of the most intelligent people Garrick had ever met, though he’d never say it to his face. Nor was he about to apologize, even if he’d been wrong in saying it.

      “Perhaps I should skip to the end,” Kent said. “We do not need to continue on this path. We can just leave.”

      Garrick shook his head. “We need to make up for failing Lord Valdis. We brought him the egg, but we cost him something in the process. We’ll never work again if we don’t restore our reputation. It’s the right thing to do.”

      “Lord Valdis ordered us to kill our friends and deliver Kallie to him. He only wishes to sacrifice her to gain more power. There is nothing right about any of that.”

      “Your morals are different than mine.”

      “No. They really are not,” Kent countered. “You did what you had to do to survive. I understand that. But now you have another choice. Do you really want Lord Valdis to become even more powerful than he already is? Especially if it comes at the cost of Kallie’s life and the lives of Aeron and Mehta?”

      Garrick had been through this in his head dozens of times already, first with Noraff and Phesnos and their betrayal, then again with Aeron and Mehta. And, to a lesser extent, Kent. Did he want to kill Aeron and Mehta because of what they’d done?

      Yes.

      Did he have the same kind of drive to kill them compared to what he intended to do to Noraff and Phesnos?

      No.

      Noraff and Phesnos had betrayed him for coin. It was a petty, small-minded, shortsighted reason.

      Aeron and Mehta had betrayed him to save Aeron’s sister. They didn’t want to betray him, and based on how it all went down, they weren’t even planning to betray him at all. Aeron wasn’t the planning type. When Lord Valdis had refused to give up Kallie, Aeron had improvised the rest.

      Garrick didn’t fault them for their reasons, so the scenario wasn’t the same thing at all. But the end result needed to be the same.

      Didn’t it?

      Garrick started, “If we give up now, we don’t get paid—”

      “The coin is the least of my concerns,” Kent said, “and I suspect it does not rank highly among yours, either.”

      “Let me finish,” Garrick grunted. “We don’t get paid, and Lord Valdis will hunt us down and have us killed. Then he’ll just send someone else to get Kallie, and he’ll still get what he wants in the end. At some point, I gotta do what’s best for me.”

      “Even if it is wrong,” Kent stated more than asked.

      Garrick gritted his teeth. “It’s wrong to you. To me, it’s what I need to do to stay alive. And it’s what you need to do to stay alive.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “If you leave, and I complete this mission, and Falna doesn’t burn me to a crisp before we get back to Lord Valdis,” Garrick warned, “he’ll send me to find you next.”

      Kent fixed his blue-eyed gaze on Garrick. “Would you do it?”

      “Absolutely.” Garrick said it without so much as a hint of hesitation, but turmoil and uncertainty raged in his chest. Despite their rocky start, Kent had been loyal, and Garrick had actually started to like him.

      “Then perhaps our morals do differ after all.” Kent reached into his cloak and pulled the flail Lord Valdis had given him from the back of his belt.

      Garrick watched, interested and slightly concerned. The timbre of their conversation hadn’t indicated imminent violence, but Garrick had survived this long by being aware and being ready for surprises.

      Instead of attacking, Kent extended it toward him, handle-first. “I have no intention of ever using this. If you so wish, you may use it along with your new axe. They would doubtless make a fearsome combination.”

      Most warriors would be hard-pressed to wield both Lord Valdis’s battle-axe and his flail at the same time simply by virtue of their size, but Garrick’s height and extraordinary strength brought the idea well within the realm of possibility. Still, it troubled him that Kent would so willingly give up such a valuable weapon.

      Garrick squared himself with Kent. “I need to know if you’re with me on this or not.”

      “I will protect you and do what I can to keep you safe, particularly from Lord Valdis’s soldiers and from Falna,” Kent replied. “But I will not participate in the murders of our friends, and I will not stand at your side while you hand Kallie over to Lord Valdis. Please do not ask me to do so.”

      That would have to do, Garrick supposed. “Fine.”

      “And should you change your mind about this mission, please know that I will do everything in my power to ensure we survive whatever wrath such a decision might incur.”

      “That’s not gonna happen, but thanks all the same.”

      “Just consider it.” Kent reached up and patted Garrick on his shoulder, then he turned and headed back toward the cave.

      Garrick followed, somehow more frustrated and less certain of the future than he’d been before this conversation.

      Just consider it, Kent had said.

      Garrick had hardly thought of anything else since telling Lord Valdis he would bring Kallie back.
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      “How are you?” Aeron crouched next to Kallie, who lay curled up near the fire in Mehta’s family home. He put his hand on her back and started rubbing it lightly.

      Night had fallen, and Mehta, Ferne, and the rest of the family had gone to the market on the south side of the village to look for some end-of-day deals. Kallie had wanted to go along, and Aeron agreed that it would’ve been good for her to get out for a bit, but she just couldn’t seem to get warm.

      “C-cold,” she replied through chattering teeth.

      Kallie already lay under the majority of the blankets in the house, all piled on top of her, and she lay within arm’s-length of the flames. When he’d gotten her out of Lord Valdis’s grasp, she’d been burning up. Now Aeron wondered if her coldness meant her sky-high fever was finally breaking.

      When Aeron had visited his parents’ house so many months earlier, his mum had discovered the shining mark on the back of Kallie’s neck—the one that denoted her as the chosen sacrifice for Lord Valdis’s ritual.

      At the time, her demeanor and the discovery of the mark had frightened Aeron. Now, after all they’d been through, he was somehow less frightened despite knowing what they were up against.

      Still, that didn’t mean he understood everything. And now that Kallie was safe, perhaps it was time to get some answers.

      “Do you feel well enough to talk to me?” He continued rubbing her back.

      She grinned up at him. “For you, b-big brother, I’d talk to a c-c-camel for an hour.”

      Fever-brain must still be lingering. He ignored her comment and asked, “How did you ever get us into this mess?”

      Her grin turned into a playful scowl. “Hey, you can’t lay this solely at my feet. You’re involved t-t—” She shivered again. “—too, yeah?”

      Aeron smiled at her and shook his head. “The only reason I’m involved is because I showed up and saved your rear-end. Twice.”

      “T-Twice?” She stared at him with her big blue eyes.

      “Yeah. Once from a dark lord, and once from Mum and Pa.” He winked at her.

      Kallie laughed and shivered both at once, but she’d taken the conversation off course. Aeron wondered if she’d done it intentionally.

      Mum and Pa hadn’t been able to get a straight answer from her about any of this after she’d taken ill, either. She’d simply refused to talk about it.

      Aeron wasn’t about to let her get away with it again. “How did all of this start, Kallie?”

      Kallie’s crooked-toothed smile shrank a bit. “You don’t r-really want to hear ab-bout that.”

      “Actually, I do.” Aeron patted her back. “So come on, kid. Spit it out.”

      Kallie remained silent for a long moment, just staring into the flickering flames. Finally, she said, “It’s a l-long story.”

      “We’ve got nothing but time.”

      “I’m not p-p-proud of it, Aeron.” She shivered again. “By the gods, why am I so c-cold?”

      “I’m not here to judge you. But I need to know what happened,” he said. “I’m listening.”

      Kallie exhaled a shaky sigh. “I had gotten a j-job working at a cemetery…”

      “A cemetery?” Aeron asked. “You were burying bodies when you could’ve been working for Pa and making at least twice the coin?”

      “Wanted some indep-p-pendence,” she stammered. “You know how Pa c-can b-b-be.”

      She had a point. Pa wasn’t easy to have as a father or an employer. Aeron had left home and joined the Govalian military at age sixteen to get away from Pa in both capacities.

      “But I w-wasn’t burying bodies,” Kallie said. “I was d-d-digging them up.”

      Aeron gawked at her. “What?”

      “Now you know why I c-couldn’t t-tell you or Mum and Pa what I was d-d-doing,” she said.

      “Why were you—” Aeron lowered his voice, even though they were the only ones in the house. “—digging up bodies?”

      “I was p-paid to do it. Some local doctors needed the b-bodies for experiments, yeah?” she replied. “I was making g-good coin for awhile, b-but it was hard, backbreaking work, even for a blacksmith’s d-daughter. And then one night, I d-delivered a corpse to a m-man, a physician, who offered m-m-me a way out.”

      “Oh, Kallie.” Aeron started rubbing his forehead.

      “Why does everyone always as-s-sume I sold myself to men?” she snapped. “I d-d-didn’t. I n-never have.”

      That’s a relief. “Good. You’re better than that.”

      “I know th-that.” She shivered again and continued, “Anyway, he told me I could earn m-more coin b-by joining a group he was a p-part of. Skip a few months, and I became a f-full-fledged member of the C-Crimson Flame.”

      “When did they give you that mark?” Aeron asked. “And why you?”

      “I was in c-competition with several other g-girls for some s-sort of honor,” she replied. “We were judged b-b-based on our looks and our smarts, as well as our adherence to the t-tenets of the Crimson Flame. I won. A m-mage branded me with s-some magic object and g-gave me the m-m-m-mark. Gods, I’m s-so c-c-cold…”

      “What does it mean?” Aeron asked. “I mean, I know Lord Valdis wanted you for his ritual, but why you? What does the mark… I don’t know… do?”

      “It’s the m-mark of the dragon, they called it. It’s d-different than the Crimson Flame emblem. It’s like a m-magical s-seal that can tether me to a d-dragon, if one ever hatches,” Kallie replied.

      “What?” Aeron eyed her. “You knew this at the time?”

      “They d-d-didn’t tell me until afterward,” she said. “I just thought it w-was a way to advance in the g-g-group.”

      “The cult, you mean.”

      “You d-don’t have to r-rub it in.”

      “So they duped you. Even though you won in part because you were smart.”

      “N-not smart enough I g-g-guess.”

      Aeron sighed. “What else happened? What else did they tell you?”

      “The dragon is s-s-supposed to f-feed on my essence to m-make itself stronger. B-but they said I won’t really d-die; I’ll just become a p-part of the dragon.”

      Aeron recoiled. Perhaps that’s why she was running so hot all the time—the Crimson Flame was prepping her to be tethered to a fire-breathing monster for… forever?

      “You know that’s not how it works, right?” Aeron asked. “If you’re not here, even if you’re inside some dragon, you are still gone. My sister is not a dragon.”

      “I know,” she said. “B-b-but you should’ve seen the stipend they were p-paying me, yeah?”

      Aeron was about to retort, but he caught a hint of a smirk turning up the corner of her mouth, and he couldn’t help but smile. “You treacherous leech. You can’t toy with me like that.”

      “I m-most certainly can and will,” she countered. “At least, if I c-could ever g-get warm.”

      Back at his parents’ house, Aeron had watched Kallie drop into a bank of snow along the street while wearing barely more than her bedclothes. The snow had started to melt and turn to steam the instant it touched her skin.

      Then she’d fallen face-first into his parents’ hearth with the fire still burning. Kent had nearly cooked his arm to a crisp trying to haul her out of there, but Kallie hadn’t sustained even a single burn. It was as if she hadn’t even touched the flames.

      In light of what she’d told him about the mark, those experiences made more sense now. But if that was the case, why was she running so cold all of a sudden? Was her fever not breaking after all? Could it somehow be getting worse instead?

      Was it because he’d shattered the dragon egg? Had he severed her connection to the dragon in the process?

      He looked into the hearth again. The fire might provide a solution, but Aeron didn’t want to suggest it. He didn’t know what might happen to her if she touched the flames now.

      But he couldn’t let her suffer, either.

      “Kallie,” he said.

      She looked up at him.

      “If you reach into the fire now…”

      She glanced at the fire then back at him. “I d-don’t know.”

      Aeron’s basic medical training in the Govalian Army hadn’t covered anything this… exotic. He was improvising. “If you want to try it, I’m here, and I can pull you out if I need to.”

      “Are you s-sure?” she asked. “I thought the c-cold meant I was g-g-getting better.”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Aeron said. “But if you freeze to death after I went through all that trouble to rescue you, I’ll never forgive you for it.”

      She laughed again, and her whole body quaked with shivers. The mountain of blankets on top of her trembled.

      “Seriously,” Aeron said. “Just reach into the fire. Pull back if it burns you. And if it doesn’t…”

      “Then I’ll just curl up in the fire itself.”

      Aeron chuckled. “Like I said, I’m here, ready to help. I’ll protect you.”

      Kallie smiled her crooked smile at him. “I know you will, b-brother.”

      Then Kallie’s hand and arm slithered out from under the blankets like a pale snake, and she reached for the flames.
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        * * *

      

      Kent had grown to admire Garrick’s resolve once they’d gotten past their initial reservations about each other. But now that very resolve had the potential to gouge a rift between them that Kent couldn’t traverse.

      Aside from the immediate alternative being death, Kent had gone along on this quest only because he’d realized someone needed to stop Lord Valdis.

      He wasn’t arrogant enough to think he could do it alone, but perhaps with Aeron, Mehta, and Garrick on his side—if he could successfully reunite them—they would have a chance of victory.

      One thing was certain: no one else was lining up to prevent Lord Valdis from gaining godlike power. Probably no one else even knew what he was planning, except perhaps the Crimson Flame.

      As Kent took his seat by the fire again, Falna winked at him.

      “Did you boys get enough fresh air?” she asked as Garrick sat down next to Kent.

      Kent ignored her sickly sweet tone. Garrick wouldn’t ever reconcile with Falna, and neither would he, but from a strategic standpoint, trying to earn her trust made a modicum of sense, so Kent had decided to temper his disdain for her.

      “We did, thank you,” Kent replied. “Tell me, how long have you been a member of the Crimson Flame?”

      Falna’s smile returned, and she eyed him. Suspicion colored her voice. “I was seventeen. I had just awakened to my magic two years prior, which was late compared to most.”

      Kent smirked. If Falna thought fifteen was a late age for a person’s magic to awaken, it would’ve stunned her to know that it hadn’t happened to Kent until age forty.

      “And what drew you to the Crimson Flame?” It wasn’t that Kent really cared what she had to say; he just wanted to keep the conversation going. Anything he could learn about her, the Crimson Flame, or Lord Valdis might prove useful later on.

      “It was somewhere to belong,” Falna said. “I didn’t have much growing up. At the time, my prospects were marriage, whoring, or the cult. Didn’t have an education to speak of. Could barely read. Decent jobs were out of the question. Didn’t want to marry any of the idiot boys in my town, either, so I took a different path.”

      She paused and stared into the fire.

      Kent studied her sullen expression. Was she lamenting some loss, or was she just deep in thought?

      “One day, about seven years ago, a man in a red robe passed through my town on a pilgrimage north, through Etrijan. He wore the Crimson Flame emblem on his hood.

      “I asked him what the symbol meant. We struck up a conversation, and he invited me to join him. He had deemed me worthy of becoming one of them. I said yes, and the rest is history,” she finished.

      Kent digested her words for a moment. By that point, Garrick had sprawled out on his bedroll and closed his eyes, as had most of the soldiers, though some were rotating shifts to keep watch over the cave entrance.

      “There are aspects of the Crimson Flame that I do not yet fully understand,” Kent began.

      “Such as?”

      “In our travels, we sought to retrieve the dragon egg and bring it to Lord Valdis. Prior to that, Garrick sought the map which showed the egg’s location. If the Crimson Flame worships dragons, why fight so hard to keep us from succeeding?”

      “The Crimson Flame are keepers of the knowledge of dragons. We don’t worship them, per se, but we do revere them. They’re almost as powerful as gods, so of course we show them the respect they’re due.

      “As for fighting against those who would trespass upon our sacred ground in search of that hidden knowledge, of course we’ll protect that which we’ve committed our whole lives to protect,” she continued. “Our knowledge, our artifacts, and our secrets are precious treasures. None but the initiated are supposed to have access to them.”

      “So why, then, is Lord Valdis is granted such access?”

      “He isn’t, strictly speaking.” Falna leaned back and put her arms behind her head.

      “Then, if I may be so bold as to ask, why are you helping him further his own ambitions when it comes at such a high cost to your beliefs?”

      Falna smiled at Kent. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      Careful, Kent. “In my old age, I have tended toward knowledge since I am growing increasingly more useless as a fighter. Besides, given our first encounter, I figure I am entitled to some answers.”

      “You don’t look useless to me.” Falna’s voice carried an undertone of suggestion with it, and she winked at him again.

      Kent hadn’t deciphered whether she was toying with him or not. Either way, he would play along, but only to a point.

      She had tried to kill him, after all.

      “Thank you.” Kent gave her a subtle grin, but rather than pushing the question he’d asked, he changed his approach. “Are there different sects of the Crimson Flame?”

      Her blue eyes narrowed at him. “What makes you think that?”

      “We encountered a man in Govalia by the name of Lord Arasmus Glavan. He was a Crimson Flame adherent, and he took possession of the map that led to the dragon egg. He claimed he was trying to prevent Lord Valdis from obtaining it under the pretense of preventing a calamity.”

      And after having met Lord Valdis, I am inclined to believe it.

      “Yet you are now aiding the very man Lord Glavan meant to confound,” Kent finished.

      Falna’s pleasant disposition soured. “Arasmus Glavan was a heretic, an apostate, and a fool. He deserved what he got in the end. And I’m not gonna continue this conversation any longer. You’re not one of us, so you can’t possibly understand.”

      It was a shallow argument, but rather than debating someone with cult-like devotion, Kent decided not to press the issue. He still didn’t have a complete picture of the Crimson Flame’s position on all of this, and he doubted that Falna spoke for the entire cult anyway, but he realized he wouldn’t glean anything more tonight.

      To Kent’s relief, Falna went silent and closed her eyes, so he took the opportunity to do so as well.

      As he lay back, in the stillness of the cave with the fire flickering and crackling nearby, Kent reconsidered his conversation with Garrick. He’d said he would support Garrick in confronting Aeron and Mehta. In reality, he didn’t know what he would do when they arrived.

      He knew he couldn’t allow Garrick, Falna, or Lord Valdis’s soldiers to take Kallie back with them. That was one line he could draw easily enough.

      He also knew he couldn’t and wouldn’t bring himself to hurt Aeron. Though if Kent had to defend himself, he could envision battling Mehta with everything he had. Still, he preferred not to. Fighting Mehta would end brutally, one way or another.

      But Kent also had no desire to face Garrick, either. He was so explosive and quick and savage in the way he fought.

      The one and only time they’d clashed, back in the woods in Govalia, the skirmish could’ve gone either way—had either of them really intended to fight. So avoiding conflict with Garrick was also paramount.

      Above all else, Kent had committed to putting an end to Lord Valdis’s treacherous schemes and plans. With the exponential power Lord Valdis stood to gain from completing his ritual, Kent couldn’t stand by and just let it happen.

      Bringing Fane his reckoning could wait. Bringing Kymil to justice for Aveyna’s murder could wait.

      First, Kent had to save the continent.

      If he survived long enough to do it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several days later, Garrick crested the southern side of the cratered mountain and saw Mehta’s village in the valley below. He’d traveled through the village on his way back from Etrijan after Noraff and Phesnos had betrayed him. There, he’d seen a solitary white face amid a sea of brown faces.

      She was just a young, blonde girl, but it was clear she didn’t belong in that village with those people. And then, after Garrick had recruited Mehta and the others to help recover the map, Mehta had mentioned the village and the girl in a rare moment of transparency.

      At the time, Garrick had realized he knew the village, but he hadn’t said anything to Mehta. Now, in hindsight, he expected that discovery would allow them to approach the village in secret. If Mehta and Aeron didn’t know they were coming, it would make everything so much easier.

      If they were down there.

      “That’s it?” Falna asked from behind him.

      In any other situation, Garrick never would’ve turned his back on Falna and Lord Valdis’s soldiers, but he was the only one who knew where Aeron and Mehta were hiding. Now that they’d reached the village, Garrick’s level of caution would increase.

      “That’s it,” Garrick turned back to face her.

      “We’ll go in at nightfall,” she said.

      “Mehta can see in the dark,” Garrick countered.

      “Who is Mehta, and why should I care?” Falna asked.

      “He’s one of our two targets, and he’s a former Xyonate.”

      Falna tilted her head. “A what?”

      Kent stood next to her, shaking his head silently at her ignorance.

      Garrick stared at her. “Do you even know who we’re tracking?”

      Falna’s eyebrows arched down, and she glowered at Garrick. “My sole purpose for being here is to bring that girl back to Lord Valdis. Nothing else is my concern.”

      “Just when I think you couldn’t be any dumber,” Garrick sighed, “you go and sink to a new level of stupid.”

      Falna snarled, and her hand went to the hilt of her sword. Tongues of fire ignited from the top of its sheath.

      Just as fast, Garrick grabbed hold of the battle-axe and the flail at his sides, but before Garrick could draw them, Kent stepped between them with his hands up.

      “Calm yourselves, both of you,” he said. “Our quarry is mere miles away, and you would do each other harm? Now is not the time for disunity.”

      “She tried to kill you, and you’re defending her?” Garrick snapped.

      “I am trying to ensure that we make it to that village and back to Xenthan in one piece.” Kent met Garrick’s hardened eyes with a steely stare of his own.

      Garrick studied Kent. Was he just being diplomatic, or had he actually decided to help Garrick complete this job?

      Whatever the case, Falna released her grip on her sword. Upon seeing that, Garrick reluctantly let go of his weapons as well.

      “Entering the village at night is no better than entering during the day,” Kent explained. “Mehta can see in the dark and is a trained assassin, used to lurking in shadows. If anything, we will be at even more of a disadvantage. At least in daylight we stand a chance of seeing him coming.”

      Falna shrugged. “So we’ll go in during the day.”

      “It is not that simple,” Kent said. “Aeron and Mehta are both capable fighters. On his own, Mehta is more capable, but Aeron is a wyvern knight. If his wyvern is nearby, and if it spots us, it will alert Aeron to our presence through their bond.”

      “So we’ll be careful,” Falna said.

      “I have an alternate proposal.”

      Garrick rolled his eyes. Of course, Kent has an alternate proposal.

      Falna stood there, waiting for Kent to continue.

      “Let me go in alone.”

      Garrick scoffed. He couldn’t believe his ears. “No.”

      Falna shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with Garrick.”

      “Hear me out.” Kent held up one of his hands. “At the sight of Garrick, Mehta and Aeron will immediately raise their guards. They will lead with attacks.

      “And if Kallie sees Falna, we cannot be sure how she will respond. If she alerts Aeron, or if Aeron sees you, then the game is up. And the sight of Lord Valdis’s soldiers in black will not help anything, either.

      “In short, I am the only one who stands any chance of making inroads with them. I am the only one here who has neither opposed them nor tried to cause them harm,” Kent continued. “Furthermore, Aeron and I have been friends for quite some time, now. There is a level of trust between us that I can leverage to our advantage.”

      Garrick squinted at him. Kent was trying for something, but what was it? “To what end? How does it benefit us to send you ahead?”

      “Think of me as a distraction. Or as an insurgent, depending on how the reunion plays out,” Kent replied. “If they welcome me, I become an insurgent. If they regard me as a threat, then I am a distraction.”

      “How is that better than simply storming in and taking the girl?” Falna said. “It worked last time.”

      Kent’s jaw tensed, but he said, “For one, it may serve to reduce innocent casualties. Surely you do not intend to bring harm to the villagers.”

      “As long as they stay out of my way,” Falna said. “I won’t be stopped.”

      Garrick had actually expected her reaction to be harsher. She hadn’t given so much as a second thought to the patrons and Crimson Flame members who’d failed to escape her flaming wrath back in the pub in Etrijan, so why concern herself with these villagers now?

      “We also want to minimize the risk of Kallie being harmed or killed,” Kent said. “Sowing confusion in advance will help reduce that risk.”

      “More so than taking them by surprise?” Garrick remained dubious.

      Falna scoffed at him. “Look at you. You’ve never taken anyone, anywhere, by surprise, Garrick.”

      “Took you by surprise when I doused you with that solution back at the pub,” Garrick countered.

      Falna’s mouth hung open, then it clamped shut. “That doesn’t count.”

      “Back to the issue at hand,” Kent said. “Are we in agreement about sending me ahead?”

      Garrick shook his head. “Not remotely.”

      “I fail to see how charging in blindly is a better alternative,” Kent said.

      “We have the numbers and two mages on our side,” Falna said. “And, for now, we have the opportunity to catch them off-guard. Why risk giving that away?”

      Kent frowned. “I truly believe this is the option with the highest chance of success, especially compared to—”

      “It’s not gonna happen, handsome,” Falna said. “For all I know, you just want to head down there to warn them in advance of our arrival.”

      Stone-faced, Kent said, “I assure you, that is not at all what I have in mind.”

      Falna approached him and touched the side of his face with her hand. Kent didn’t move.

      “Even if I believed you, I’d still say no. Don’t take it personally, alright?” She lowered her hand and turned to Garrick. “By the time we reach the valley, it’ll be nightfall. We’ll camp just beyond the ridge for the night, and we’ll make our way down tomorrow morning.

      “If your friend’s as dangerous as you claim, then I want to face him during the day. But make no mistake—my only goal is to find that girl and bring her back.” Falna’s eyes narrowed at Garrick. “Do not get in my way, or I’ll burn right through you.”

      If Falna had meant to intimidate Garrick, she was ill-equipped for it. Yes, she was a powerful fire mage, but she stood nearly two feet shorter than him and had the commanding presence of a squirrel.

      Even so, he’d already started to formulate a strategy to combat her if anything went wrong. As far as he knew, nothing would stop her from attacking him once she’d recovered Kallie. So he’d planned to kill her first.

      He wasn’t sure what might happen if he brought Kallie back without Falna and the rest of Lord Valdis’s soldiers. From Garrick’s perspective, it was equally likely that Lord Valdis would brush off the loss as it was that he’d punish Garrick for it—if Garrick delivered Kallie.

      Whatever the case, Garrick knew one thing for certain: if he sat back and let others make decisions for him, it would only end in tragedy and defeat.

      He refused to let that happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Mehta hadn’t slept well since he’d returned home. It wasn’t that the cushions and pillows in his family’s house were uncomfortable—he just couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes for long enough to get any real rest.

      Not with Lord Valdis still out there, undoubtedly sending men to search Kallie out. Mehta didn’t regret inviting Aeron and his sister to stay, but as long as they lingered in the village, they were a liability to Mehta, Ferne, and his family.

      Despite a few brief downturns, on the whole, Kallie had greatly recovered from whatever was afflicting her. When they’d fled Xenthan, she’d been feverish, confused, and disoriented.

      Now, by some miracle, her temperature had leveled out, her behavior had mostly normalized, and she could carry on a normal conversation. Mehta, however, hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to talk to her himself. Kallie was pretty, and talking wasn’t one of his strengths to begin with.

      Even so, Mehta often sat with her at night. He couldn’t sleep anyway due to his concerns over the possibility that Lord Valdis was still coming after them, so he figured he might as well keep watch over Kallie in the process.

      Likewise, it afforded Aeron the chance to get some real rest, and that rest had done him good—or perhaps it was his relief in knowing Kallie was relatively safe. Not including Aeron’s magic mushroom consumption, Mehta had never seen him more relaxed.

      But the opposite was true of Mehta. With every small creak of the house, with every rustle of the wind outside, with every voice from passersby that reached his ears, his attention shifted, and his caution renewed.

      As a Xyonate, he’d trained to be aware and alert, but after crossing Lord Valdis, he’d descended into outright paranoia.

      Shadows among the trees became Lord Valdis’s soldiers, come to reclaim Kallie out of spite and slay Mehta’s family in retribution for his role in rescuing her. The hissing of the wind through the conifers masked the soldiers’ commands and conversations.

      The stares of the villagers conveyed their own dark intentions and duplicity—each of them was an agent of Lord Valdis, an informant determined to earn his or her pay in exchange for selling out Mehta and the two new white faces in the village.

      Whether or not any of it happened to be true didn’t matter. It all continued to bother Mehta nonetheless.

      And now he lay in his family’s house, staring up at the ceiling as the first rays of sunlight crept over the cratered mountain and pierced through the cracks between the slats of wood in the walls.

      Mehta regretted not talking with Kallie to pass some of the time the night before, but dawn meant he was too late now. The only thing worse than trying to talk to her alone was trying to talk to her with everyone else awake and listening.

      He’d gotten maybe an hour of sleep that night. Altogether, maybe ten or eleven hours total over the several days they’d been back.

      Mehta couldn’t continue this way—that much was certain. He needed to help Aeron and Kallie figure out what to do next, and then he needed to plan his next course of action as well.

      Except he didn’t have any idea what should happen next—none whatsoever. He couldn’t go back and try to sift Lord Valdis again. He’d had his chance, and he’d failed.

      But neither did he like the idea of waiting around the village for the next time Lord Valdis’s men showed up, whether Aeron and Kallie were there or not.

      Yet he couldn’t just leave without Ferne and Palomi, either. Perhaps once Grandfather passed away, he could take them both somewhere else. Maybe someplace warmer, like Caclos—somewhere Lord Valdis’s men couldn’t reach them.

      The top of the morning sun crested the cratered mountain, and the clatter and chatter of early-rising villagers sounded from outside. Mehta resigned himself to his fate. He’d never fall back asleep now.

      But as he sat up, he realized the sounds outside his home had stopped. Mehta froze in place and listened. The sudden absence of sound proved even more troubling than everything else that had assaulted his senses since they’d returned.

      Mehta slowly rose to his feet. He peered through a crack in the wall, where the pitch that sealed the slats together had worn away.
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        * * *

      

      The slow scraping of steel pulled Aeron out of his slumber, and he blinked the sleep away from his eyes. As his vision clarified, Aeron noticed Mehta standing across the room, staring at the wall as if he could see through it.

      For all Aeron knew, maybe Mehta could see through it.

      The scraping steel had been Mehta drawing his curved knives from their sheaths on his belt, and he now held one in each hand. Something had spooked him.

      Careful not to wake Kallie, who still slept on her cushion next to his, Aeron stood.

      Mehta’s head immediately swiveled back for a look over his shoulder. Upon seeing Aeron, he faced forward again.

      “What is it?” Aeron whispered, just loud enough for Mehta to hear him.

      He got no response.

      Aeron crept over, stepping around Ferne and Palomi so as not to wake them, either, and came over to Mehta’s side. He repeated, “What is it?”

      “They’ve found us.”

      Aeron’s heart stuttered. He hissed, “What?”

      Why would they even bother? Aeron had destroyed the dragon egg—accidentally, but it was destroyed nonetheless. Why would they still want Kallie?

      Mehta stepped aside and motioned toward a crack between the pine slats that made up the wall. Aeron stepped forward, closed one eye, and stared through it.

      Aeron saw nothing out of the ordinary. He could see clear down to the center of the village, barely illuminated by the early morning light. Confusion settled in his mind, but compared to fear at the prospect of losing Kallie again, he welcomed it.

      “I don’t see anything,” he said.

      “What do you hear?” Mehta asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Exactly.”

      Aeron started to respond, but when he listened again, he realized that he could, in fact, hear very little aside from the whisper of wind rustling through the trees around them.

      With the sun ever rising, he would’ve expected the villagers to be making at least some noise. It was unusual, to be sure, but did it really mean they’d been found?

      Mehta said, “I’ll take care of it.”

      As Mehta started to move, Aeron clamped his hand on Mehta’s wrist. “Wait.”

      Mehta looked down at Aeron’s hand, then he met Aeron’s gaze. Determination and ferocity emanated from Mehta’s eyes. Aeron let go immediately so he didn’t end up being on the receiving end of Mehta’s fury.

      “We don’t know for sure that they’re here. There’s no reason for them to have come. The dragon egg is gone.”

      Mehta stared at him. “They’re here. I can feel it.”

      “That’s not enough for me to go on.”

      “You don’t need to do anything. I’ll handle it.”

      “Not a chance.” Aeron shook his head. “If we really are in trouble, I’m coming with you.”

      “What about Kallie?” Mehta asked.

      “She’ll be safe in here. If they don’t know where she is, they can’t get to her.”

      “They’ll find her eventually,” Mehta said. “You two should fly off instead. Call Wafer. I’ll buy you some time.”

      “No. If they’re here—if Kent is here—I need to talk to him. I need to know where he stands.” Aeron picked up his breastplate and started to put it on. “If he’s my enemy, then I’d rather learn that now instead of finding out later on.”

      “The wiser decision is to flee,” Mehta said.

      Aeron shook his head and tightened the buckles on his breastplate. “I won’t leave you behind. You saved us. If they’re here for Kallie, I won’t leave you here to face them alone, and possibly Kent and Garrick as well. After what you did for us, I need to stand by you. If you’re right about this, we’ll make our stand here, together.”

      Mehta didn’t reply right away. He just looked through the crack in the wall, still holding his knives.

      As Aeron finished donning the rest of his armor, Mehta spoke again.

      “I’ll hide,” he said. “Head for the village square. If they attack, I’ll intervene.”

      “So I’m the bait?” Aeron eyed him.

      “I won’t let them harm you,” Mehta replied. There wasn’t an ounce of uncertainty in his voice.

      Aeron didn’t like the idea much, but perhaps it would draw their pursuers out—if they were even there in the first place. And Aeron couldn’t doubt Mehta’s sincerity or his ability in such a situation. Mehta could hide pretty much anywhere, so if things got bad, Aeron knew Mehta would have his back.

      “Alright.” Aeron took up his spear, which had been leaning against one of the walls. “I trust you.”

      “We’ll go around the back and approach from the sides. You can’t walk out of this house in full view of the entire village.”

      “I totally agree.” Aeron considered his plan if anyone were to attack. He’d learned to trust Mehta in most cases by now, but a huge part of him still hoped Mehta was wrong. “If this goes sideways, I’ll blow the Wafer whistle to get him down here.”

      “Good,” Mehta said. “Just don’t get yourself killed in the process.”

      Aeron nodded. “I don’t plan on it.”

      With Kallie and the others still sleeping, Aeron and Mehta snuck out the back of the house and went in opposite directions. Aeron threaded between houses, other buildings, and trees along the northern border of the village, steadily creeping down to the center of the village.

      Snow crunched under his boots with every step, and Aeron checked his surroundings for anything that might confirm Mehta’s suspicions. He didn’t see anyone or anything lurking in the long morning shadows of the trees, but that didn’t mean the threat was any less real.

      As he progressed, he searched for Wafer through their bond, now faint and distant. Aeron could feel that Wafer was close enough to hear the Wafer whistle, but he was too far away for Aeron to urge him to come closer through the bond.

      If Aeron had to call for Wafer, his arrival would frighten the villagers again, and it would certainly attract plenty of attention. If Mehta was right, the sight of Wafer arriving would quickly give away Aeron’s position.

      By the time Aeron reached a position due north of the village square, he’d realized he hadn’t taken a shroom that morning. His back wasn’t hurting yet, but if a fight ensued, it would aggravate fast. He could manage it better if he were riding Wafer, but he still should’ve taken one before he’d left the house.

      Aeron had no way of knowing whether or not Mehta had found a favorable position yet, but Mehta was better at sneaking around than he was, so he was probably all set and waiting for Aeron to make himself known.

      With nothing to gain by waiting around, Aeron stepped out from behind a building and some trees and walked into the center of the village, totally alone.
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        * * *

      

      Garrick stared down at the village from among the pine trees. Kent stood to his right, Falna stood to his left, and Lord Valdis’s men flanked the three of them, six on each side.

      Down on the village’s main thoroughfare, paved with ancient cobblestones, stood Aeron. That meant Mehta had to be nearby as well.

      But Aeron was just standing there, alone in the village square, scanning the surrounding trees. The villagers must’ve caught sight of them first because they’d fled the streets before Aeron even got there. That was probably what gave it away to Aeron.

      Someone had been careless and exposed them, or that someone had found a way to warn the village first.

      Garrick eyed Kent, but Kent matched his stare without even a hint of malice or regret. Either Kent hadn’t warned them or he was doing a killer job of bluffing.

      “Friend of yours?” Falna’s words oozed like honey, but extra sweet. Sickeningly sweet.

      Garrick didn’t reply. At least now that they’d reached the village, he didn’t have to respond to her harassment anymore.

      “You should recognize him,” Kent said. “You nearly incinerated him in his parents’ home back in Govalia.”

      “Huh.” Falna squinted. “Now that you mention it, I guess that teal armor does look familiar.”

      To Garrick’s surprise, the sight of Aeron standing there didn’t infuriate him nearly as much as he’d expected. Over the last week, his rage at Aeron and Mehta had fizzled. In the end, they were all just doing what they had to do to survive—Garrick included.

      By comparison, when Noraff and Phesnos had betrayed Garrick, he’d raged at them but couldn’t do anything about it. Noraff had driven a mage steel knife into Garrick’s gut and nearly killed him. Their betrayal gnawed at Garrick to this day.

      But the question Kent had asked at the end of that first day of travel gnawed at Garrick more, and it had nested in his mind ever since.

      What are you doing here?

      The truth was, Lord Valdis’s wrath motivated Garrick more than anything else. He couldn’t fail. If he did, his reputation wouldn’t matter, because his life would be over.

      And now, a few hundred feet from fulfilling his objective, Garrick was ready to put this whole debacle to an end.

      “They know we’re coming. Surprise no longer matters.” He drew the phantom steel battle-axe and flail from his hips, and their dark power oozed into his hands. “Let’s go.”

      As Garrick took his first step toward the village, Falna crooned, “Ooooh, I like a decisive man.”

      It took everything within him not to whirl around and whip the flail at her stupid, blonde head. Instead, he took another step, then another.

      Steel sang behind him, as did the crackling of flames—Falna’s arcane steel sword igniting, no doubt. But Garrick was leading them, not Falna, and not Kent. He was out ahead, bringing the fight to the village, to his former partners—his former friends.

      As Garrick, Kent, Falna, and Lord Valdis’s men descended into the village, Aeron stood his ground in the center of the cobblestone street, watching their approach. Then Aeron put his wyvern tooth whistle to his mouth and blew.

      If Mehta showed up, it would be three against fifteen, with one of those three being a wyvern.

      From an outsider’s perspective, Garrick, Kent, and the others looked to have the advantage. But Garrick had squared off against both Aeron and Mehta before, and he’d fought alongside them, too. Garrick had the numbers, but numbers alone didn’t ensure victory, and he wasn’t entirely sure how much he could count on Kent to help, either.

      He stopped about twenty feet from Aeron, and Kent, Falna, and Lord Valdis’s soldiers caught up to him soon after. Each of the soldiers held weapons of their own choosing—swords, lances, spears, and two of them wielded axes.

      At the same time, Wafer swooped down and buffeted the cobblestone street with his massive wings. He touched down next to Aeron, who mounted Wafer in a quick, fluid motion.

      Wafer released a low, threatening hiss and locked his golden eyes onto Garrick.

      Nice to see you again, too, you scaly brute, Garrick mused. Then again, Wafer had never liked him, so his reaction didn’t surprise Garrick.

      “My name is Falna,” she called out. This time her voice didn’t have its usual patronizing tone. “Where’s the girl?”

      “Long gone,” Aeron replied, scowling, mostly alternating between Falna and Kent more than at Garrick. “You’re about six days too late.”

      Even though it was an obvious lie, part of Garrick hoped it wasn’t. An even larger part of him hoped Falna would believe it, give up, and return to Lord Valdis as he once had: as a failure.

      But he already knew Aeron would never entrust his sister to anyone else, not after what had happened. He’d do everything within his power to keep her safe, even if it was as dumb as facing down a dark lord and his personal guards to do it.

      Instead, Falna just laughed. “No chance of that being true. I saw how you fought for her. You tried to stop me from taking her once, but I’m prepared to offer you a choice this time.”

      Garrick watched Aeron’s face. It stayed stone still, hard and somber. As they’d traveled together, Aeron’s confidence always increased whenever he faced challenges atop Wafer. That was true now, as well.

      “Hand her over, and I’ll let you leave, free and clear,” Falna offered. “I can’t speak for what Garrick intends to do with you, but my only mission is to bring back the girl. Give her to me, and I’ll take these soldiers and go.”

      Aeron looked at Kent. “You agreed to this?”

      “Consider me a neutral party,” Kent replied.

      “Not good enough.” Aeron shook his head. “You can’t just turn to stone whenever things get too hard. You were neutral last time. You gotta make a choice.”

      “I already have, Aeron,” Kent said. “I am only here to ensure that no harm comes to Garrick. I swore that I would help protect him.”

      “Protecting him means you’re siding with him,” Aeron said. “Against me. I thought we were friends.”

      Wafer snorted, and his ire shifted from Garrick to Kent.

      “We are.” Kent held up his hands as if to reassure Aeron—and possibly Wafer, too. “I promise everything will be explained once—”

      “My offer has an expiration,” Falna added. “Bring out the girl now, and—”

      “Save your breath,” Aeron interrupted. “She’s not here, and I’m not telling you where she went, so you can take your offer, wrap it in rancid dog meat, and choke on it like the whore you are.”

      Falna paused for a moment. Her expression shifted to one Garrick had seen countless times on the faces of other women.

      Her mouth opened slightly. Her eyes narrowed just enough to be menacing. Her head tilted to the side. And one corner of her mouth curled up, almost as if she were amused.

      It was one part shock, one part offended, and one hundred percent rage.

      And it was more alarming to Garrick than seeing her wreathed in fire, with blackened skin around the edges of her burning red eyes, like she’d looked back in the pub in Etrijan.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve, talking to a lady like that,” she said in a voice forced to calmness.

      “I don’t talk to ladies like that,” Aeron fired back. “But fire-worshiping, fanatical, maggot-brained idiots? Yeah. That’s how I talk to them.”

      Garrick couldn’t help but smirk.

      Falna cursed Aeron loudly and openly. Then she ordered, “Four of you, search the town. Kill anyone who resists. The rest, kill the boy and his lizard.”
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      When the soldiers started toward Aeron and Wafer, Mehta wondered once more why he’d chosen to keep using the knives he’d taken from his days as a Xyonate. He could’ve used any number of larger, longer weapons instead, but he didn’t.

      He emerged from the shadow of one of the buildings into the town square with the knives brandished. The time for sneaking around was done; he had to help Aeron.

      The moment he stepped into the open, Garrick pointed at him and called, “There’s the other one. He’s quick, so watch out.”

      Four of the soldiers broke away from Aeron and Wafer and started toward Mehta.

      Yet again, Mehta was facing down multiple opponents, each with longer-ranged weapons than his knives. Perhaps, if such encounters were to continue happening, he ought to pick up an alternate type of weapon—something with a bit more reach.

      But as he considered it, he relished in how natural the knives felt in his hands. They were a part of him, a lethal extension of his physical form, and he had mastered their use in every conceivable way.

      He would prove that to himself again today.

      As the first of the soldiers approached their position, Mehta’s thirst awakened within. The soldiers’ blood called to him to set it free, to spill it across the cobblestone street.

      And he would gladly oblige.

      A soldier wielding a spear reached Mehta first.

      The soldier tensed to lunge, and Mehta hurled one of his knives at his face. The throw went lower than he’d planned, but the knife still plunged into the soldier’s throat.

      The soldier’s spear still lunged, but it was a half-hearted, wide-eyed attempt and easily avoided. He let go of the spear with one hand to clutch at the knife in his throat, and Mehta grabbed the spear shaft and yanked it toward him.

      The soldier stumbled forward, and Mehta drove his other knife into the soldier’s armpit, where there was no armor but rather a nest of veins and arteries. Then Mehta yanked both his knives from the soldier’s body, and the soldier dropped to the street, writhing in a quickly growing pool of blood.

      Mehta’s thirst drank in the soldier’s death and cried out for more. He hadn’t sifted anyone since battling Lord Valdis’s soldiers at Valdis Keep. Over the week since then, Mehta’s thirst had partnered with his paranoia to vex him all the more.

      The arrival of Garrick, Kent, and the soldiers had both satisfied and stanched his paranoia—he’d been right all along. And now, sifting one of these soldiers had fed his thirst.

      But as always, the thirst returned, this time stronger as it begged for more blood. At least there were several more soldiers around to sate it.

      …except that the other soldiers had stopped their approach as Mehta sifted their comrade in quick, brutal fashion.

      Mehta didn’t blame them. He, too, had faced Xyonates before, and it had cost him something every time.

      Instead of pursuing him, the three other soldiers turned toward Aeron and Wafer. Their rationale made little sense to Mehta; how much better could they possibly fare against an airborne warrior riding a flying, carnivorous beast?

      Rather than pursuing them into the battle, Mehta opted to follow the four soldiers who’d ventured into the village to search for Kallie. None of them had headed toward Mehta’s family home yet, but the village was small. They’d find it eventually.

      Unless he stopped them first.

      Aeron and Wafer will have to manage on their own.

      He followed the nearest one into the village.
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        * * *

      

      As Mehta vanished into the surrounding buildings, and as the soldiers moved to engage Aeron and Wafer, Kent stayed where he was. Neither Falna nor Garrick had moved, either.

      Then Falna turned and glared at them both, in turn. “What are you waiting for?”

      Garrick’s eyes met Kent’s, then he grunted, drew his phantom steel weapons, and started forward.

      Kent still didn’t move. He’d already decided he wouldn’t engage Aeron in battle, and Mehta had left the vicinity, so there wasn’t much else for him to do.

      “Is there a problem?” Falna glowered at him with her hands on her armored hips.

      “None whatsoever,” Kent replied.

      “Then get out there.”

      “Ladies first.” Kent motioned toward the battle with his hand.

      She drew one of her arcane steel swords. It ignited with fire and blazed so hot that Kent could feel its warmth even from several steps away. “You’re good-looking, and I like you, but if you don’t get out there and wreak some havoc, we’re gonna have a repeat of the first time we met.”

      It wasn’t even a hard choice for Kent. He refused to fight Aeron, and he refused to help Falna locate Kallie.

      He’d also promised to protect Garrick, but with the majority of Lord Valdis’s soldiers facing down Aeron as well, Garrick would be fine. Plus, if Kent could defeat Falna, then he would be protecting Garrick in the long run as well.

      So he squared himself with Falna and said, “I assure you, it will not be a repeat.”

      “I should’ve known your heart wasn’t in it.” She frowned, then her lips curled up into a menacing smiled as she stalked closer to him. “And here I thought something was beginning to kindle between us.”

      “On the contrary, I have long preferred to keep a reasonable distance from you, both physically and metaphorically,” Kent said.

      “Aw…” Falna twirled the sword in her right hand, and as she did, she took some of its fire into her left. It burned in her palm as a mix of orange and blue flames. “You should’ve stayed on our side. I would’ve loved to keep you warm at night.”

      “Based on our previous encounter, you could say I have been burned one too many times already.” Kent retrieved a stone from one of his pouches. Given the cobblestone street, he had ample resources to draw from for this confrontation. “And I am afraid your desires will go unfulfilled across multiple fronts today.”

      Falna sighed, still grinning. “Such a waste. Well, suit yourself, handsome.”

      Then her eyes glowed red, ignited with fire, and she hurled a fireball at him with her left hand.

      Rather than engaging his magic, Kent simply dodged the fireball. It scorched past him, sizzled through the air, and hit the center of a pine tree behind him. Its branches burst into flames and hissed as snow evaporated into clouds of white steam.

      But it could’ve hit someone’s home just as easily, and if that pine tree continued to burn unhindered, it might topple onto one of three wooden domiciles nearby.

      Kent couldn’t let Falna throw fire recklessly. Someone would get hurt—or she might ignite the building where Mehta and Aeron had stashed Kallie, whichever one it was.

      Kent flooded the stone in his hand with magic and summoned the cobblestones from the street to do his bidding. And this time, his hand wasn’t horribly and freshly burned. This time, the fight would go differently.

      Stones all around them lifted from the street and floated toward Kent.

      Falna grinned, looking especially insidious with the charred skin all around her burning eyes. “I know you’re old, but it’s a bit archaic even for you, to stone a woman just because she doesn’t agree with you.”

      “I would never advocate for stoning any woman unless she had committed a heinous crime.” Kent brought his hands together, and the stones formed a multi-layered shield in front of him. “Kidnapping a young woman to be used as a cult sacrifice certainly qualifies.”

      Falna cackled and flung more fire at him.

      His rock shield caught it all, but Falna kept blasting, pouring vast amounts of her magic into the attack. Within seconds, tongues of fire flickered between the rocks, and the shield turned brilliant red-orange as the stones began to melt.

      Kent had survived the Crimson Flame’s fire magic before, but he’d never encountered any this strong—she seemed even stronger than when they’d battled back at Aeron’s house in Govaliston.

      He continued feeding the shield with new cobblestones from the back to reinforce it as the fire kept melting the front. All the while, he slowly walked back to try to maintain his distance from Falna.

      Globs of melted rock oozed from the shield and hissed as they hit the damp earth and stones where the street had once been. The idea that he’d torn up the street only to poorly repave it with the same molten stones teased at his sensibilities, but now was not the time to consider city planning.

      Kent felt the stone in his hand dwindling to nothing—and fast—as his magic ate away at its essence. He needed to replace it soon, or he’d need to take another course of action.

      By contrast, magic and fire each other, so fire attacks could last longer, depending on the skill of the mage wielding it. Falna hadn’t let up on her attack since she’d started, and the fire continued to burn through Kent’s shield.

      As a Crimson Flame cultist, she’d mastered the use of fire, and perhaps only fire, over years of practice. Who knew how long she could sustain it?

      Kent feared she would persist longer than the stone in his hand would last. It had diminished to little more than a pebble, and he started searching his pouches for another stone.

      Then a flaming sword severed the top of his shield and slowly carved a molten line through its center, cleaving it in half. Falna was coming through.

      But rock was still rock, whether molten or not.

      Kent dug another stone from a pouch with his other hand and started to seal the molten rock at the top of the shield together with his magic. Meanwhile, the pebble in his right hand disintegrated into dust, and he let it trickle from his hand.

      Falna persisted, still trying to cut through the shield with her fiery sword. It seared the cobblestones faster than Kent could rejoin them. Then she burst through with a fresh blast of fire that shattered the shield and sent pieces of flaming stone skittering along the street.

      Kent was ready for her. As she stepped through the barrier, he slammed his right fist into her jaw—the same fist that had been too badly burned to be effective in their last confrontation.

      She went down hard, and her sword clattered against the cobblestones and extinguished, as did the fire in her other hand. The sword’s blade darkened from the glowing yellow of molten steel to a deep red hue.

      Normally, Kent wouldn’t have struck a woman, especially with such decisive force, but Falna was exceptional in every way. And the sooner Kent put a stop to her attacks, the sooner they could get out of there.

      But as Falna hit the ground, Garrick stepped into the fray between them, facing Kent with his phantom steel weapons high and ready.

      “You’re defending her now?” Kent stared up at him.

      “I’m defending myself,” Garrick replied.

      “She’s down. We’ve won. You don’t have to do this anymore.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” Garrick started toward him. “You know I don’t have a choice.”

      So Kent drew his sword as well.
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        * * *

      

      Amid swirling rocks, fireballs, and the cries of nearby villagers, Aeron and Wafer battled the majority of the soldiers on their own.

      Lord Valdis’s men had gravitated toward the biggest target, and Aeron had no qualms about engaging several of them at once. Atop Wafer, it was easy and, at times, even fun. They flowed together as one, fluidly attacking and defending against the soldiers’ blows.

      But when Garrick joined the fracas as well, it threw Aeron and Wafer off their rhythm. They could’ve fought Lord Valdis’s soldiers forever, but dealing with a rampaging, berserking Garrick as well complicated everything.

      Mehta had chased after the four soldiers who’d headed deeper into the village in search of Kallie. Aeron trusted Mehta would stop them before they found her. Whether Mehta did or not, with Garrick in the mix, Aeron didn’t really have a choice anymore.

      At least, until Garrick abandoned the fight only a few minutes after he’d initially joined. He veered away, toward Kent and Falna’s fiery exchange, and left the soldiers to deal with Aeron and Wafer—or, more likely, the other way around.

      Time for a party, Aeron sent to Wafer through their bond.

      Party party, Wafer sent back.

      Aeron grinned.

      Riding a wyvern into battle wasn’t the same as riding an animal from Point A to Point B. Rather, Aeron was riding a living weapon, one capable of devastating his enemies. And thanks to their bond, that’s exactly what they did.

      They swooped down toward the soldiers and snatched up one of them in Wafer’s talons. The added weight slowed Wafer’s ascent, but for what Aeron had in mind, height didn’t matter so much.

      The soldier hollered from below as Wafer flew over a home constructed of thick pine logs and released him. The soldier’s armored body clanked hard against the side of the building and then dropped to the ground.

      Flying around and attacking from Wafer’s back with his spear worked nicely as well. Aeron had already managed to skewer two of the soldiers fatally. His spear’s beastly, tri-tipped blade had pierced through their armor with ease.

      Best of all, riding Wafer put hardly any strain on Aeron’s back. He still longed for a shroom to counteract what pain he did feel, but thus far, it hadn’t hindered him from fighting.

      Wafer took out a fourth soldier with his teeth. Wyvern jaws could shatter some types of boulders, so crushing iron armor and the bones within was no problem.

      A fifth soldier perished thanks to Wafer grabbing onto him, climbing in elevation, and then dropping him straight down to the cobblestones below. He now lay where he’d landed, his limbs and torso twisted and contorted in ways the human body wasn’t supposed to move.

      The remaining soldiers had scattered and fled into the village.

      It had all been going well until Garrick entered into battle against Kent.

      Falna was down but had started to stir again. She clutched her jaw, rose to her feet, and shook her head as if trying to restore her cognition.

      Meanwhile, Garrick and Kent traded blows in a tumultuous battle of magic versus muscle. With one hand, Kent manipulated cobblestones to pummel Garrick, and with the other, he wielded his sword, parrying and deflecting Garrick’s ferocious hacks and swings.

      But Garrick no longer wielded the snow steel sword and shield he’d had back at Lord Valdis’s castle. Instead, he carried a huge battle-axe and a matching flail, both of them made of black steel.

      As Garrick swung his weapons, Aeron noticed a dark, almost imperceptible aura trailing each swing. Aeron didn’t know what kind of weapons they were, but by the look of them, they weren’t born of sunshine and happiness.

      Using his magic, Kent hurled rock after rock at Garrick, but Garrick had descended into his berserker mode yet again, wildly spinning and twisting and lashing his weapons. Sometimes the rocks pummeled him and barely fazed him, and other times he batted them out of the air like insects.

      Kent was holding his own, but just barely. Garrick moved faster than Aeron had ever seen, even faster than when he’d dueled with Mehta at Valdis Keep.

      Meanwhile, Falna had wandered off into the village—to the west, toward Mehta’s house—with her flaming sword in hand. She was looking for Kallie, and only Aeron could stop her.

      But if Aeron didn’t intervene, Garrick would overwhelm Kent soon. No matter what Kent did, no matter how he maneuvered the rocks and parried wild blows with his sword, he couldn’t fend off Garrick’s persistent attacks.

      Falna hadn’t found Kallie yet, so Aeron commanded Wafer, and they rushed over to help Kent.
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        * * *

      

      Garrick had made serious headway. Kent’s magic attacks had failed to inflict any real harm, and Garrick had managed to stay on the offensive the whole time.

      He often lost himself when he started berserking, but this time it was different. He was more focused than ever, more durable, more vicious.

      It had to be Lord Valdis’s weapons. When he’d entered the fight, he’d only intended to keep Kent from finishing off Falna. He wasn’t sure why he’d intervened in the first place—Garrick hadn’t even wanted to do it, but with the weapons in his hands, he’d stepped in anyway.

      Once Kent had started to engage him, rage took over Garrick’s body, and he launched into the battle with as much intensity as he’d ever fought anyone or anything. He moved faster, attacked harder, and repelled everything Kent threw at him—magic or otherwise.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, Garrick knew he didn’t need to kill Kent—nor did he even want to—but he pressed forward, determined and relentless. It felt as if the weapons were exerting a measure of control over Garrick rather than the other way around.

      Garrick wanted to see blood. He wanted to shatter Kent’s bones and crush his skull. He wanted to wipe Kent’s very memory from the continent, and he wanted to take Kent’s essence and use it to further empower himself.

      It no longer mattered that they had been allies—friends, even. All that mattered was winning and claiming Kent’s power for himself.

      He batted Kent’s sword away with the battle-axe and followed up with a swing with his flail that could’ve literally taken Kent’s head off, but Kent snuck under the blow just in time. A man-sized pillar of cobblestones erupted from the street, but before it could solidify, Garrick kicked it over, refusing to slow his assault.

      Kent lunged at him with his sword, a mask of desperation on his face. Some part of Garrick realized he’d never really seen true desperation from Kent; he was always cool and collected, but now he looked exactly the opposite: frantic and distraught.

      Garrick sidestepped the sword’s blade and whipped the flail at it. The chain coiled around the blade, and the flail’s head anchored against the chain, locking in place.

      Lucky. But Garrick didn’t complain. Instead, he yanked the flail back and wrenched Kent’s sword from his grasp.

      Unarmed, exhausted from Garrick’s pace, and with only his magic to save him, Kent raised his hands, now glowing with blue light, and pointed them at Garrick.

      Then a mountain collided with Garrick from the side and sent him tumbling end over end until his body crashed against a building made of pine and stone. It hurt, but the pain felt distant, as if he’d only dreamed it.

      He stood immediately and saw Aeron and Wafer hovering in the very spot where he’d just been standing. It hadn’t been a mountain that hit him. It was that stinking wyvern.

      The flail lay a few feet ahead of his position, between them and him. He still held the battle-axe, but the impact must’ve torn the flail from his hand. He bolted toward it.

      As he did, a flash of orange light caught his attention to his left. He scooped up the flail and glanced at the source of the light.

      It was Falna. She’d blasted through the door of one of the houses and now stood outside, pumping it full of flames. From inside, he heard the shrieks and cries of the house’s occupants.

      The sight shocked him. He’d fought countless men and even several women over the years. He’d killed many of them, but he hadn’t outright attacked civilians since his raiding days as a young man in the islands north of Etrijan.

      To see Falna torching a home with innocent people inside altered something within Garrick’s core. Even as his phantom steel weapons relished the destruction and urged him to join in it, Garrick questioned if this was what Lord Valdis expected of him.

      Is this what I’m becoming as well? Is this really my future?

      Falna’s behavior reminded Garrick of his father, a drunk who’d ruled over his family with terror and strength. No one else’s voice mattered. No one else’s lives mattered. He’d been a tyrant for all of Garrick’s young life—until the day Garrick did something about it.

      Falna was also a tyrant.

      Garrick looked back at Aeron, who still rode Wafer. They’d landed, and they stared at Garrick alongside Kent, who’d since recovered from Garrick’s onslaught.

      Garrick stared down at the weapons in his hands. They’d controlled him during this battle more than he’d controlled them. They continued to poison his thoughts, to persuade him to add to the carnage and harvest the essence of anyone who resisted.

      The weapons represented Lord Valdis, and their power flowed from his. They were another way for Lord Valdis to control him.

      Despite what Garrick had wanted to believe, despite all the lies he’d told himself to the contrary, he knew Kent had been right: Lord Valdis was unquestionably evil. Garrick could no longer rationalize it away, couldn’t justify his survival because of his fear anymore.

      Lord Valdis was a tyrant, too, and Garrick didn’t tolerate tyrants.

      But he could do something about it, starting today. Starting right now.

      Even though they screamed at him not to let go, Garrick dropped the phantom steel weapons and stormed toward Falna and the burning house.
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      Mehta had caught and quietly sifted two of the four soldiers who’d filtered into the village in search of Kallie. Now he stalked the third, who’d failed to break into the front door of a house and had circled around to the back door instead.

      A memory flickered to life in Mehta’s mind. Loud voices had yelled and shouted as his front door rattled and quaked. As a small boy, he’d hidden under a wooden table. It was the day Lord Valdis’s soldiers had invaded the town and killed his parents.

      He’d locked that accursed memory away for nearly two decades, but upon seeing the soldier kicking and pounding at that back door, it all resurfaced.

      And it filled Mehta with rage.

      With only one of his knives out and ready, Mehta rounded the house after the soldier. When he cleared the corner, silver flashed toward him.

      Mehta barely avoided getting cleaved in half by the very soldier he’d been pursuing. He’d shifted his footing and his positioning just enough to dodge the sword chopping down at him.

      It was a chilling reminder that emotion and impulse could get a Xyonate—or an ex-Xyonate—killed.

      As he moved to retaliate, Mehta saw the soldier looking past him, at something behind him.

      It was an ambush.

      Instead of following through with an attack and risking getting impaled or cut down from behind, Mehta redirected his momentum toward the side of the house. He took a few quick steps, jumped high, and ran up the wall.

      When gravity got the better of him, he leaped off with one final push of his right foot, grabbed the edge of the house’s roof with his free hand, and pulled his legs up to avoid swipes and slashes from the soldiers below.

      Sure enough, another sword clanged against the side of the house where he’d just scrambled up the wall. The two soldiers gawked up at him, holding their swords at the ready, but unmoving.

      Mehta couldn’t stay there. He pressed his feet against the side of the house again and pushed off the wall as he let go of the roof. He soared over them in a backflip and landed before the two soldiers.

      Rather than getting pinned with his back against the wall, he’d managed to pin them there instead. He could’ve fled into the pine forest at his back, but if he did, he’d never hear the end of it from his thirst.

      So he stood his ground and drew his other knife.

      The first soldier executed a controlled swing of his sword—not too wide or unwieldy. He’d had good training and exercised good discipline thus far, but in a few seconds, none of that would matter anymore.

      Mehta went low—far lower than the soldier could’ve reasonably expected—and slid under the blow. As he did, he hooked his arm around the soldier’s right ankle and took it with him, behind the soldier’s back.

      The soldier pitched forward, off-balance, as Mehta popped up to his feet, still lifting the soldier’s leg. Then he plunged his knife into the back of the soldier’s knee.

      The soldier cried out, and Mehta released his leg and yanked his knife out in time to deal with the second soldier, already in mid-swing.

      Mehta rarely deflected blows with his knives. Given their length, they weren’t effective for much of anything defensive, but in this case, he didn’t have enough time to do anything else. The second soldier’s attack had come too quickly.

      He raised his knives both at the same time, with their blades pointing down out of the bottoms of his fists, and followed the sword’s arc with his eyes. It clanged against the edges of his knives, and he redirected it away.

      His Xyonate training had taught him to advance in such circumstances. Many combatants would take the moment of impasse as an opportunity to rest when instead, they ought to press forward and take their opponent off-guard. The concept had served Mehta well countless times in the past, so he employed it again here.

      As he’d expected, the second soldier backed up to recalibrate after the deflection of his sword. So Mehta sprung forward, past the first soldier who still lay on the ground, clutching at his wounded leg.

      The second soldier frantically raised his sword to defend himself, but it was already too late. Mehta had caught him flat-footed.

      He batted the soldier’s sword down with the knife in his left hand and stabbed at his eye with the other knife. The soldier’s left hand shot up to block the blow—an impressive feat—and Mehta’s knife plunged into his palm instead.

      The soldier’s armored knuckles smacked against his own face, and Mehta’s knife failed to reach the soldier’s eye after all.

      The soldier grunted as blood oozed from his wounded hand, and for the first time in ages, Mehta actually took in the appearance of the person he was sifting.

      He had blue eyes, similar to Kent’s, and dark stubble covered his chin and jaw. He was a young man, probably about Mehta’s age, but much lighter-skinned.

      Mehta tried not to consider any of those factors, but now he couldn’t get the soldier’s face out of his mind. And now that he’d humanized the soldier, Mehta’s default desire to sift him dwindled.

      The soldier started to raise his sword again, but Mehta’s knife other reached the soldier’s throat first. Neither of them moved for a long moment.

      Mehta’s thirst screamed for blood, desperate for it. But it always wanted blood, and he’d found that sometimes—often, in fact—it was better not to give it what it wanted.

      Instead, Mehta said to him, “Leave now, take your friend, and never come back to this village.”

      It wasn’t a request or a plea. Soldiers—and Xyonates, for that matter—responded to commands, and Mehta had no reason to be anything but crystal clear with his demands.

      The soldier nodded slowly and deliberately.

      Mehta pushed off of him and took several steps back, still holding his knives in case the soldier tried anything.

      But he didn’t. The second soldier sheathed his sword, bent down, and helped the first soldier up. They limped away together.

      Mehta’s thirst screeched at him, trying to bury him emotionally, but he paid it no mind. He’d gotten good at ignoring it over the last few months, and he wasn’t about to stop now.

      Even so, a battle still raged in the center of his village, and he needed to ensure that it came to a swift end. His thirst would gladly help with that, so he shook the blood off of his knives and hurried back toward the others.
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        * * *

      

      Kent smiled as Garrick grabbed Falna from behind, pulled her out of the house she was burning, and hurled her across the street. She tumbled to a halt against the side of another home, unconscious, as Garrick stepped into the burning house.

      Kent looked up at Aeron, who still rode atop Wafer, and nodded. Understanding passed between them, clear as day: Garrick had flipped, and they needed to help him with the people in that house—if any of them had survived.

      Though exhausted from fighting Garrick, Kent forced his aging body to run toward the burning house. He had an idea, and if it worked, it could help save the people inside.

      As he drew closer, the heat from the flames hit his face, intensifying with every step. Falna had gone much too far, as she had back at Aeron’s house, but this time, Kent could help. He dug his hands into a mound of snow near a tree and dumped magic into it.

      That mound of snow stayed still, but he called forth the powder that covered the branches from the surrounding trees. Snow shot toward the house in white clumps and landed on the flaming roof, hissing and steaming upon impact.

      It wasn’t enough to stop the flames, but Kent continued to direct more and more snow to the house—through the windows, through the cracks and holes burned into the walls, and even through the front door.

      Meanwhile, Aeron and Wafer flew toward the house’s roof, now no longer burning, and crashed through it with a few good stomps from Wafer’s legs. Wafer dropped into the house and quickly flapped his way up again, this time with a brown-skinned man clutched in his hind claws.

      Almost at the same time, Garrick burst through one of the house’s burning walls with a young girl wrapped in his arms. If Kent had to guess, he figured she was about six or seven years old.

      Black splotches of soot covered the villagers and Garrick, and sweat streamed down their faces. The girl coughed and clung to Garrick, but she was alive.

      Aeron and Wafer carefully set the man down on the street and landed beside him. He lay there with his eyes closed. Were they too late to save him?

      Kent glanced at Falna again. She still lay there, unmoving.

      When Kent turned back, Mehta was standing next to Aeron and Wafer, looking down at the man. Kent had no idea where he’d come from, but Mehta’s sudden appearances and disappearances no longer surprised him. He’d even started to expect it to happen, to some degree.

      Mehta crouched next to the man and checked him over.

      “Is he breathing?” Kent said as he approached.

      Mehta shook his head. “No.”

      Beside them, Garrick still held the small girl. She hadn’t let go of him, and he hadn’t tried to put her down. Her face was buried in his chest.

      If this man was the girl’s father, and if something were truly wrong, then it was better if she didn’t see what transpired.

      Kent had received some basic medical training by virtue of once commanding a large portion of Muroth’s southern army, but it had been ages since he’d dealt with anything severe. With something like this, he wasn’t even sure where to begin.

      But Mehta jumped in and knelt next to the man. He made a triangle shape with his hands, positioned them on the center of the man’s chest, and began pumping at a steady, even pace, about once per second.

      By that point, a small group of villagers had surrounded them, staring and gawking while the ruins of the burning house smoldered in the background.

      Kent had no idea what he was witnessing, but within less than two minutes, the man awakened with a faint gasp, coughed, and then gasped and coughed some more.

      “Water?” Mehta asked the villagers around them.

      A boy ran off and returned with a wooden cup of water. He handed it to Mehta, who helped the man drink it. He got about half of it down before coughing again and sputtering some of it back out.

      “Easy,” Mehta coaxed. “Try to drink some more.”

      The man drank the rest of the cup and asked for more, and Mehta sent the boy running again.

      “Where’s my daughter?” the man asked.

      At the sound of the man’s voice, the girl in Garrick’s arms turned toward him. “Papa?”

      “I’m here!” he cried.

      Garrick set her down, and she ran to her father and embraced him.

      The boy returned with more water, and the man made his daughter drink it instead.

      Kent smiled. Decades earlier, his only child had perished in childbirth along with his wife. Even so, he could still admire the selflessness of a man who’d nearly died to offer water to his daughter instead.

      Kent’s father would’ve done such a thing for him, too—more, even. But the thought of his father filled him with regret that soon gave way to musings about revenge against Fane. He stuffed them back into the dark recesses of his mind where they would lurk until the time was right, and he refocused on the beautiful scene before him.

      The girl searched the crowd. “Where’s Mama?”

      Her father blinked at her, then he looked up at Mehta.

      Mehta turned to Garrick, and Garrick solemnly shook his head.

      The man saw it, and tears filled his eyes. He pulled his daughter close again and hugged her tightly, and they both cried together.

      Kent’s fists clenched. Falna had gone much too far.

      He turned toward where she was laying again, but this time, he didn’t see her.

      She wasn’t there.

      Kent turned back to Aeron and Mehta. “Falna’s gone.”

      Aeron’s eyes widened. “Kallie!”
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      Aeron and Wafer shot toward Mehta’s house, only to find the door hanging open. Were they too late? Had Falna already found Kallie?

      He practically leaped off Wafer’s back and nearly botched his landing on the uneven ground, but he recovered and rushed inside with his spear at the ready.

      Caution screeched in the back of his mind, telling him his spear would be too long to effectively fight inside the small home, but he didn’t have any other weapons with him. He would make do. All that mattered now was Kallie.

      Inside, he found Palomi, Grandfather, and Ferne huddled near the fire, covering themselves with blankets but peering up at him and trembling. Aeron’s heart stuttered until he realized that a second blonde head had emerged from underneath the others.

      Kallie. They were shielding her.

      Relief cascaded through Aeron’s body and spirit as Kallie looked up at him with those familiar blue eyes.

      Scraping sounded from the door behind Aeron, and he whirled around with his spear raised. There was no one there. He flashed back to when Falna had blasted into his parents’ house and taken Kallie, but the memory fizzled when he heard Ferne’s voice.

      “Mehta!” she cried.

      Aeron turned back again to find Mehta amid his blanketed family and Kallie. Ferne clung to him, and he embraced her in return.

      How had Mehta gotten past Aeron so quickly? Must be a Xyonate thing.

      Then Aeron noticed the back door was open, too, and he got his explanation.

      “Where are the others?” Aeron asked.

      “Outside,” Mehta replied.

      “Wafer and I are gonna try to find Falna. If she escapes, she’ll just come back for Kallie. We need to put an end to her. Watch over Kallie.”

      Mehta nodded, and Aeron charged back out toward Wafer.

      As he mounted, Aeron noticed that Wafer’s anxiety had diminished just as Aeron’s had. He hadn’t had to tell Wafer that Kallie was still safe; Wafer had gotten the impression through their bond the instant Aeron saw her inside the house.

      Reinvigorated, they lifted off together, united in purpose to find Falna and any of the other soldiers who’d fled.

      To Aeron’s dismay, a multi-hour search of the rest of the village turned up nothing but the dead bodies of the two soldiers Mehta had killed.

      They’d widened the search radius into the surrounding trees, and Aeron and Wafer had flown in calculated arcs over the valley in search of Falna and the remaining soldiers, but they hadn’t found any sign of them.

      Back in the Govalian Wyvern Knight Corps, Aeron would’ve been searching with at least seven or eight other wyvern knights. With that many sets of eyes in the skies, sneaking away would’ve been nearly impossible.

      As much as Aeron wanted to put an end to Falna’s pursuit once and for all, he couldn’t afford to push Wafer any harder—especially in light of what had happened the last time he’d done it. So they headed back to the village to rendezvous with the others.

      Wafer landed in the small garden behind Mehta’s family house, and Aeron dismounted and headed inside.

      Garrick and Kent stood in one corner of the house, off by themselves, talking in hushed, yet sharp, tones. The sinister flail and battle-axe that Garrick had been wielding leaned up against the wall next to him.

      Mehta stood guard, as usual, but this time he held his knives in his hands and frequently glanced between both doors and the windows. He also cast occasional glances at Garrick, too, and Aeron didn’t blame him for it one bit. Aeron was still determining Garrick’s role in all that had happened, too.

      Ferne sat off to the side, playing chess with Mehta’s grandfather on a wooden board with pieces carved out of pine—except for the rooks. Those were just pinecones.

      Kallie lay near the fire, swaddled in blankets and staring into its flickering void, and Palomi milled about the small kitchen area, preparing food for, presumably, all of them. If she’d been mad about allowing Aeron and Kallie to stay, how did she feel now?

      Aeron felt bad about intruding. The house had been small with just Palomi, Grandfather, and Ferne living in it. Cramming in Mehta, Kallie, Aeron, and now Kent and Garrick, too, must’ve really irked her.

      At least I didn’t try to bring Wafer inside, Aeron mused.

      His musing faded quickly, though. The artificial peacefulness of the situation unnerved Aeron.

      Falna was still out there, still plotting ways to recapture Kallie for Lord Valdis. His friends all acted as if they couldn’t be bothered to find her and put an end to her once and for all.

      Aeron knew that wasn’t really the case, but that knowledge did nothing for his peace of mind.

      Kent noticed Aeron standing there and broke away from his tense conversation with Garrick. “Any luck?”

      Aeron shook his head. He inhaled a quick breath and cleared his throat to regain his composure. “Trees are too thick. Even in broad daylight, we didn’t see anything definitive. If I had more wyvern knights, we could’ve found them.”

      Kent nodded, somber. “Then we are due to have a conversation, the four of us.”

      Aeron didn’t like the idea of standing face-to-face with Garrick and having it out, but it did need to happen. “I would say so.”

      “Preferably somewhere more private, if possible.” Kent motioned toward Ferne and Kallie with a nod.

      “I understand,” Aeron said. “Maybe out back? There’s a small garden, if you could call it that, enclosed by several trees. Probably our best option.”

      “Get Mehta. Garrick and I will meet you out there.”

      A moment later, they all stood in the garden behind the house.

      Aeron could sense Wafer nearby—he was hunting for some breakfast. Maybe if he got a large enough deer or elk, Aeron could get a leftover piece of it from him.

      “I want to start by apologizing,” Kent began. “I owe each of you an apology, and for different reasons.”

      He turned to Aeron and Mehta, who stood side-by-side, facing Kent and Garrick.

      “I am sorry for not supporting you in your time of need, back at Valdis Keep,” Kent said. “Had I known then what I know now, I would have joined you immediately.”

      Aeron and Mehta glanced at each other, and then they both shrugged. Neither of them could really fault Kent for staying out of it. It had been a shrewd move on his part despite an impossible situation.

      “Yet I am also glad that I did not.” Kent turned to Garrick, who stood there with his arms folded. “Over the last several days, as we’ve traveled with Lord Valdis’s men, I tried to influence Garrick to join us. It seems to have worked. Even so, Garrick, I am sorry for going back on my word and not fully supporting you when I had the chance.”

      Garrick gave him a curt nod. “I guess I need to apologize as well.”

      Aeron steeled himself and folded his arms to match Garrick’s posture. Garrick had tried to kill Aeron, Mehta, and Kent in the service of Lord Valdis. It hadn’t mattered that Aeron’s sister was involved. Now an apology was supposed to somehow make up for all of that?

      “I was wrong to side with Lord Valdis,” Garrick continued. “Completely wrong. He’s evil, and I should’ve known better. But I felt like I didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry he’s after your sister again. I really am.”

      Aeron didn’t respond. He couldn’t deny Garrick’s sincerity or that he’d definitively changed sides and tried to help. But with Falna out there somewhere, Kallie was still at risk.

      Garrick turned to Mehta next. “I’m also sorry for nearly killing you both.”

      Mehta shook his head. “You didn’t nearly kill me.”

      Garrick scoffed. “That’s not how I remember it.”

      “You remember wrong,” Mehta said.

      “Maybe you just didn’t realize it.”

      “No.” Mehta shook his head.

      “You want another round so I can show you exactly how close you came?” The edge had returned to Garrick’s voice again, and his arms lowered to his sides with his fists clenched.

      Before Mehta could respond, Kent stepped forward with his hands up. “Enough, both of you. We are exchanging apologies, not inciting further conflict. Stay focused.”

      “I was done anyway.” Garrick folded his arms across his chest again.

      Silence hovered between the four of them for a long moment, and Aeron’s thoughts ran rampant through his mind. Finally, he blurted, “Your apology isn’t enough.”

      Garrick shifted his attention to Aeron, and his eyes took on a familiar ferocity. “What else do you want? I can’t undo the past. What’s done is done.”

      “You were gonna hand my sister over to a man who wanted to sacrifice her as part of a ritual!” Aeron fired back. “Nothing about that is acceptable.”

      Winter’s cold hung in the air, but Aeron continued to heat up as the conversation continued.

      “I know that,” Garrick snapped. “That’s why I apologized.”

      “But you went along with it anyway.”

      “I changed sides. And I’m apologizing for being on the wrong side to begin with. And you intentionally deceived me—” He glanced between the three of them. “—all of you, before we finished the job.”

      “That’s not the point.” Aeron stood before Garrick, far closer than he’d ever wanted to get, and glared up into his dark eyes. “My sister’s life was in danger because of you and your master. And for whatever reason, they’re still after her.”

      “What else do you want?” Garrick held out his hands. “I screwed up, alright? Lord Valdis would’ve killed me if I didn’t go along with it. Kent was there. He knows.”

      Aeron and Mehta looked at Kent.

      “That is true,” Kent said. “I initially agreed to go along with the plan to recapture Kallie as well. We were both under duress. Lord Valdis gave us a choice… but not really. Our demise was implied, had we declined the opportunity to bring Kallie back.”

      Aeron digested that for a moment. “So from the beginning, you were only doing this because Lord Valdis was going to kill you if you didn’t?”

      Garrick bristled. “Not entirely. Truth is, I was doing it partly because I wanted to restore my reputation. Too many jobs had gone wrong recently. A merc who can’t deliver is worthless.”

      Aeron started to say something in response, but Garrick spoke over him.

      “Needless to say, I had the wrong motivation. I know that now, but at the time, I couldn’t see it,” he said. “If Kent hadn’t been there to show me the error of my ways, I may never have seen it.”

      “What made you change your mind?” Mehta asked.

      Aeron and Kent had been there when Garrick had flipped, but Mehta hadn’t witnessed Garrick’s change of heart.

      “When Falna stormed into that house and started to burn it down—and that woman died—that changed it for me,” Garrick replied. “I couldn’t be a part of that. I won’t be a part of anything like that, ever.”

      Another long, silent moment followed. Garrick had done wrong by Aeron and Kallie… right up until he decided to try to make things right. It had happened later than Aeron would’ve liked, but Kallie was still safe, so what harm had Garrick really done?

      If he were being honest, Aeron had failed Kallie just as much. They could’ve fled instead, but he’d chosen to fight, and then he’d shifted his focus to helping the villagers get out of that house instead of keeping track of Falna. If he’d focused on her, Aeron could’ve stopped Falna for good, and Kallie would be safe indefinitely.

      “Look,” Aeron finally said to Garrick. “I don’t care about your reputation. I don’t care if that’s why you were doing this. I don’t care that Lord Valdis said or implied he was going to kill you.

      “When it’s all said and done, he still wants her back for some reason, even though I smashed his dragon egg. Nothing’s going to stop him from coming after her. Keeping her safe is all that matters right now.”

      Kent raised his forefinger. “That makes for a good transition to the real conversation we need to have. I recognize that trust must be rebuilt and wounds need time to mend, but Lord Valdis is the real issue.

      “Of course we will do everything we can to ensure Kallie’s safety, but the reality is that Lord Valdis will continue to pursue her as long as he lives. He is pure evil, and I, for one, have made it my mission to stop him once and for all.”

      More silence.

      “Garrick had a second egg,” Kent said to Aeron. “That egg has hatched. Lord Valdis has a dragon, and he can perform the ritual if he gets Kallie back. That is why he continues to pursue her.”

      “What?” Aeron’s heart pounded in his chest. Another egg? “How? Where did it come from?”

      “There were two eggs in the dungeon,” Garrick replied. “I took them both. One was insurance in case something happened, and something did happen.”

      “So you deceived us, too.” Aeron snapped. “And you’re acting all upset about the fact that we didn’t tell you about Kallie being my sister?”

      “We’re even, alright?” Garrick fired back. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about it. Maybe I should have. Or maybe we’d all be dead if you’d stuck around and smashed that one, too.”

      “Enough, please,” Kent asserted. “The point is, Garrick and I saw the egg hatch with our own eyes. If Lord Valdis somehow manages to harvest that dragon’s essence, with or without Kallie, I believe the aftermath will be cataclysmic in scale. We must stop him.”

      “I’m in,” Mehta blurted.

      The others looked at him.

      “Since we’re being honest…” He stared at the ground. “…sifting Lord Valdis is the only reason I joined your group in the first place. I needed to get close to him.”

      They all continued to stare at him.

      Perhaps Aeron shouldn’t have been surprised, but he was anyway. “Why?”

      “His soldiers killed my parents and sold me into slavery as a child,” Mehta stated.

      “That’s…” Aeron blinked at him. “That’s how you became…”

      “A Xyonate,” Mehta finished for him. “Yes. I was sold to a Xyonate sect, and they made me what I am. When I abandoned that life and returned here, to my home, I learned about Lord Valdis. His soldiers have harassed my people for decades. The last people to rise up against them were my parents, and they died for it.

      “I knew that if the soldiers came back, I could fight them off, but they’d just return with more. Eventually, they’d send enough to overwhelm me. So I decided to cut off the serpent’s head,” Mehta said. “If I could sift Lord Valdis, then I could save this village from his soldiers for good.”

      Aeron couldn’t argue with his reasoning, but given what they’d faced back at Lord Valdis’s castle, how had Mehta ever expected to succeed?

      Then again, some of the things Mehta could do exceeded Aeron’s wildest imagination. Perhaps Mehta could’ve found a way after all.

      “It was my final commission,” Mehta concluded. “But I failed. Another chance appeals to me—especially if it means helping Kallie.”

      Garrick glowered at him. “So the whole time we were trying to find that map and trying to retrieve that dragon egg, you were just waiting to kill Lord Valdis once we got back?”

      Mehta nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry I kept it from you. From all of you.”

      Aeron couldn’t believe what he was hearing—and more so, he couldn’t believe what it meant. He thought Mehta had helped Kallie escape because he understood what it meant to have a sister and loved ones he cared about.

      But in reality, Mehta had given up his only real chance at saving his own family… to save Aeron’s instead.

      It astounded Aeron, and he didn’t know what to say.

      He knew one thing for sure, though: he didn’t need any apologies from Mehta, ever.

      “How am I supposed to trust you going forward?” Garrick asked.

      “We now want exactly the same thing,” Mehta said. “And if you don’t trust me, then I won’t fault you for it. I certainly don’t deserve it.”

      Whether Garrick trusted Mehta or not, Aeron didn’t care. Mehta had Aeron’s unbreakable, unconditional trust and support from now on. He deserved even more than that.

      Garrick didn’t say anything else. He just folded his arms again and stared at Mehta.

      “So what’s the plan? Do we just head back to Xenthan and try to take down Lord Valdis?” Aeron asked.

      “No,” Garrick replied. “You saw what we’re up against. We can’t just stroll back into that castle. He won’t let that happen.”

      “And even if we did manage to reach him, we could not defeat him using only the weapons and magical abilities now available to us,” Kent said. “He is already too strong and too well-protected.”

      “So what are we talking about, then? How do we do this?” Aeron was confused, and his back was starting to ache.

      After the battle, while searching for Falna and the soldiers, he’d taken a shroom to hold him over, but its effects had already started to wear off. Must’ve been a dud.

      Every now and then, he’d get a shroom that wasn’t as potent. It came with the territory; sometimes the shrooms just didn’t absorb magic as well.

      On the flip side, sometimes the shrooms were extra potent and lasted longer. As a bonus, their other effects heightened, too. Those were definitely his favorites.

      “We must find an ironclad solution,” Kent said. “Otherwise, we will only ensure our own deaths.”

      “So… another quest? Probably something dangerous?” Aeron asked.

      “If you know of a definitive way to kill Lord Valdis, I am ready to hear it,” Kent said.

      Mehta said, “If he’s made of flesh and bone like Lord Glavan was, then all I need is a knife.”

      “Lord Valdis is far stronger,” Garrick said. “Your little knife would never reach him. And even if you did, he’d probably survive anyway.”

      “You’re underestimating what I can do with a knife,” Mehta countered.

      Garrick’s jaw tightened, and he grunted. “The point is, we need to assume he can’t be killed by normal means.”

      “So what do we do?” Aeron asked. “Where do we find something that can kill him? And, possibly, a fully-grown dragon as well?”

      “That is indeed the question,” Kent replied. “I do not know.”

      “I do,” a new voice said from inside the house.

      Mehta’s grandfather stood in the doorway, cloaked in the shadow of the house and leaning on his walking stick. He shut the door behind him and step-thumped his way over to their group.

      “Grandfather?” Mehta asked. “What are you saying?”

      “I know of a place where weapons and magic of great and terrible power may be obtained,” he replied.

      Garrick looked him up and down. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, I’m not.” Grandfather shook his head and gave Garrick a pleasant smile. “I’ve been there.”
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      “I wasn’t always the frail shell of a man standing before you,” Grandfather said. “There was a time when I had my share of adventures, some far more exciting and dangerous than others. And one of them, in particular, nearly claimed my life.

      Mehta eyed Grandfather with questions shooting through his mind. He’d had no idea Grandfather had done anything interesting with his life. But then again, Mehta had truly known him for only several days, split between his escape from Sefera and his return from Valdis Keep.

      “You say you need to slay a dragon, right?”

      “Yes,” Kent replied. “And to defeat a powerful dark lord.”

      “Dragons breathe fire, as everyone knows.” Grandfather held up his fist, and Mehta could see the veins bulging on the back of his brown hands, very pronounced due to his age. “A dragon’s core is made of fire. They are magical beasts, and the larger they grow, the larger their core. What can extinguish a core made of fire?”

      “Water,” Garrick said.

      “That is correct…” Grandfather grinned at Garrick. “…though I do not expect you will find any mythical weapons derived from water up here in the mountains.”

      “Ice?” Aeron suggested.

      “Yes. Bravo.” Grandfather thumped his walking stick on the ground twice. “Ice.”

      Now Grandfather stood between the four of them, gesticulating and waving his walking stick and rotating to face each of them sporadically as he wove a tale stretching back to his youth. Mehta had never seen him so animated.

      “Some sixty years ago, I was the youngest member of a merchant party traveling north, to the Kuhnleas Ocean. Rather than hauling goods over the mountains to Xenthan, we were taking them to the port city of Obaris in northern Etrijan.” Grandfather pointed at Aeron. “Do you know it?”

      He shook his head, but Garrick spoke up from the other side of the group. “I know it. My clan used to raid that place all the time.”

      “I’m… not entirely sure what to say about that.” Grandfather blinked at him. “Anyway, we were traveling to Obaris along the merchant road when a terrible blizzard befell us. We were forced to abandon our wares and take shelter in a nearby cave where we spent the night.

      “But in the morning, when we woke up, the snow had packed us inside the cave, and we couldn’t get out. We were trapped, destined to perish unless the snow thawed enough to release us…” Grandfather paused and raised his forefinger. “Or unless we could find another way out of that cave.”

      As Grandfather continued his tale, Mehta listened intently, surprised that his grandfather had lived through such an adventure in his youth. But more than anything, it underscored how much Mehta had missed, thanks to his absence over the last several years.

      He touched the triangle-shaped pendant hanging around his neck, a gift from Ferne. It was the symbol of Laeri, the Goddess of Light. He’d tried to give it back to her once he returned home, but she’d insisted he keep it, so he continued to wear it.

      On the other hand, despite all that he’d missed, he’d also experienced much that he never would’ve had the opportunity to experience otherwise. Even though most of those experiences were tethered to death and the ways of the Xyonates, Mehta was still thankful for them.

      Without them, he’d never have this chance—the opportunity to save his family and his village from Lord Valdis… if they could find a way to do it.

      “Deep within that cave,” Grandfather continued, “we found the entrance to an ancient temple, hidden from mankind for centuries. And within that temple, we encountered treasures and wonders beyond our wildest imaginations…” Grandfather paused, “…but also horrors that have haunted my dreams ever since.”

      “Oh, great,” Aeron muttered.

      “I can’t say exactly what came for us, but whatever they were, they doused our fire and dragged many of our number away that night. We called them frostbloods,” Grandfather continued. “With the cave blocked off, and with the frostbloods pursuing us, our only chance at surviving was to venture deeper into the temple in search of a way out.

      “In its deepest recesses, we realized what a profound mistake we had made. Traps and snares and those vile creatures culled more of us, forcing us ever closer to the temple’s heart. It was there that we made a discovery the likes of which I have never seen before or since.”

      It astounded Mehta that Grandfather had endured the kinds of troubles he was describing, and if he were being honest, a part of him didn’t believe it.

      “In the heart of that temple, we discovered a massive forge, but it was made of ice rather than of steel, and emerald flames burned cold in the hearth,” Grandfather said.

      “‘Burned cold?’” Aeron asked.

      Grandfather nodded. “That’s the only way I can possibly describe it. The nearer we got to the emerald flames, the colder the air became. An array of weapons hung from the walls, each of them constructed of ice-blue steel, freezing to the touch and with translucent blades.”

      “Snow steel?” Garrick asked.

      Grandfather shook his head and smiled. “No. Snow steel weapons are potent, but they pale in comparison to ice-forged steel.”

      Garrick scoffed. “That’s impossible. You can’t use ice to forge steel. It would never work.”

      “Gotta say, I agree with Garrick on this one,” Aeron said. “My father’s a blacksmith, and I’ve logged more than my fair share of hours around a proper forge. Metal can’t be shaped without extreme heat.”

      “Or perhaps magic,” Kent added, “though I confess I am ignorant of how such magically imbued weapons are forged.”

      “You’re all correct,” Grandfather said, “but you’re also forgetting one crucial point: We were in a temple. A temple that belonged to a god.”

      “Fjorst?” Skepticism underpinned Garrick’s voice. “You’re trying to tell me you met the God of Ice?”

      “I still do not know what we encountered, but we managed to find a way out of the temple before we lost any more men,” Grandfather replied.

      Garrick rolled his eyes and sighed.

      Mehta wanted to gut him for it.

      “Of our original party of fourteen men, nine perished in the temple and two more succumbed to the cold once we managed to escape. Only three of us survived, and those other two men perished a few years back of old age.

      “We eventually made our way back to our merchant goods, still on the road, untouched. We managed to get them to Obaris, but when we arrived, no one there believed us when we told them what had transpired,” Grandfather said. “They stopped short of accusing us of murder, but we were forbidden to trade in that city ever again.

      “Not long after, I settled here, met my wife, and started a family. The rest, you could say, is history,” Grandfather concluded. “But that temple is still out there, and certainly any weapon forged by a god should be useful in killing Lord Valdis and his dragon.”

      “If it’s real,” Garrick reiterated.

      “I assure you, it is very real,” Grandfather said. “Have you any reason to doubt my sincerity?”

      “No,” Garrick replied. “But I have no reason to believe you, either.”

      “Given everything we have already endured, including all of the absurd and frightening things we have seen,” Kent said, “you somehow find this story implausible?”

      “I didn’t believe dragon eggs still existed, either, and I was proven wrong,” Garrick said. “Don’t mind being proven wrong again, but I don’t want to waste time traveling up north and searching for wherever this cave supposedly is.

      “The next new moon’s in less than a month. If Lord Valdis somehow gets Kallie back or finds another sacrifice, he’ll start his ritual then. We need to kill him before he finds another way to harvest the dragon’s essence. Once he does that, I don’t know if anything can kill him.”

      “I hate to admit it… again… but I agree with Garrick,” Aeron said. “I actually believe the story is true, but unless we have a surefire way to find the temple, get inside, and retrieve something we can definitely use to fight Lord Valdis and his dragon, then I think we need another plan.”

      Mehta looked at his grandfather. “Can you tell us anything else that could help us find the location of the temple?”

      “Tell you?” Grandfather rubbed his chin with his free hand. “I’m afraid not. If I were younger, I would accompany you and show you to the entrance of the cave myself, but alas, my traveling days are far behind me. However, I know of another way to find it.”

      Grandfather held up his walking stick.

      Everyone watched him.

      But he wasn’t moving. He just… stood there.

      Mehta was about to ask him what he was doing, when Grandfather smashed the bottom of the walking stick hard into the frigid ground, twisted it in the center, and then pulled it apart.

      When Mehta saw what was inside the walking stick, he couldn’t believe his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Grandfather’s story had amused and intrigued Kent, and he’d had no reason to question whether or not it was true. He’d read about such places, and he’d visited an ancient Aletian vault not even a month before. The continent was riddled with secrets and hidden historical sites concealing priceless treasures and artifacts.

      But when Grandfather pulled his walking stick apart and revealed one of those very treasures, the last remnants of doubt melted from Kent’s mind.

      From inside the walking stick, Grandfather extracted a needle-like blade made of light-blue, translucent steel. It had a thin, black handle. Altogether, it was only about as long as Kent’s forearm, but it radiated a pale blue light just a few shades lighter than that of raw magic.

      It was unmistakably unique, a weapon not crafted by human hands. Perhaps the Aletians might’ve been capable of producing something as delicate, yet strong, and born of magic, but Kent had never seen anything like it.

      He’d read about such weapons in various old texts, but they only made rare appearances throughout the various lore and legends inscribed by the ancients. Even then, the authors suggested that the gods kept their powerful weapons close by rather than leaving them lying around for mere mortals to find.

      The sight of this one, small as it was, filled Kent with hope. If Grandfather had indeed seen dozens of weapons like it in the temple, then perhaps one of them could kill Lord Valdis and his dragon.

      Grandfather turned toward Garrick and grinned. “Satisfied?”

      Garrick’s mouth hung open for a moment, then he replied, “Yes.”

      Grandfather held it up for all of them to see.

      “It is a marvelous instrument,” Kent said, “but how will it enable us to find the temple? We cannot rely on one single dagger to fell someone as powerful as Lord Valdis.”

      “When we were trying to escape the temple, one of our number managed to take hold of this on his way out—a mage by the name of LaBorn. He discovered a way to activate the dagger with his magic, and he used it to guide us out.”

      Intellectually, that made a degree of sense, except that Kent had no idea how it worked. “Did he explain how he managed to do that?”

      “LaBorn was one of the two who succumbed to the cold after we escaped. He was badly wounded in the initial attack by the frostbloods. He barely managed to escape at all. In essence, LaBorn sacrificed himself to save the rest of us.”

      Kent frowned. “I see.”

      “But before he perished, LaBorn passed the dagger on to Chimadon, who passed it along to me before he died, some ten years ago,” Grandfather said. “He sought me out and made sure it came to me, rather than be lost. And when he did, he revealed to me what LaBorn had told him about the dagger.

      “Chimadon said that LaBorn had used it like a magnet, but in reverse. Through his magic, he could somehow sense the presence of other ice-forged weapons, and so he used it to find our path out of the temple. The weaker the sensation, the closer we were to a viable exit.

      “It was just a theory, and I can’t fathom how it worked, but I stand here today as living proof that it did.” Grandfather looked at Kent. “Does that make sense, given your understanding of magic?”

      Kent nodded. “At the very least, it gives me a starting point.”

      “So we just need to carry that toothpick north along the merchant road, and it’ll give Kent some sort of signal when we’re close to the other weapons?” Garrick asked. “Sounds too easy.”

      “Easy would be a welcome change for you all, I imagine,” Grandfather said.

      Garrick didn’t have a retort for that. They all could use a break, and Garrick knew it.

      “Remember, I learned this from a dying man, who learned it from another dying man,” Grandfather said. “By that same process of conveying truth, nations have risen and fallen. Kings and queens have been crowned—or lost their thrones—based on less. So I must request that you not hold it against me if I am wrong.”

      Grandfather extended the dagger toward Kent, pommel-first, holding it just under its ornate hand-guard made of swirled, silver metal, as bright as the steel in the dragon sword Kent had been forced to leave back at Valdis Keep.

      Kent took the dagger in his hand, and it immediately pulled at his magic, harder than the dragon sword, harder than Garrick’s snow steel weapons, and harder than the flail Lord Valdis had given him.

      But even while the pull felt stronger, it also felt different. It felt smoother, more natural, somehow, as if it didn’t crave his magic like the other weapons had.

      Instead, the dagger… expected it.

      For the time being, Kent didn’t grant the weapon any magic. Without knowing what it might do, he didn’t want to risk activating it. If a god really had forged it—perhaps even Fjorst himself—the possibilities were endless.

      “Thank you.” Kent gave Mehta’s grandfather a slight bow. “You have, perhaps, enabled us to prevent a horrific future for this world.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Aeron followed up.

      “Having lost my son and daughter-in-law to that man’s cruelty, and then having lost Mehta, only to have him return to me many years later, I understand why this is so important to you,” Grandfather said. “To all of you. I pray that the gods bless you with justice just as they blessed me with a second chance so many years ago.”

      “We will,” Garrick said. “He’ll get what he deserves. Falna, too.”

      Grandfather extended the walking stick toward Kent next. “You will need this as well. Better to conceal the weapon while traveling, just in case.”

      “Again, thank you.” Kent accepted it and carefully inserted the dagger into the walking stick again. It was impeccably designed and ingenious, the way the walking stick concealed the dagger’s presence. Whoever had crafted it had done so with considerable care and attention.

      “If we’re going to do this,” Aeron asked, “what do I do with Kallie? I don’t want to leave her here alone, but I need to come with you guys.”

      “Bring her along,” Garrick said.

      Aeron blinked at him. “Are you… I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

      “I’m serious,” Garrick said. “Bring her along. She won’t be safer anywhere else.”

      “Taking my sister, who has no combat experience whatsoever, into the temple of a god that’s riddled with traps and snares and occupied by… whatever was killing those men… is not my idea of ‘safe.’”

      “If she’s with us, we can keep track of her. You can’t leave her here. You can’t take her down to your parents; they can’t keep her safe,” Garrick said. “You can’t hire someone to take care of her—Lord Valdis can buy out anyone’s loyalty if he wants to. So what other options do you have?”

      “Garrick is right,” Kent said. “She will be safest with us.”

      Aeron scoffed. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Got a better idea? If so, let’s hear it,” Garrick said.

      Aeron’s mouth clamped shut for a long moment. Then he finally said, “I guess I’ll think about it.”

      “Grandfather?” Palomi’s voice came from the doorway.

      Everyone turned to face her.

      “There are men outside our front door,” she said. “They look angry.”
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      Neither Garrick nor the men standing outside Mehta’s family home got what they were expecting when he opened the front door. He’d expected a handful of men, perhaps some of them armed, ready to try to force Garrick and the others out of the village.

      Wouldn’t have been the first time people wanted to run him out of town.

      Instead, he found dozens of brown faces. Men, women, and even some children had gathered outside of Mehta’s family home—far more than Garrick could’ve counted. Perhaps the whole village had shown up.

      But when he opened the door and emerged from it instead of Mehta, Palomi, or their grandfather, the villagers gawked at him. It was yet another moment where being nearly seven feet tall, well-muscled, over four hundred pounds, and having slightly green skin and bluish hair served him well.

      “What?” he barked at them.

      A group of men standing in the front of the group glanced at each other.

      Then one of them, a tall, strong-looking fellow with a thick black beard, stepped forward. He shared the brown skin and dark-brown eyes of his fellow villagers, and he balanced a lumberjack’s axe over his left shoulder with his left hand.

      “You disrupted our village and our way of life,” he said. “And you killed the soldiers of the three-horned ram. There will be a price to pay for these actions.”

      Garrick stared at the man. He had a point; the four mercs hadn’t done much to clean up after themselves, despite the mess they’d made.

      They’d left the bodies of the dead soldiers in the streets, and the villagers had swarmed them, eager to salvage what they could, whether it was the soldiers’ armor or weapons or anything else they had on them. In a place so isolated and burdened with poverty, every little bit helped.

      As for the damage, it could’ve been far worse. Aeron, Kent, and Mehta had managed to contain it relatively well, despite Falna’s wild, fiery behavior.

      Had Garrick not switched sides midway through the battle, it would’ve gone down far differently. Regardless of what this guy was saying, the village on the whole hadn’t sustained much damage.

      Then Garrick considered the father and daughter who’d lost a wife and mother. That family had lost literally everything. They would need more than just a few pieces of armor and weapons to rebuild their life, and even then, it would never be the same again.

      Garrick cursed Falna, he cursed the Crimson Flame, and most of all, he cursed Lord Valdis. In all the time Garrick had known and worked for him, Lord Valdis had always done what was necessary to gain more power. Now the thought of it sickened Garrick.

      Soon enough, you’ll get what you deserve, Garrick mused.

      “I said there will be a price to pay,” the bearded man repeated.

      Garrick refocused on him. “What’s your point?”

      “We…” The bearded man hesitated. “…expect you to pay it.”

      A compulsory sigh escaped Garrick’s lips. He was preparing to go on a dangerous quest in search of weapons capable of slaying not only the most powerful dark lord on the continent but also his pet dragon…

      …and this guy was worried about being compensated for damages.

      “Look, kid,” Garrick started. The man wasn’t really a kid, but given Garrick’s advanced age, he used the term liberally. “I’ve got bigger problems than a handful of singed trees and houses. So beat it.”

      “The men you and your friends killed,” the bearded man said, “there is a cost to their deaths as well. The last time we resisted, these men came back with a small army and annihilated those who had opposed them. Now that several of their men are dead, it will be worse.”

      Mehta, Kent, and Aeron had come out of the front door and now stood by Garrick in front of the house.

      Garrick turned to Mehta. “They’re your people. Want to handle this?”

      Mehta swallowed. “I can try.”

      Mehta wasn’t the ideal choice for talking to anyone, but Garrick was counting on the familiarity of his skin tone to play better with these locals.

      “You don’t need to fear retribution,” he told them.

      Mehta followed that statement up with an unnaturally long pause, and at first Garrick wondered if he thought that singular statement would be enough.

      But then he added, “We’re going to take care of it. We’ll make sure these men never come back here, one way or another.”

      The villagers murmured among themselves until the bearded man finally spoke again.

      “That is all well and good,” he said, “but how do we deal with the damages and the losses already inflicted upon our village? Who will pay to restore our property back to the way it was?”

      “The same way we always do,” an old voice sounded from behind Garrick. Grandfather stood in the doorway, leaning on its frame instead of on his walking stick, which was now in Kent’s possession. “Through hard work and the love and support of our entire community. We can and will rebuild, and we will aid each other in every way.”

      “That’s not good enough,” the bearded man said. “A burning tree fell on my roof. We barely managed to put out the flames before they spread to my house. But the weight of the tree still caved in a section of my roof.”

      Garrick huffed. Must’ve been one of the trees Falna hit with her fire magic.

      “You think this is funny?” the bearded man stared up at Garrick with fresh rage in his eyes.

      Where was that gusto when Lord Valdis’s soldiers were invading your village?

      Garrick frowned at him. “What’s funny is that you have no idea who you’re dealing with. The lord who sent those soldiers couldn’t care less about this elk-pie of a town. He’d just as soon bury it in a landslide as send men here to rob the place. You’re nothing but blades of grass blowing in someone else’s wind.

      “He’s got far bigger plans—continent-sprawling plans,” Garrick continued, “and we’re the only ones who can stop him. So if you wanna keep arguing about roofs and returning soldiers, go for it. But we have actual work to do.”

      With that, Garrick turned and went back inside the house. The others could handle the rest. The only thing that mattered to Garrick now was taking down Lord Valdis once and for all.

      Maybe then, Garrick would be truly free as well.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s this about?” Garrick asked Kent. Puffs of vapor accented his every word, and the frigid air prickled at his face. “It’s too cold to be out here for long.”

      His body ached all over from the pummeling he’d taken from Kent’s rocks earlier that day—now far more painful than when he’d held the phantom steel weapons, which must’ve numbed him to pain to some extent. He was paying for it now, though, with bruises and tender muscles aplenty. The cold wasn’t helping anything, either.

      That night, Garrick had joined the others behind the house yet again. Kent had lit a fire, and the four of them stood around it, absorbing its warmth. Kallie, Ferne, Palomi, and Grandfather stayed inside.

      The mercs had opted to stay one more night to rest up from the battle that morning, even though it meant cramming into every spare corner of the small house to do so. They would leave tomorrow at sunrise on what Garrick still considered to be a fool’s errand, but they didn’t have any other good ideas.

      So he was in it until the end, however it turned out.

      “The question of trust arose in our conversation earlier today, particularly with how we might learn to trust one another once again,” Kent began. “I have been considering how to reestablish that trust all day, and I believe I have come to a solution—or at least a good starting point.”

      Garrick and the others exchanged glances. They’d traded apologies, but that didn’t change the fact that they’d all betrayed each other. Kent was absolutely right that Valdis Keep had shattered any real trust between them along with that first dragon egg.

      “What do you have in mind?” Aeron finally asked.

      “An oath,” Kent said. “But not a normal oath. Ours will be unique. This is not a vow of fealty or a promise of partnership; this will be a solemn covenant between the four of us, joining us in a brotherhood from this day until our task is completed.”

      “Words mean nothing,” Mehta said. “We need more. A blood oath. Blood is tangible. Bold. A sacrifice.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Kent said.

      “A blood oath?” Garrick scoffed. “What are we, teenagers?”

      He’d heard of such pacts before, but he’d never sworn one. Loyalty, for him, was an inherent trait. He didn’t betray those whom he trusted, and he expected the same treatment in return.

      Even so, several of his recent professional relationships had developed a habit of souring. The proposal of a blood oath had sounded silly at first, but maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

      “Teenagers, no,” Kent replied. “If we take this seriously, it will be a galvanizing moment for us as individuals and as a team—though I confess I have never sworn such an oath myself.”

      “I have,” Mehta said.

      That confession didn’t surprise Garrick at all.

      “It’s part of the Xyonate initiation. Once a trainee passes his final tests, he swears a blood oath to his Xyonate brethren and to Xyon to serve them both for the remainder of his days.”

      “Yours must not’ve stuck, eh?” Garrick quipped.

      “I considered the pact broken when they tried to sift me,” Mehta said, unfazed by Garrick’s jab. “Otherwise, I would still be bound to it.”

      “So this isn’t some magical thing?” Aeron said. “It’s not like I’ll get killed if I break it? Not that I would, of course. I’m just confused. I swore an oath to Govalia and the emperor when I joined the army, but this sounds… deeper.”

      “It is not bound by magic,” Kent replied. “I do not know how to create such a pact. But consider it a holy rite nonetheless, a union of our wills and destinies to achieve our common goal: to defeat Lord Valdis for good. And we will allow nothing short of death to stop us.”

      “Then I’m in.” Aeron started pulling off one of his gauntlets. “Am I supposed to cut myself, or how does this work?”

      Mehta produced one of his knives and extended it toward Aeron, who took it.

      Part of Garrick couldn’t believe they were really about to go through with this. If he agreed to it, he’d be tethering himself to these three men indefinitely. They’d become his brothers in arms, his closest friends.

      But the oath would keep them from separating for their own ambitions going forward, and most importantly, it would bind them together until they eliminated Lord Valdis once and for all. With that as the reasoning behind this decision, he was absolutely behind it.

      “Those blades won’t pierce my skin,” Garrick said to Mehta. He considered removing his mage steel knife from his belt, but instead, he turned to Kent. “Let’s make this real. Use magic. That kind of scar doesn’t fade as easily. We’ll remember this mark forever.”

      Kent hesitated at first, but when Garrick held up his right fist and exposed the outside of his forearm from under his cloak, Kent obliged. He took hold of Garrick’s wrist and traced his blue, glowing finger down Garrick’s forearm for about three inches, right in the meatiest part of his flesh.

      It hurt worse than Garrick had expected, but it got the job done. He lowered his arm and let his dark blood ooze down to his hand and fingers. It felt warm, but in the cold air, it wouldn’t stay warm for long.

      “Who is next?” Kent asked.

      Aeron volunteered, and Kent repeated the process with him and then Mehta. Kent’s raw magic wouldn’t harm his own person, so Mehta cut Kent’s forearm with his knife instead.

      Garrick’s wound had already begun to seal up, but he’d collected enough blood in his hand to make for a juicy blood pact. Then again, they were just making this up as they went along, so who was to say if they were doing it right or not?

      He extended his hand, palm up, over the fire. Kent placed his hand on Garrick’s palm, and then Mehta and Aeron pressed their bloody palms against Kent’s hand as well. Their blood mingled together and dripped into the flames, sizzling on the burning logs.

      “Garrick, you united us. Will you do the honors?” Kent asked.

      Technically, Lord Valdis had united them, or maybe the prospect of earning a lot of gold had, or kicking the Crimson Flame in their collective teeth, but it was too cold to argue the point.

      “Alright. Uh… we’re making this oath today, in the sight of the gods and goddesses, if they’re watching,” Garrick said. “And if they’re not, we’re watching, so it still counts.”

      He’d never been much for fancy words and long speeches, and that had never been truer than right then, but he continued anyway.

      “The important thing is, we’re joining our fates and our lives under one purpose, to achieve a common goal. We will not betray each other, and we won’t relent until we’ve finished the job we’re setting out to do today,” he said. “And if any of us decides otherwise, he’s opening himself up to a world of punishment.”

      The three others nodded.

      “So… we have a blood oath now.” Garrick pulled his hand away, reached toward a drift, and scooped up a handful of snow to clean off his hand and forearm. “That means you can’t go back on your word. We’re linked. We’re brothers.”

      “We’re blood mercenaries,” Aeron said.

      “That’s right.” Garrick held up his forearm, which had already scabbed over. “We’ll always have this scar on our forearms as a reminder. Whenever you look at it, remember who we are. We’re the Blood Mercenaries.”
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      “You have to leave already?” Ferne whimpered.

      Mehta knelt before her in the middle of the house, stared into her blue eyes, and took hold of her small, delicate hands. “I’m sorry, Ferne.”

      “You said you’d stay indef—indefi-tably.” Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes, threatening to stream down her cheeks.

      “Indefinitely,” Mehta said. “It means I didn’t know how long I’d be able to stay.”

      Ferne sniffled, and the first teardrops began to fall. Her bottom lip quivered. “Well, it wasn’t long.”

      “I know. I’m really sorry.” Mehta wiped her tears from her cheeks with his fingers.

      “You don’t have to go. You can stay.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I made an oath,” he said. “Do you know what an oath is?”

      She nodded. Then, upon further consideration, she shook her head.

      “An oath is a promise,” Mehta said. “It’s a promise you can’t break, ever.”

      “You promised you would come back.”

      “I did come back,” he told her calmly. “And I’ll come back again. I promise.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know. Hopefully soon.” He shifted his hands up to her arms and gave them a light squeeze. The cut on his forearm from the oath pinched a bit, but he paid it no mind. “I’m leaving because it’s the only way to keep you safe.”

      Ferne shook her head. “You said that last time.”

      “It’s still true. I need to keep you safe.”

      “But it’s safe here…” Ferne glanced around, her eyes wide. “Or it was, anyway.”

      “Exactly,” Mehta said. “People are still looking for me. Not the same people who came after us in Sefera, but just as bad. Maybe worse. I have to get to them before they get to me.”

      “And then we’ll be safe?” Hope filled Ferne’s voice.

      “Yes,” Mehta said. “I think so.”

      The truth was, Mehta didn’t really know what would happen. He’d determined to bring down Lord Valdis, but it could very well cost him his life.

      He’d promised to return to Ferne once before, and he’d managed to deliver, but there was no guarantee he’d be able to do it again. In fact, with Lord Valdis aware of Mehta’s existence, it was even less likely that Mehta would survive, despite the help of the other Blood Mercs.

      Of course, he couldn’t explain all of that to Ferne. If he did, she’d never get another good night’s sleep in her life. She was just a child and shouldn’t have to bear the full weight of his decisions.

      “Promise to take care of Palomi and especially Grandfather for me while I’m gone?” Mehta asked her.

      Ferne nodded. “I will. They need me to help out. Palomi likes when I help with Grandfather.”

      Mehta grinned again. “Good. Be mindful of what she says, and hug Grandfather for me every day.”

      Ferne beamed and threw her arms around Mehta’s neck. “I will. Come back soon.”

      Mehta returned her embrace. “As soon as I can.”
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      Two days later…

      “I wish I’d just kept digging up graves,” Kallie moaned from behind Aeron.

      They rode together atop Wafer, flying north along the western slopes of the Thornback Mountains through frigid winds and light flurries of snow. Kallie clutched Aeron’s waist from behind.

      “Me too,” Aeron called back, hopefully loud enough for her to hear.

      And me, came an impression from Wafer. It made Aeron laugh, despite the severity of the cold around them.

      “How’re you holding up?” Aeron shouted over the wind. The cold had numbed his cheeks and lips, making it hard to form coherent words. “Need a break?”

      “You asked me that five minutes ago,” Kallie replied.

      “More like fifteen minutes,” Aeron countered.

      “I’m good. Just keep flying.”

      Thanks to her fever, Kallie continued to radiate constant, unnatural warmth in spite of the icy air. That was perhaps the best part about traveling with her—the weather would only get worse, but she’d radiate warmth onto Aeron through it all.

      Kallie’s chills had subsided, but Aeron didn’t know how long that would last. The more she’d reached into and dwelled near the fire back at Mehta’s house, the hotter she got. Her fever had returned, but Aeron wasn’t sure that was even a bad thing anymore. In weather like this, it might just keep her alive.

      They flew ahead of the other Blood Mercs who, without horses, were traveling considerably slower than usual. With the added weight on his back, Wafer flew slower, too, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      Kallie’s comment about sticking with grave-robbing had hit Aeron sideways. If Aeron could’ve stopped her from joining the Crimson Flame or saved her from Falna the first time around, he would have.

      But no amount of wishing would change anything about the situation. Only action would, and Aeron was prepared to forsake everything to ransom Kallie from death once more—up to and including his own life.

      Mine, too. The impression hit him through his bond from Wafer.

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. A primitive, base message, but Aeron understood it well enough.

      He and Wafer were on the same wing beat when it came to Kallie. They were both willing to die for her if it came to it. Aeron’s intention had imprinted on Wafer through their bond.

      “Need a break yet?” Aeron called back to Kallie.

      At this altitude, and traveling farther north, the cold seemed to heighten with each passing mile. He wished his armor were better at keeping him warm. He would’ve sacrificed some of its protective qualities if it would keep him from freezing over.

      “Sounds more like you need a break, yeah?” she called back.

      Even with Kallie behind Aeron, heating him up with her unnatural fever, and his cloak cinched tightly around him to block the snow and cutting wind from reaching him, he still had to fight to stay warm. The cold was relentless.

      “I’m considering it,” Aeron shouted. “It’s worse up front.”

      “I believe you,” Kallie replied.

      At least Aeron didn’t have to worry about Wafer. Wyverns ran hot, so they thrived in cold climates. Too far south—really, any farther south than Govalia—and wyverns tended to overheat too easily.

      “It’s almost nightfall,” Aeron called. “I can make it until we find shelter if you can.”

      “Works for me,” Kallie replied.

      More than once, Aeron had considered this a fool’s errand, but earlier that morning, they’d found the merchant road Grandfather had mentioned. He’d hoped that finding the road would mean faster travel for the others. In reality, their pace didn’t change much.

      The snow and ice had piled up, and now, in the dead of winter, the road proved almost as difficult to traverse as the mountains and the valleys. The only benefit was that they didn’t have to worry as much about changing elevations—the road was more or less flat most of the trek.

      As the sun sank beyond the horizon, night descended across the mountain range. The new moon had happened a few nights earlier, and now a silver crescent sliced through the skies instead.

      The thought of how close Aeron had come to losing Kallie forever chilled his very soul. It reinforced the importance of bringing down Lord Valdis once and for all. Kallie would never be safe with him alive.

      Rather than camp out in the elements, Aeron, Wafer, and Kallie located a cave set into the slope of one of the mountains. They led the other Blood Mercs to it, and they all crammed inside, except for Wafer, who couldn’t fit through the opening.

      Within minutes Garrick and Kent had a fire going. Kallie curled up as close to it as she could get without singeing her clothes, and Aeron and Wafer secured dry firewood thanks to a good scouring of the surrounding mountaintops. They returned with a bundle that would last the whole night, or very near it, anyway.

      Since Wafer couldn’t squeeze inside, Aeron sent him off for the night. Now unencumbered, he’d seek out another cave of his own.

      That night, Kallie lay practically on top of the fire, and Aeron slept next to her to benefit from her warmth. But by the morning, both Kallie’s warmth and the fire had dwindled to almost nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Mehta dreamed of battling the very essence of cold, manifested as a huge, terrible beast with wings and scales and fearsome teeth. Then Aeron’s voice tore him away from the nightmare and into an even worse reality.

      “Kallie?” Aeron shook his sister, whose skin had taken on a strange hue in the waning light of the fire. Aeron’s voice took on more urgency. “Kallie?!”

      Mehta stared at her from his spot across the dwindling fire, bleary yet still tense from the nightmare. When his brain processed the sight of Kallie lying there, unmoving, Mehta jolted upright.

      “What’s happening?” He gripped the hilts of his knives. The Xyonates had drilled that impulse deep within his persona, and he might never grow out of it. He released his grip when he realized there wasn’t any external threat. “Is she…?”

      Aeron continued shaking Kallie. “She’s breathing, but slowly. Her skin feels like ice.”

      Garrick was still trying to wake up, but Kent made it to Aeron’s side even before Mehta did. They all hovered over Kallie for a moment.

      “We need to get the fire going again.” Aeron pointed to it. “She needs heat.”

      “Do we have more firewood?” Kent asked.

      They’d run out. Mehta had awakened a couple of hours earlier and put the last of the logs onto the fire. “I’ll get more.”

      But as he turned toward the mouth of the cave, he realized something was wrong. Was it still nighttime? Even with his enchanted vision, the cave was unusually dark for it being morning.

      Something was very wrong.

      Mehta rushed over to the opening but stopped short. It was blocked. He reached out to touch it and found cold stone—no, ice—covering the entrance. Very little light shone through it.

      Alarm filled his chest, and he turned back toward the others. “We’re trapped.”

      “What?” That got Garrick awake and upright. “What do you mean, trapped?”

      “The entrance to the cave froze over.”

      “I can handle this,” Kent said. “Give Kallie all the blankets and coverings you can. Aeron, lay next to her. Try to give her some of your body heat.”

      Kent still held the walking stick that Mehta’s grandfather had given him—the one that concealed the ice-forged dagger. He set it on the cave floor near the fire.

      His right hand glowed blue with magic, and he reached into the embers with it. The fire intensified, but without wood, it would only burn as long as Kent fed it magic.

      Kallie stirred as the flames blossomed, but when Kent pulled his hand out, and the fire with it, she went still again.

      Mehta’s heart fluttered with anxiety. He wished he’d mustered the courage to talk to Kallie more, but even the thought of it set him on edge.

      He could sift fierce, powerful warriors and wealthy, well-protected lords. He could slip through the shadows undetected. He could track his prey virtually anywhere, any time.

      The Xyonates had trained him to handle those situations. But they’d never trained him how to interact with pretty girls—in fact, they’d specifically trained him not to.

      So he’d remained quiet throughout their journey. He hadn’t tried to get to know her more. He hadn’t shown her anything about himself beyond his ability to bring death.

      Now she might perish before he got the chance to say anything at all to her.

      Kent took his fiery hand and pointed it toward the mouth of the cave, then he raised his other hand, also glowing blue, and held it against his right hand. The fire spread to both of his hands, which rippled with intermingling orange and blue flames.

      He blasted fire toward the mouth of the cave. The ice hissed and steamed, and the ice rapidly melted away.

      Something rumbled over their heads, slow and ominous at first, but ever building.

      Kent stopped his stream of fire and listened. Blue and orange flames still engulfed his hands.

      Then Garrick shouted, “Kent, get back!”
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      Mehta’s heart raced as Kent dove away from the entrance, pursued by a cascade of ice and snow. It burst into the cave where Kent had just been standing, and he scrambled away as it pushed deeper and deeper, trying to bury him.

      Mehta grabbed his arm and pulled him even farther back, earning both a quick glare from Kent and a curt nod as well.

      Finally, the rumbling overhead gradually subsided. The wintery flood slowed, but it didn’t totally stop its advance. It kept pushing into the cave, creeping along, cold and steady and inevitably lethal if they didn’t do something about it. Within minutes, it would fill the rest of the cave.

      Kent pushed himself up to his feet and faced the incursion of snow and ice. The fire on his hands had dissipated to nothing. “It appears we are, indeed, trapped.”

      “Avalanche.” Garrick approached from behind Kent. “We’re buried in here, and it’s still coming in.”

      “With the entryway blocked off, we are in danger of suffocation as well,” Kent said.

      Suffocation concerned Mehta the most. He’d learned long ago to control his breathing in all manner of tense situations, but with a lack of air, he could only ration it to a certain point.

      “Can you move it with your magic?” Garrick asked.

      “Possibly.” Kent headed over to the mound again. “But that does not address our immediate concern of being able to keep Kallie warm.”

      He placed his hands on the snow, and they glowed with blue light once more. The snow mound began to disperse into the cave to Kent’s left and right. As he pressed forward, the mound yielded to his magic, but the snow continued to push into the cave around him.

      “Look around for anything else we can burn,” Aeron said as Kent continued to battle the offending snow.

      “There’s nothing around,” Mehta said. “I checked the entire cave once we got here. There’s only one way in or out, and there’s nothing we can use for fuel.”

      “What about excess supplies? Anything we can do without?” Aeron suggested.

      “We can’t burn the food,” Garrick said. “Can’t burn the blankets. It’s only getting colder outside.”

      Aeron swore. “There has to be something we can burn.”

      An idea hit Mehta’s mind. It was a crazy idea, but it just might work. He blurted, “What if we lay her in the embers?”

      “What?” Aeron asked.

      “That’s the warmest spot, and fire doesn’t hurt her. We could at least buy her some time that way.”

      “He has a point.” Kent had returned from battling the snow, which continued to pour into the cave. Apparently his magic hadn’t moved the snow enough. He headed toward the embers once more.

      “Why don’t you just keep her warm with your magic?” Aeron asked.

      “The snow and ice are advancing too quickly, and there is far too much of it. It will bury me if I continue to try to move it,” Kent said. “It almost did anyway. So I must resort to using fire again.

      “Since my first attempt at burning a way through succeeded only in making our predicament worse, it is safe to assume that I will need to redouble my concentration and my efforts to liberating us. Focusing on Kallie at the same time would be problematic.

      “If Kallie lays on the embers,” he continued, “they can provide her with some degree of consistent heat while I work on our long-term problem. The snow and ice will overrun us if I do not act. We must address both concerns, but only one of them yields a solution that will get us all to safety on the outside of this cave.”

      Kent headed over to their sorry excuse for a fire and dipped his magic-covered hand into it again. Then a new blast of fire streamed from Kent’s hands, lighting up the cave anew and beating back the encroaching mound of snow and ice.

      “We need to take off her clothes,” Garrick said.

      Mehta looked at Garrick, wide-eyed. He hadn’t considered that.

      “What?” Aeron snapped.

      “I’m not some pervert.” Garrick glowered at them. “She’s only got one set of clothes. If those burn up, she’ll be naked the rest of the journey. Better a little nudity now than letting her freeze to death because we were prudes.”

      Garrick’s logic made sense, but the idea of it sent trembles down to Mehta’s fingertips. He stilled himself with a calming breath.

      Aeron cursed again, one of countless utterances he’d mumbled since finding Kallie unresponsive. He put his hands on Kallie’s torso and turned to Mehta. “Help me with her?”

      Mehta gulped. The idea of stripping Kallie and laying her on the fire was embarrassing enough to think about, but the actual act of doing it froze Mehta solid. He stood there, wide-eyed and speechless.

      “Mehta!” Aeron snapped. “Help me with her.”

      Mehta snapped out of his paralysis and reached for Kallie.

      You’ve sifted dozens of people, he reassured himself. You’ve seen worse.

      But having seen worse wasn’t the problem. Seeing Kallie was.

      Mehta wanted to help, and he wanted to see, and he wanted to run away and hide out of embarrassment and guilt and shame. Whenever he could, instead of looking at Kallie, he watched Kent’s fire devour the snowdrift in an eruption of hissing steam.

      Mehta chastised himself for letting the situation bother him. It shouldn’t have. He’d trained for years to confront his every emotion and impulse and to master them, but he couldn’t master this. Why was this different?

      Once they got Kallie’s clothes off, he helped Aeron lay her atop the embers. As soon as he released her, Mehta averted his gaze again.

      Kent’s fire continued to carve through the ice and snow, but the ice and snow continued to push inside just as quickly. Worse yet, much of it had melted and trailed deeper into the cave in tiny rivers of frigid water, some of them toward Kallie and the embers.

      If it reached her, the melted snow would stanch what little heat remained in the dying fire. The sight of it, along with that accompanying realization, urged Mehta into action again.

      He hurried around the cave, picking up stray rocks where he could find them and carrying them back toward the dwindling fire. He lined them up as best as he could, trying to form a barrier between the flowing water and the fire’s edge, then he packed the spaces between them with whatever dirt and muck he could scrape off the cave floor.

      As the water approached, it hit the makeshift dam, pooled, moved along the rocks, and trickled past the fire. Mehta’s haphazard creation was working.

      Mehta caught a glimpse of Kallie atop the embers, curled into a fetal position, and his joy at saving the fire bottomed out, again replaced by embarrassment. He looked away again and tried to calm his breathing. It was so bad, he almost preferred to duel his insatiable thirst instead.

      At the thought, his thirst squirmed in his belly and in his mind, willing to oblige, but he shoved it back into the mental box where it belonged and wrapped it in imaginary chains once more.

      “It’s not working,” Aeron muttered. He called to Kent, “It’s still too cold. She’s not responding.”

      Mehta turned back, careful not to look down at Kallie.

      “We need more heat,” Aeron called. “Kent?”

      “Stand clear,” Kent responded, still focused on the wall of snow he was battling. He glanced back, pointed his burning right hand at Kallie, and loosed a stream of fire at her.

      Fatigue had etched itself into Kent’s face—that much was perfectly clear. How much longer Kent could keep this up, Mehta didn’t know.

      The fire he sent toward Kallie engulfed her, and it flared so hot that Mehta took an involuntary step away from the flames, as did Aeron and Garrick. But then the stream faltered, and Kent exhaled a sharp breath.

      He turned back to the encroaching snow and pushed fire toward it from both of his hands. Sweat beaded on his forehead and trickled down his jawline from his sideburns. The snow and ice continued to yield, but Kent was faltering. He wouldn’t be able to keep up the blasts for much longer.

      Meanwhile, Kallie stirred amid the flames. Mehta had resigned himself to look, despite his embarrassment. He’d never seen someone survive being enveloped with fire, though Falna and Kent came close whenever they wielded fire magic.

      While the flames covered her, Kallie was not only alive and not burning—she was thriving. Before Mehta’s eyes, she began to move again, as if the fire had thawed her out, but as Kent’s stream of fire ceased, so did she.

      As the flames around Kallie dwindled to nothing, Aeron rushed forward and draped a blanket over her, careful not to let it touch the embers which now darkened even faster than they had before.

      The sound of a raging inferno ceased, and Mehta turned back once again. Kent sank to his knees amid the melted snow and ice that trickled toward the fire, heaving labored breaths.

      “Kent, you alright?” Garrick started over to him.

      “I need…” Kent exhaled a shaky breath and waved his flaming hand to no one in particular. “I need a moment’s rest.”

      As the steam from Kent’s blasts dissipated, the snow and ice continued to push its way into the cave. Before long, it would overtake the progress Kent had made.

      The avalanche must’ve been massive; would they ever get out of there?

      “She’s warmer, but it won’t last,” Aeron said. “It’s still too cold in here.”

      Kent rose to his feet again. When they’d fought the water golem back in the dungeon under the Crimson Flame temple, Kent had needed a moment to rest after expending so much of his magic.

      Mehta guessed it paralleled physical fatigue, but without any magic of his own, he didn’t know for sure.

      Absent the heat from the fire, the cave had grown even colder than before. As Mehta drew his next breath, he noticed his lungs having to pull harder. Between the fire and the blockage at the entrance, they were already running out of air.

      Kent wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve and nodded toward the snow and ice, which continued to push its way into the cave. “I can warm her up more, but it will come at a cost.”

      As Kent headed over to Kallie, Aeron, and Garrick, Mehta heard a scraping sound—something not coming from within the cave. It was faint. Distant. But also furious and repetitive.

      He faced the entrance. It was coming from outside.

      “I think someone—or something—is trying to get in,” Mehta called.

      “Well, let it,” Garrick said, drawing a long, tense breath. He still wore Lord Valdis’s weapons on his hips. “If it gets in…” Another slow breath. “…we get out.”

      Given Garrick’s size, he needed the most air. It also meant he was consuming more than anyone else—except for Kent and his fire.

      “Keep trying,” Aeron told Kent. “I’ll do what I can to keep her warm.”

      “Yes…” Garrick said. “Do it.”

      “The fire is taking too much of the air out of the cave,” Kent said, his breaths also slowing down. “We may not make it at all if I continue trying to burn a way out.”

      “We got… no other… choice,” Garrick wheezed. He wobbled as he said it, and he calmly lowered to one knee and tried to gulp in air that was increasingly not there.

      The scraping outside got louder.

      A burning sensation now accompanied each of Mehta’s breaths, small and controlled as they were. It felt like pulling in air through a narrow tube, and it took a lot longer to draw a full breath.

      If Kent resumed his attempts to clear the opening with the fire, it might kill them all. But staying here and doing nothing was just as bad.

      Kent stared at Mehta now, as if he were to cast the deciding vote.

      If they did nothing, they would die. Even if they were too weak to fight off whatever might be coming in, if they failed to act now, they would die anyway.

      So instead of speaking, Mehta conserved his breath and nodded at Kent.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron could hardly breathe anymore by the time Kent started blasting the opening with fire again, and that meant it had gotten bad—really bad.

      As a wyvern knight, he was used to high altitudes where the air was thinner. His lungs had long since adapted to the fluctuations in the availability and quality of the air around him, but he’d never dared fly so high that there was no air left.

      By now, he knew it was too late. He thought of Wafer, flying around somewhere in the general area, unaware of Aeron’s current plight. Though Aeron could still sense him in the distance, he was much too far away to signal Wafer to come help, too far to realize what was happening.

      But if he blew the Wafer whistle now, would Wafer be able to find them and try to help? Would he even hear it under all this rock and snow?

      Aeron doubted it, but he tried it anyway. He might never know if it worked, but he had to try.

      He continued to hold Kallie, still wrapped in the blanket, close. The embers had totally died now, whether from a lack of air or a lack of fuel or both, and whatever warmth Kallie had snagged from Kent’s last blast was fading rapidly.

      Aeron regretted having stripped her down—at this point, her clothes would’ve been warmer than the blanket alone, but he couldn’t do much with the lack of air now. His limbs felt tired and heavy, and he struggled to keep his eyes open.

      Garrick had sunk from his knees onto his side, and he lay there, his eyes barely cracked open, his greenish face taking on a faintly blue pallor in the light from Kent’s fire.

      Then the fire went out. Kent’s arms slumped to his sides, and he too toppled over. Small flames flickered and died at his fingertips, plunging the entire cave into utter darkness.

      After all they’d endured, they would die here, now, of suffocation? All because of a freak accident? A random avalanche? Was this where it would all end?

      Aeron sat there, in the dark, clutching his sister’s cold body close, slipping into a permanent sleep along with everyone else. But as he closed his eyes, the scratching and scraping persisted, somehow closer than ever yet still distant and hollow in Aeron’s ears.

      Aeron drew his final, ragged breath in that cave, and succumbed to his fate. In that last moment, he hoped Wafer would be alright without him.

      Then white light hit Aeron’s face. He cracked his eyes open, only able to see a brilliant blur washing out his vision. Had he made his way to the afterlife already? Had he found the path to the Underworld? Or was this something else?

      His lungs strained to inhale another breath. Surprisingly, they found more air, though not by much, and they still ached. As Aeron breathed, the light widened and expanded, and the scraping sound intensified.

      His vision crystallized, and the silhouette of a reptilian head on a serpentine neck blocked out some of the light. It was a distinct shape, one Aeron had seen countless times before.

      A wyvern head. Were there wyverns in the afterlife?

      Or had Wafer found him and come to save them?

      Aeron drew another breath, this one far easier than the previous one, and cold air filled his greedy lungs. The light wasn’t coming from some ethereal presence—it was coming from the opening to the cave.

      He closed his eyes in a long blink, and when his eyes finally opened, the wyvern’s head was gone. In its place, before Aeron, stood a squad of armored soldiers, each of them clad in thick cloaks and wielding spears, long swords, and poleaxes.

      They were mostly silhouettes against the brightness behind them, but Aeron could make out the telltale forest green color on their armored arms and legs. Then the soldiers parted in the center, and another familiar shape approached.

      Aeron blinked again and recognized the silver wyvern wing stamped onto the shoulder of the man’s gray armor. Long, black hair draped over his shoulders.

      The man bent down close to Aeron, sneering at him. “Hello, Aeron.”

      It was Commander Larcas Brove of the Govalian Army.
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      Kent awoke on a pile of hay feeling drained and groggy. He remembered trying to burn through the encroaching snow and ice, and then his magic gave out, and then… nothing.

      Metal clinked as he pushed himself up to a sitting position. As his cognition returned, he expected to see the interior of the cave.

      But instead of jagged rock walls, uneven floors, and a lofted cavern ceiling, Kent found himself locked in a prison cell with metal bars, walls made of uniform gray stones, and a floor tiled with comparable gray stones but covered with old, dry hay.

      Kent’s sword no longer hung from his belt, but whoever had put him in there had let him keep his cloak, at least. Good thing, too, because the cell was nearly as cold as the outside, thanks to a barred window set into the back wall of his cell.

      Each breath he exhaled came out as vapor, but at least he was breathing. He’d expected to die in that cave, forever trapped there, probably never to be discovered again.

      Daylight streamed through that window and those in each of the other eleven cells in the space, but it was gray rather than golden, thanks to the considerable cloud cover overhead.

      Based on the sky, the temperature, and the amount of time he’d been out—which couldn’t have been long—he surmised they were still in northern Etrijan. But they’d been taken to a fort of some sort… perhaps something controlled by the Etrijani Army?

      If it were the Etrijani Army who’d found them, how had they done it? And why lock them up?

      Then again, as mediocre as the Etrijani Army was, perhaps it explained some of their choices—if they were involved at all.

      Metal clinked again. Kent looked down and realized that a pair of shackles, connected with a chain, clamped his wrists together. They were made of that infernal blue metal that inhibited magic.

      The Inothians had put him in a similar pair about a year earlier. While wearing them, Kent couldn’t use his magic. They subdued his power completely.

      The shackles also suggested that the Etrijani Army hadn’t taken him captive. They didn’t know he was a mage. After all, why would a mage carry a sword? Kent was unusual in that way, and the presence of a sword helped to conceal his mage abilities.

      In four of the other cells lay Aeron, Mehta, Garrick, and Kallie, all of them unconscious. Someone had dressed Kallie again, and the others still wore their cloaks over their usual attire. None of them had their weapons, as far as Kent could tell.

      That told Kent that Falna and Lord Valdis’s men hadn’t captured them. After turning on her back in Mehta’s village, Kent and the others likely wouldn’t have survived a battle with her in their weakened condition, nor would she have allowed them to live.

      Who, then, had found them?

      A loud CLANK sounded from a door at the end of the cellblock, and it swung open. Four soldiers clad in green armor marched into the cellblock, followed by a man with long black hair.

      He wore gray armor that, aside from its color, fit him better than the other soldiers’ armor—probably custom-forged. He carried himself like a leader, and Kent recognized Aeron’s spear in the man’s hand. A silver wyvern wing adorned his shoulder.

      Govalians. The Govalian Wyvern Knight Corps, to be precise.

      How did they find us in Etrijan?

      At the sound of the cellblock door opening and the subsequent clanking of armored marching, the others began to stir in their cells, except for Kallie, who lay on the floor, still and quiet, but breathing. At least she was alive.

      The lead wyvern knight stopped in front of Aeron’s cell and stared down at him as Aeron woke up.

      “You’ve slept long enough, traitor.” The man’s words carried an Urthian accent.

      “You’d know. You’re the expert on sleeping at the wrong moments,” Aeron quipped back.

      The man’s eyes narrowed.

      At first, Kent didn’t understand Aeron’s comment, but he soon realized the man was Commander Brove, the officer who’d thrown Aeron out of the Govalian Army on falsified treason charges.

      Aeron had once explained to Kent how he’d infiltrated the fortress, got caught, but still managed to put Commander Brove and several other wyvern knights to sleep with the aid of a certain magic mushroom. Then he’d stolen Wafer back and fled Govalia.

      “Your attempts to belittle me will continue to fall on deaf ears, as they always have,” Commander Brove said. “At long last, I have you in my possession again, and now you and your friends will pay for your crimes against Govalia, its citizens, and the emperor.”

      To his credit, Aeron didn’t convey any indication of worry, not even about Kallie. He glanced at her, pushed himself to his feet, clutched his back in the process, and faced Commander Brove.

      It must’ve grated on him to see his sister locked up and not near any considerable heat source, but Aeron didn’t let on. The less Commander Brove knew, the better, and Kent hoped Aeron would apply that reasoning to the entirety of this situation. It might give them an edge later on if things got rough.

      Aeron stood just barely taller than Commander Brove, and they looked about the same size across the chest, arms, and legs.

      Having encountered several wyvern knights aside from Aeron, Kent had noticed they all shared comparable lean-but-strong physiques. He supposed they had to be of a certain build so their mounts could fly properly and still fight effectively.

      Kent glanced at Mehta. He’d receded into one of the shadows in his cell, though Kent could still see him fairly well thanks to the ample light streaming through the barred windows in each cell.

      Commander Brove’s lips curled into a sneer. “No retort to that? No glib comeback?”

      “You’re a jackass. Always were. I’ll find a way out of this, same as I did when I got Wafer back,” Aeron replied. “Did you really come here just to gloat?”

      “As a matter of fact, I have something to say that you might find interesting.” Commander Brove set the butt of Aeron’s spear on the floor, and its tri-tipped blade nearly reached the cellblock ceiling. “I bet you’re wondering how we found you.”

      “You followed us since we left Govalia,” Aeron said. “Not that hard to figure out.”

      Kent would’ve stayed quiet, but that wasn’t Aeron’s style. Even so, he wanted to know just as much as Aeron did, so he didn’t mind Aeron’s direct answer.

      “Wrong.” Commander Brove’s sneer widened into a wicked smile. “I brought a large squad of the finest wyvern knights up here based on information I received from an informant.

      “We followed that information north to Xenthan and then pursued you over the Thornback Mountains until we caught up to you here. One of our scouts saw your ilk enter the cave from a distance, and we had planned to ambush you once you emerged.

      “Then the avalanche buried you inside,” Commander Brove continued. “I had considered leaving you and your friends to your fate, but I couldn’t be sure you’d actually succumb to it. After all, there might’ve been another way out.”

      Good thing he made that assumption, Kent mused. Or we would still be entombed in there.

      “It took awhile to dig you out, even with more than a dozen wyverns clawing at the snow and ice. Apparently, we broke through at precisely the right moment.” Commander Brove’s smile returned full-force. “We found the lot of you unconscious and blue, and we brought you here to hold you until we’re ready to move on.”

      “You expect us to thank you?” Garrick grumbled from his cell. He’d taken hold of the bars and started pulling on them, but they refused to budge.

      Evidently, even if their military strength was miserable, the Etrijani Army knew how to make jails—if, in fact, they were in an Etrijani Army fortress to begin with. For all Kent knew, it could be some warlord’s old place, or it might’ve belonged to an Etrijani noble.

      Commander Brove turned toward Garrick. “All this time, I figured you’d be mute.”

      Garrick squinted at him and cocked his head to the side. “What? Why?”

      “I figured someone your size couldn’t possibly string two coherent sentences together. All brawn, no brains.” Commander Brove shrugged. “I suppose I was only partially wrong.”

      “Come a little closer and say that to me again,” Garrick said.

      “I’ll pass on your offer, thank you.” Commander Brove waved his hand at Garrick then faced Aeron again. “What really surprised me was finding such a beautiful young woman in your care—if you could even call it ‘care.’”

      Do not reveal that she is your sister, Kent pleaded with Aeron inside his head. He hoped his message would somehow find Aeron’s mind.

      Aeron wisely said nothing.

      Commander Brove continued, “She was in miserable shape when we found her—nearly frozen to death and clad in only blankets, despite there being clothing for her nearby. It begs the question, what kind of degenerates are the four of you? Who would strip a young woman down, only to let her freeze nearly to death?”

      “You’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” Aeron fired back, now with anger rising in his voice.

      Careful, Aeron, Kent encouraged.

      Commander Brove chuckled. “If that were true, I wouldn’t be here.”

      No one said anything for a long moment after that.

      Finally, Commander Brove grinned at Aeron and declared, “You may come in.”

      All four Blood Mercs turned toward the door in time to see a blonde-haired woman wearing black armor enter the cellblock. Lord Valdis’s three-horned ram sigil adorned her figured breastplate.

      Falna.

      She gave Kent a wink as she walked past his cell. She’d been Commander Brove’s informant, the one who’d led him to their location. It had been a shrewd, calculated move, a cunning backup plan to safeguard against failure on Lord Valdis’s behalf.

      Kent still despised her, but he had to concede that she’d planned this contingency quite well. It was the sort of thing he would’ve done were the roles reversed.

      A pair of Lord Valdis’s soldiers, also clad in black and wearing the sigil of the three-horned ram on their chests, entered after her.

      “No…” Aeron locked eyes with an apathetic Commander Brove. “You can’t.”

      “Actually, traitor Ironglade, I can. And I will.” Commander Brove nodded to the four soldiers who’d accompanied him. One of them brandished a ring of keys and approached Kallie’s cell.

      “No!” Aeron shouted. All of his composure withered away, and he grasped the bars closest to Kallie’s cell and tried to shake them. They rattled a bit but remained sturdy. “Kallie, no! Commander, you can’t do this!”

      The cell door swung open. Lord Valdis’s soldiers hefted Kallie up and carried her out by her arms and legs.

      Mehta emerged from the shadows of his cell as well and glared at the soldiers as they carried her past.

      “No!” Aeron repeated. “Put her down! Leave her alone!”

      Falna faced Aeron’s cell, shaking her head, and Aeron went silent.

      “You can’t even take care of her out here.” Falna’s voice oozed with arrogance. “What were you thinking? Your recklessness nearly got her killed. And for what? At least where she’s going, she’ll serve a greater purpose.”

      “Commander, please…” Aeron turned to Commander Brove. “That’s my sister. They’re going to kill her. Please. You have to help me. I’ll go quietly. I won’t fight back. I’ll go to my death or to trial in Govalia or whatever you want. Just don’t let these people take my sister.”

      Commander Brove’s sneer returned, and he leaned toward Aeron’s cell. “I. Don’t. Care.”

      With a desperate roar, Aeron lashed his arm through the bars and tried to grab Commander Brove, but he missed. Commander Brove backed up a step, still sneering.

      “I’ll kill you!” Aeron screamed. “I’ll rip your black heart out of your chest!”

      Whether Aeron was referring to Commander Brove, Falna, or both, Kent didn’t know, but he fundamentally understood Aeron’s rage. He’d felt exactly that kind of helpless fury after Fane had murdered their father.

      “You have a duty!” Aeron shouted. “You swore to protect Govalia’s citizens. She’s a citizen of Govalia. You are honor-bound to ensure her wellbeing. Do your duty!”

      “She forfeited the right to be considered a citizen of Govalia by virtue of being your sister,” Commander Brove replied calmly. “Whatever happens to her is no concern of mine.”

      “You evil, wretched ball of slime!” Aeron seethed at him. “So help me, I swear by all the gods and goddesses and anyone else who’s listening that I will send you to the Underworld for this.”

      “Make all the threats you want,” Commander Brove said. “You are nothing but a neutered dog, barking and barking. Just an annoyance.”

      Falna placed two pouches, each the size of Kent’s fist, in Commander Brove’s hand, and they jingled with coins. “Thank you again for your help, Commander.”

      “The pleasure was all mine, milady.” Commander Brove gave her a slight bow. “I’m done here. Allow me to escort you out?”

      “Of course.”

      “Don’t you dare leave!” Aeron yelled. “Larcas Brove, don’t you walk out of this cellblock!”

      “Bye, handsome.” Falna blew Kent a kiss and exited the cellblock with Commander Brove following close behind.

      All the while, Aeron continue to scream and shout at him.

      As the last of the Govalian soldiers left the cellblock and began to pull the door shut, Kent caught sight of a shock of vivid blonde hair in the doorway. He recognized that color—so light it almost looked white. He moved his head to get a better angle, but the door shut too quickly.

      It locked with another heavy CLANK, sealing them inside, and Aeron continued to rage at Commander Brove and shake the bars.

      Kent’s heart sank.

      Tears streamed down Aeron’s hard, angry face. He slumped to his knees in front of the bars, clutching his back and exhaling long, shaky breaths.

      “We’ll get her back, Aeron,” Garrick said. “We haven’t come this far to let Lord Valdis kill her.”

      “This is the same thing he did with Wafer. He separated us, and he almost managed to kill Wafer in the process. Now it’s my sister instead.” Aeron shook his head. “What else can we do? We’re locked in here, helpless.”

      “We will find a way,” Kent countered. “We will rescue Kallie.”

      What exactly they would do, Kent didn’t know, but encouraging Aeron right now was more important than anything else. A positive mindset would prove more productive than operating from an assumption of defeat.

      “You cannot give up now,” Kent continued. “No one wants to rescue Kallie more than you, and no one is more capable of doing it.”

      “I’m not capable of anything except screwing everything up,” Aeron muttered.

      “That is not accurate, and you know it. You rescued her from Lord Valdis once. When we get out of here, you will do it again, and this time all three of us will be there to help you.”

      “If we get out of here.” Aeron sighed and rubbed his face with his hands. “At least they haven’t found Wafer yet.”

      “You can feel him?” Garrick asked. “Through your link, or whatever?”

      “Our bond, yeah,” Aeron replied. “I can feel him nearby. He’s probably spooked by now, what with the other wyverns flying around.”

      Garrick nodded. “But he’s alright?”

      Aeron shrugged. “As far as I can tell. The farther away he gets, the less I can clearly sense. He’s close enough that I know he’s alive and in the area, but if he were hurt, I probably wouldn’t be able to feel it.”

      Kent’s eyes met Garrick’s, and they shared a knowing glance. It was a good thing, what he was doing—he was getting Aeron’s mind off of his sister. It was working, too. Aeron had calmed down substantially.

      “How is your back faring?” Kent continued the conversation.

      Aeron groaned. “I could use a shroom.”

      “Me too,” Garrick muttered.

      The rest of them looked at him.

      “What? I’m old, and I carry the weight of this team on my back. I deserve to relax sometimes.”

      “If I had them with me, I’d share. But I don’t.” Aeron sighed again and looked between each of them. “What do we do now?”

      “We bide our time,” Kent said. “If they truly intend to return us to Govalia for a trial, that means they must remove us from these cells at some point, and then we must all journey back to Govalia as well.”

      “Kallie will be long dead by the time we get back to Govalia, unless they intend to take us there on the backs of wyverns,” Aeron said.

      “Yes. What I am saying is—”

      “What he’s saying,” Garrick cut Kent off, “is that we’re gonna get our chance to do something about it long before we make it back to Govalia. We’ll pick our moment and escape. And we’ll take some of them with us.”

      “Precisely.” Kent held up his shackled hands. “Even without access to my magic, the four of us are capable of accomplishing much.”

      Aeron gave a reluctant nod. “I just hope it’s not too late. The longer we’re stuck in here, the closer Falna takes Kallie to Lord Valdis. And the next new moon is in, what, twenty-four days?”

      “Twenty-five and a half, if my estimation is correct.” Kent peered out the window. “The new moon was a few nights back, and the cycle lasts approximately twenty-nine and a half days. If we intend to rescue Kallie in time, we must do so prior to the next new moon.”

      “And that includes travel time,” Garrick added. “Over mountains, in the winter.”

      Aeron hung his head again and moaned. “It’s hopeless.”

      “It is not hopeless,” Kent asserted. He didn’t really believe Aeron would give up, but he couldn’t even allow him to entertain the idea. “It will be challenging, but not impossible.”

      “We don’t stand a chance without those ice-forged weapons,” Garrick said. “We gotta get ‘em if we’re gonna take down Lord Valdis and his dragon.”

      “The weapons.” Kent’s breath caught in his chest.

      Not only had the Govalians taken Kent’s sword, but they also must’ve taken the ice-forged dagger from Mehta’s grandfather.

      He lowered his voice to a whisper. “They have the dagger.”

      “They have all our weapons,” Garrick uttered. “And the dagger’s hidden. They probably just think it’s a walking stick.”

      “We need to get it back, or we stand no chance of making it to Fjorst’s temple,” Kent said.

      Aeron shook his head. “We won’t have time, even if we find it. We need to go after Kallie right away.”

      “For what? To get killed before we can reach Lord Valdis again?” Garrick scoffed. “We don’t stand a chance without better weaponry.”

      “If we’re stuck in here for much longer, we won’t have time to search them out,” Aeron said. “We’ll have to take our chances. You’re strong, Mehta’s quick, Kent has magic, and I’ve got Wafer. We’ll find a way.”

      “Kid, we already had this conversation.” Garrick’s eyebrows arched down. “You saw how it went in his throne room. He didn’t even move, and you still barely escaped.”

      “Not barely,” Mehta said from the darkness of his cell. It was the first time he’d said anything since Kent had awakened behind bars. “Beautifully.”

      “No one asked you, shadowmonger,” Garrick quipped. “Point is, we can’t rely on our skills alone to take down Lord Valdis. It’s suicide.”

      Aeron let the back of his head bump the bars, and he exhaled a frustrated sigh. “But if we can’t get there and back to Xenthan in time, Kallie dies.”

      “She will die anyway if we are unprepared for facing Lord Valdis,” Kent said.

      “Look, I’d die for Kallie if I had to. If those weapons are what it takes to save her, then yeah, we have to get them,” Aeron said. “First, we need to find a way out of here, and we need to find it fast.”

      “No argument there.” Garrick clasped the bars in his hands again and pulled. The others watched him, and he stopped. “Don’t look at me. I’m not that strong.”

      “Then we wait,” Kent sat down on the hay and leaned against the bars. “For now, it is all we can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later…

      The day died in cold, gray apathy and birthed a black night marked by starless skies. Frigid winds buffeted the windows in each of the cells, and Aeron had to curl up into a ball and tuck his head between his knees just to try to stay warm in the darkness.

      The Govalians hadn’t fed them yet, nor had they returned at all after Commander Brove had let Falna take Kallie away. The several hours that had passed meant that Falna and Kallie were now several hours closer to Lord Valdis while Aeron and the Blood Mercs lagged behind.

      Worse yet, Aeron’s back pain had steadily worsened over the afternoon and evening, thanks to not only a lack of shrooms but also the hard floors and bars of the cell. Piling up the straw hadn’t done anything to relieve the pain, but by now the cold was so bad that it hardly mattered.

      He’d resigned himself to being miserable, but he repeated an old mantra from his time in the corps: Misery is temporary. You’ll get through it, or you’ll die. Either way, it comes to an end.

      At this point, only Aeron’s rage at Commander Brove and his determination to save Kallie kept him going. He would endure whatever misery, pain, and discomfort he had to save her. And once he saved Kallie, he’d ensure that Commander Brove finally got what he deserved as well.

      Aeron drifted off to sleep a handful of times but never for long enough. He kept waking up, wiping his runny nose on the fabric of his cloak, shivering hard, and then curling up even tighter against the elements.

      On and on, that cycle went until the telltale clank of the cellblock door sounded, and Aeron looked up.

      A torch entered the room first, followed by a feminine form with short, bright blonde hair nearly the color of snow.

      Aeron’s heart rate, slowed from the cold, kicked into hyperactive thrumming.

      It was Faylen Uridi.
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      Aeron had fallen in love with Faylen—or perhaps just the idea of her—the very first moment he saw her.

      They’d both transferred to the Wyvern Knight Corps around the same time, he from the cavalry and she from the archery division. Upon seeing her on his first day as a Featherwing, Aeron’s brain failed him in the middle of a conversation with two other recruits, and he literally stopped mid-sentence to watch as she walked by.

      But he’d noticed a slight smirk on her face as she passed. He’d never considered himself much to look at, but something about him had caught her attention as well.

      Maybe he’d stood out to her because she’d so obviously knocked every other thought out of his head.

      Over time, they’d gotten to know each other, flown missions together, and saved each other’s lives on a handful of occasions, including the time that permanently injured Aeron’s back. More recently, she’d given him a crucial piece of information that had gotten them closer to finding Kallie, though it had cost her much.

      Now she stood before him once again, and he had just as many words in his head as he had back on that first day in the Wyvern Knight Corps: zero. His heart pounded, and his anxiety resurged within his chest.

      Oh, gods… what’s about to happen now? Though she’d helped him, Faylen had made it clear that if she ever saw him again, it would be as his opponent, if not his outright enemy.

      He sprang to his feet, ignoring the miserable cold that had started to chill his bones, and a rush of thoughts flooded his mind, followed by another stab of pain in his back. It hurt so badly that he nearly fell back to the floor, but he gripped the bars instead to stop himself from toppling over. That would’ve hurt much worse.

      For whatever reason, he never remembered to straighten up slowly when not on shrooms. Over the last few months, he’d jerked upright more times than he could count, and he’d paid for it every time.

      “What are you doing here?” Aeron asked, his voice low, despite the obvious stirring of his fellow Blood Mercs in the other cells. He faced her, separated by only metal bars and icy air.

      Aeron studied her face. Mehta had intentionally harmed her to disguise the fact that she’d helped them. By now, as far as Aeron could tell from the torchlight, her wounds had totally healed.

      Even though Aeron hadn’t liked the idea at the time, it had clearly worked. Commander Brove had brought her on this excursion, after all.

      “If you know what’s good for you,” she began, “you’ll shut up and listen to me.”

      Aeron’s mouth clamped shut, and he glanced over at Kent, who now stood in his cell, also at the bars and watching their conversation intently. On the opposite side, Garrick watched as well, but Aeron couldn’t see Mehta in the cell across the way. He was hiding in the shadows, like always.

      “I heard what Brove is doing to your sister. It’s wrong,” Faylen said in hushed tones. “She’s a Govalian citizen, and your crimes have no legal bearing on her. She isn’t incriminated because of your actions because she wasn’t involved, and even if she were, they haven’t proven it in the courts yet.”

      Aeron knew and understood all of that, but he kept quiet as instructed.

      “It’s a miscarriage of justice,” she continued. “He’s not judge, jury, and executioner. It’s not his call to make. He’s wrong. And then he turned her over to an agent from another country…”

      Aeron bit his tongue. He had so much to say, but now wasn’t the time. Not yet.

      “I can’t abide it anymore. After what you told me, what I’ve seen, what I’ve done for him in ‘the service of the emperor’…” Faylen paused and stared past Aeron, into the void. “I won’t have it anymore. I won’t.”

      What is she saying? Aeron’s eyes narrowed at her.

      Faylen’s gaze sharpened, striking blue like the ice-forged steel dagger, and fixed on Aeron. “I’m letting you out of here. All of you.”

      Aeron’s mouth unhinged from his jaw.

      Before he had the chance to speak, Faylen held up her palm to silence him. “As long as you remain quiet.”

      He nodded, and as Faylen glanced around the cellblock, Aeron noticed her slightly pointed ears—the second-most obvious indication of her half-elf, half-human heritage.

      The others nodded too, including Mehta, who’d emerged from the shadows at last. Faylen focused on him the longest.

      “And no killing anyone. Not even Commander Brove,” she said. “These knights are my comrades, my friends. You will leave and disappear to wherever you were heading, and that’s all there is to it.”

      Mehta’s stony visage didn’t change, and he didn’t reply.

      “Crystal?” Faylen asked him.

      He gave a subtle nod. “Clear.”

      Satisfied, Faylen set to quickly and quietly unlocking their cells.

      “We need our weapons back,” Kent said.

      “You can get new ones,” Faylen replied as she unlocked Garrick’s cell last.

      “I fear that will not be acceptable.” Kent held out his hands, and Faylen produced a smaller blue key that unlocked his shackles. He took hold of them to ensure they didn’t fall to the floor.

      “I can put you back in your cell, if you prefer,” she said.

      “Try it,” Garrick muttered.

      Aeron shot him a glare, but as usual, Garrick paid him no mind.

      Faylen squared herself with Garrick as if ready to give it a go, but Kent gently took hold of her arm instead.

      “We are not trying to be difficult or ungrateful. One of our weapons is the key to finding our quarry and safely recovering Aeron’s sister,” he explained. “So when I say we need our weapons back, I do mean that we need our weapons back.”

      “They’re locked in an armory. There are a dozen sleeping knights between here and there. You’ll never get past them undetected.”

      “I can,” Mehta said.

      Everyone looked at him.

      Since they’d all joined forces back in that pub in Xenthan, Mehta had rescued them from the reptides in the dungeon in Muroth, expertly assisted Aeron and Kallie’s escape from Valdis Keep, and in general proven himself to be lethally reliable. As such, Aeron was inclined to believe him without hesitation.

      “It’s impossible,” Faylen asserted, her voice still hushed.

      “No, it isn’t,” Mehta said. “Not for a Xyonate.”

      “Former Xyonate,” Garrick pointed out.

      Mehta stared at him blankly.

      “What? You always correct me whenever I call you a Xyonate.”

      Mehta shifted his focus back to Faylen. “I can do it. And I must. We need our weapons back.”

      “If we enter the wilderness unarmed, we are as good as dead,” Kent said. “Especially if the knights catch up to us.”

      “You’re a mage. You’ll be fine.”

      “Then they are as good as dead.” Kent motioned toward the others, but Aeron could tell by his tone that he was exaggerating for effect. “I have witnessed Mehta’s capabilities firsthand. He can get the weapons back for us.”

      “Aeron’s spear is in Commander Brove’s private quarters,” Faylen said. “Not even a Xyonate—or a former Xyonate, or whatever—could get that one back.”

      The thought of leaving that beastly spear behind soured Aeron’s stomach, but they hardly had time to argue about it. Every moment spent chitchatting about weaponry was another moment Kallie got closer to Lord Valdis.

      “I can get another spear,” Aeron said. “I’ll make do. Just need a long stick with a blade on one end, and I’ll be fine.”

      Faylen fumed, but she finally gave in. “Whatever. I’ll take you to the armory, but then you’re leaving, and that’s final.”

      “I could just sift them all instead,” Mehta suggested. “Then we wouldn’t have to bother with sneaking around.”

      “We already discussed this,” Faylen hissed. “Absolutely not.”

      Mehta shrugged and motioned her forward.

      As they headed for the cellblock door, Aeron uttered from behind, “Mehta?”

      Mehta turned back, and so did Faylen.

      “Grab my pack, too.” Aeron rubbed his lower back. “I really need a shroom.”
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        * * *

      

      The doorway to the armory didn’t have a door anymore, though Mehta could see splinters of wood hugging the corners where the walls met the floors. Probably all that remained of the door.

      Perhaps squatters had burned it to keep warm years before, or maybe the armory had been breached, and the door had been obliterated in the process, leaving splinters as the only indication it had ever existed at all.

      Those splinters, combined with other wear and tear on the walls and floor, suggested that a battle had raged in the fortress at some point, but not recently. Perhaps even decades or centuries ago.

      No guards were posted inside the armory. After all, why bother guarding when all the prisoners were locked in cells?

      Instead, all the other knights lay on the floor, asleep, surrounding a fire pit with dwindling flames in half of it. Blankets covered their bodies, and the faint rasp of ragged breathing against the winter air sounded from within.

      It all suited Mehta just fine. Smaller fires meant deeper shadows, and he’d need darkness to hide if any of them woke up.

      As promised, Faylen left him alone at the entrance to the armory and then retreated around the corner with Kent, Aeron, and Garrick.

      That also suited Mehta—in many ways, he was better alone, and he certainly preferred to be alone unless he didn’t have any other choice.

      He entered the armory with silent footsteps and sought out the nearest dark shadow capable of concealing him. His enchanted vision identified eleven soldiers, each of them outlined in green whenever he wasn’t looking too directly at the fire.

      They were all grunts—Leatherwings, like Aeron had been, most likely. They had to share sleeping quarters, but if Commander Brove had his own private quarters, then perhaps any other officers along with them did, too.

      Mehta’s enchanted vision also pinpointed the locations of several of their most crucial items and weapons. Most of their travel gear lay in a pile, still packed but separate from their weapons across the room.

      It made sense—the Govalians meant to take them back to Govalia. Even atop wyverns, that journey would take several days. Better to force the prisoners to carry their own packs and otherwise fend for themselves along the way—sans weapons, of course.

      Mehta reached the packs first. Given their weight and relative bulkiness, with Garrick’s dwarfing all the others, he figured on two trips to get them all back. He slung the first two packs onto his body, one on his front and one on his back, and crept through the sea of snoozing soldiers.

      His footfalls barely made any sound, even with the packs on his body, though he took extra care to move in smooth, fluid motions to keep any of the packs’ contents from making noise.

      None of the soldiers even stirred. He set down the first two packs—his own and Aeron’s—at the corner where Faylen had hidden with the other Blood Mercs, and then he returned to the armory for the other two.

      Unencumbered, Mehta made it back to the packs twice as fast now that he knew what path to take. He put Garrick’s huge pack on his back and slung Kent’s pack to his chest, and then he made his way back toward the door.

      Again, he progressed slower than he had coming into the room, but knowing his path sped things up—until one of the soldiers rolled over and sprawled one of his arms out, right as Mehta was stepping into that space.

      Had it been a half-second later, Mehta would’ve stepped squarely on the soldier’s arm. As it was, he barely managed to push off his back leg just a bit harder, and in doing so he made a small leap over the new obstacle in his path.

      He landed with a faint scuffing noise, and something in Garrick’s pack clinked. Mehta froze and surveyed the room.

      No one else was moving.

      Rather than wait to be sure, he resumed his silent trek back to the doorway and released the two packs into the care of their rightful owners.

      Now for the weapons.

      He approached the armory doorway again and scanned the room. As Faylen had asserted, Aeron’s spear was nowhere to be found. Commander Brove probably still had it.

      But he located the rest of their weapons, including the walking stick and the dagger concealed inside it. It leaned up against the back wall of the armory next to what appeared to be Kent’s sword and Garrick’s flail and battle-axe. A wooden cabinet of some sort stood next to them, also along the back wall.

      Mehta found it interesting that the Govalians had bothered to bring the walking stick at all. Were it his decision, he would’ve left it behind in the cave. More efficient.

      The precise location of Mehta’s knives remained a mystery. They weren’t anything special—just two simple iron blades with wooden hilts wrapped in black fabric—but they were his. He was used to them, and he could wield them like a shadow demon. He didn’t want to leave them behind.

      As he eased toward the weapons and the walking stick on the far side of the room, he kept watch for his knives. His enchanted vision outlined everything in green lines, so one way or another he would see them if they were still around.

      He retrieved the walking stick first. Without it, they stood no chance of defeating Lord Valdis. If nothing else, this one god-forged weapon might be the only guaranteed way of killing him, and if it led them to other, more powerful weapons, so much the better.

      He carried it along with Kent’s sword, one in each hand, and his thirst sparked to life. He was holding a perfectly good sword, albeit in his left hand instead of his right, in a room full of enemies who’d captured him and intended to see him brought to trial and, ultimately, execution.

      And they were all asleep, totally oblivious to him.

      The thirst begged for their blood, leveraging the logic and the opportunity of it against his promise to Faylen not to harm anyone.

      It urged, By the time she finds out, it will already be too late.

      Sift them now, before they catch up to you later.

      Take the potential for uncertainty out of it.

      And, with less tact, Paint the armory walls red with their blood and pave its floor with their entrails!

      He ignored them all, even though the thirst persisted its cries with every step.

      Though right-handed, Mehta was just as capable with his left hand as with his right. Holding the sword in his left hand meant virtually nothing when it came to effectiveness.

      He’d trained endlessly to shore up any and all potential weaknesses, including honing the lethality of his non-dominant hand. It would not hinder him from felling these knights if he chose to do so.

      But he resisted the screeches in his soul calling out for violence, to be sated with death, and instead wove his way back to the armory doorway in silence. Around the corner, Kent took the walking stick and the sword from him with a small nod, and then Mehta returned once more to the armory.

      Retrieving Garrick’s weapons proved a more complicated task. The fire crackled, casting his long shadow against the back wall as he approached Garrick’s weapons.

      One of the knights near him stirred.

      Mehta dropped flat to the floor, pretending to be one of them. He was exposed, in a spot with no shadows, so getting low was his best option at the moment.

      The knight rolled onto his back and sat upright for a moment. He rubbed his eyes, still facing away from Mehta’s position, and seemed to be staring at the fire.

      Mehta dared not breathe as he waited to see what the knight would do next. The knight wasn’t a big guy—he was built like Aeron, like the rest of the wyvern knights, but Mehta’s only means of defense at the moment were his own two hands.

      He had the advantage, for now, if the knight were to turn around and notice him, but one yelp would alert the entire room to his presence. Normally, a weaponless Mehta could handle almost anyone in combat, but facing eleven knights while unarmed was a far bigger problem.

      The knight yawned and stretched his arms with a sigh.

      Mehta silently prayed to Laeri that the knight would just lie back down and go to sleep. If he didn’t, it might necessitate a savage, yet precise response from Mehta.

      To Mehta’s relief, the knight did lie back down, and within minutes he was snoring again. As Mehta rose to his feet, he noticed something glinting at him in the firelight from the top of the wooden cabinet along the back wall.

      He moved closer and recognized the unmistakable shape of one of his knife blades sitting atop the cabinet. Mehta knew every curve, every angle of that blade. He would’ve recognized it anywhere. A smirk curled his lips.

      The cabinet threw his theory about squatters having burned the armory door at some point, because why wouldn’t they have also burned this cabinet, too?

      As long as Mehta got his knives back, the fortress’s history didn’t matter.

      The top of the cabinet was too tall for Mehta to just reach up and grasp the knife, but its doors opened, and he managed to step on the edge of a rack holding a row of spears. It gave him enough of a boost to take hold of the first knife, and his prowling fingers soon found the other one next to it.

      Mehta quickly stuffed them into the sheaths concealed within the folds of his clothes. If he ended up needing to fight his way out, his knives would be backup, last-resort weapons at best—especially against eleven trained opponents.

      He pulled one of the spears from the cabinet, thinking of Aeron, but he immediately put it back. It wasn’t weighted well at all. The second one he grabbed felt much better, so he kept it with him as he headed for Garrick’s weapons next.

      The battle-axe leaned against the wall with its red handle facing up and the axe head on the floor. As Mehta took hold of the handle, his thirst intensified once again, but this time with an unnatural decisiveness and fury that startled him.

      The instant his fingers clasped around the battle-axe’s red handle, his blood boiled with rage and mayhem, threatening to burst through his skin and claim the lives of the knights around him without a moment’s hesitation.

      His teeth burned from the inside out, and he clenched them tightly. His eyes widened as his vision took on a deep red hue.

      He released the battle-axe immediately and stepped back, stunned. The weapon teetered and began to fall.

      Mehta’s boot lashed out and caught the handle before it could smack against the stone, then he eased it to the floor silently.

      Garrick had explained the weapons’ origins to him, but Mehta hadn’t truly grasped the extent of their dark properties. It could’ve been a fatal mistake for everyone in the vicinity—perhaps even his fellow Blood Mercs. Based on that small taste of what those weapons would do to him—or through him—he didn’t ever want to find out.

      When paired with his already insatiable thirst, the weapon’s pull was too strong to resist. If he hadn’t let go when he did, the combination would’ve overwhelmed his will and taken control. He could feel it.

      So how would he get them out of the armory if he couldn’t pick them up with his hands?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, Garrick wondered why Mehta was taking so long to get back out of the armory, but when he finally emerged with a spear and the phantom steel weapons, it made sense.

      Instead of carrying the battle-axe and the flail in his hands, Mehta had speared the underside of the battle-axe’s blade with the spearhead while balancing the flail’s chain on the opposite end of the spear’s shaft.

      How he’d even managed to get them arranged like that, Garrick didn’t know. He might’ve been impressed if it weren’t so strange.

      Garrick reached for the weapons, starting with the flail. As soon as he took hold of it, dark power rushed into him, urging him to attack anything and everything around him. He steeled himself against the effect and quickly fastened the flail to his hip.

      He repeated the action with the battle-axe, denying the violent urges once more. As he fastened the battle-axe to his belt, he caught sight of Mehta exhaling a subtle, relieved sigh.

      Garrick looked at him and whispered, “What’s wrong with you?”

      Mehta just shook his head, silent, and handed Aeron the spear.

      “Are we ready?” Faylen whispered, still holding the torch.

      Mehta nodded, and so did Garrick.

      She led them through the fortress corridors and halls until they reached the main entrance—a large doorframe without a door, just like the armory had been.

      Garrick huffed. What good were towering, sturdy stone walls without a functioning door to seal out enemies?

      Beyond the doorframe, a snowy courtyard beckoned them forward, barely visible in the dark sky. Before any of them could head out of the fortress, Faylen stopped them and held up her hands. She passed the torch to Kent, who took it without a word.

      “Just because the wyvern knights are asleep doesn’t mean their wyverns are as well. When you leave, move quickly, be silent, and try to stay low.” She looked at Garrick. “Especially you.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he grunted. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Go now, before anyone realizes you’re gone,” she said.

      “You’re not coming with us?” Aeron asked.

      “No,” she said. “I must fly a different path from yours.”

      Aeron’s expression sagged with sadness. “You can’t go back to the corps. They’ll execute you for treason. Nilla, too.”

      “I’m not going back,” Faylen said, “but I can’t go with you, either. There’s something I must do, and I cannot let anything interfere, no matter how much I want to join you.”

      “Faylen, I…”

      Garrick stood there, watching. Part of him wanted to give Aeron a firm nudge and a reminder that the sooner they got going, the sooner they could save Kallie.

      Another part of him wanted to nudge Aeron to speak his mind to the poor girl. He’d kept her waiting long enough, though she’d more than returned the favor.

      “I don’t know what I’m trying to say, but I need to say something,” Aeron said. He stared at Faylen, and she stared back at him. “I need you to know that—”

      Faylen grabbed ahold of Aeron, yanked him close, and kissed him.

      Garrick’s eyebrows rose. At least they made up their minds.
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        * * *

      

      Had Faylen’s kiss been an attack instead, it might’ve killed Aeron. As it was, her kiss still took Aeron’s breath away and nearly melted his legs into liquid.

      Never had he wanted to kiss anyone more than he’d wanted to kiss Faylen, and now it was happening. But just as he started to try to return the kiss, to really lean into it and give it all he had, Faylen pulled back.

      “I’m sorry.” She stepped away from him. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “It’s fine,” Aeron said quickly. “Really, I—”

      “No. I wouldn’t want someone to just force himself upon me. I shouldn’t have—”

      “You weren’t forcing anything,” Aeron interjected. “I wanted it as much as you did.”

      “Gods, this is awkward.” Faylen glanced around them, and Aeron, too, met the eyes of the other Blood Mercs.

      It was awkward. Really awkward.

      Aeron gulped down his embarrassment. “Faylen, I—”

      “We all need to leave,” she cut in. “We’ve lingered here long enough. Too long.”

      Aeron found Kent’s eyes for an instant, and Kent gave him a small nod.

      What the nod meant, Aeron didn’t know for sure, but he took it to mean that he needed to act now, or he might never have the chance to do so again.

      Aeron reached for Faylen, but before he could get ahold of her, she broke into a full run into the courtyard. He wanted to call after her, but he couldn’t risk shouting with Commander Brove and his men asleep in the fortress behind them.

      Aeron glanced at Kent again, and this time he got only a small shrug. Then Kent, Garrick, and Mehta all made for the doorway as well. Now Aeron was the one lingering behind.

      What was happening? Emotion swirled in his chest, and the wyvern wings fluttering in his stomach turned into throwing knives. He ached with regret, but what could he have done differently?

      They had no time. He had to save Kallie, and Faylen was going her own way. Had he missed his chance forever?

      Maybe not… if he could catch up to her in time.

      Aeron ran after them, clanking along in his armor, each noisy step a new risk, but he persisted. His running pace slowed to a slog as he encountered the dark, snow-covered courtyard, lit only by the solitary torch in Kent’s hand. Aeron started digging into the top of his breastplate for the Wafer whistle.

      Whoever had brought him into the jail hadn’t taken it from him. Perhaps they didn’t know what it was, or perhaps they hadn’t found it. Either way, he intended to use it as soon as he got clear of the courtyard. He could sense Wafer flying nearby.

      At the far end of the courtyard, the remains of an archway stood adjacent to a pair of ruined walls. Ahead of Aeron, Faylen rushed through it, followed closely by Mehta, Kent, and Garrick.

      The wing beats thundered overhead, and a reptilian shape dropped out of the sky before Faylen. It was Nilla, her wyvern, orange in color with purple stripes.

      Aeron’s heart rate increased along with his running speed.

      Was Faylen trying to run from him? From the connection they’d shared? Or was she truly just concerned about getting caught by Commander Brove and the others?

      Aeron’s paced slowed as Faylen climbed atop Nilla’s back in a swift, smooth motion. He’d missed his chance, and the sourness in his gut confirmed his defeat.

      “Get moving,” Faylen said to them from atop Nilla. “Obaris is due north of here. If you head east through the Thornback Mountains, you might catch up to Kallie and the others in time to save her.”

      “We’re not going after her,” Aeron said between breaths. By now, his heart ached worse than his back ever had. “We have a different plan to save her. We’re gonna stick to it.”

      “Do whatever you want. I’m heading south.”

      “To Muroth?” Kent asked.

      “Yes,” Faylen replied. “And perhaps to Inoth beyond that. I have family in southeastern Inoth. I’m going to bide my time there with Nilla and wait until Commander Brove’s ire has cooled before I move around the continent too much.”

      “He won’t go after you,” Aeron said. “He wants me.”

      And frankly, Aeron hoped he’d follow. Now, with awareness of Commander Brove’s proximity and the Blood Mercs on his side, Aeron wanted nothing more than another face-to-face encounter with him. Then they could settle this once and for all.

      “I can’t count on that,” Faylen said. “And I don’t care what you do. Just don’t follow me. I don’t plan on leaving any trail as to where I’ve gone.”

      “We won’t,” Garrick said. “We’re hunting bigger prey.”

      “Good.” Faylen’s eyes locked onto Aeron’s in the flickering light of the torch.

      The wind had calmed to virtually nothing, and snow fell around them in small flurries, so he could see her clearly. Part of him yearned to go with her, to try to find out what their future could be if he followed her instead. But doing so would condemn Kallie to death, and he refused to let that happen.

      Aeron’s words failed him once again as he stared at Faylen, so he said, “Goodbye, Faylen. I hope we meet again.”

      Faylen gave him a slow, sullen nod, then Nilla burst upward in an eruption of snow. They veered southward and disappeared into the inky black night.

      Aeron sighed as sadness, loss, and regret racked him on the inside. He should’ve said something else, should’ve told her everything. Now, long after the last bit of warmth from her kiss had faded from his lips, he was as lost as he’d ever been.

      “Aeron.” Kent’s gentle voice drew Aeron out of his malaise. “We must go.”

      Aeron nodded. Then he put the Wafer whistle to his mouth and blew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was nearly dawn when the pull of the ice-forged dagger in Kent’s hand shifted ever so slightly. The Blood Mercs had fled the fortress hours earlier, and they hadn’t even stopped for a moment to breathe. Now they might finally have a reason to.

      As the first rays of sunlight crept over the horizon, the dagger in Kent’s hand drew him to the east. It didn’t quite amount to a physical pull; rather he sensed it through his magic seeping into the dagger.

      Kent had to carefully regulate his magic flow. The dagger pleaded with him, constantly trying to draw more out of him. He dared not give in for fear of what might happen.

      It could end up draining him too quickly, or the dagger might unleash an icy power that would prove fatal to him, the other Blood Mercs, or both. It wasn’t worth the risk to find out—not until they knew more about god-forged weapons. For now, he had to contain his magic.

      So when the dagger altered the flow of Kent’s magic, he recognized it immediately. He called to the others, “Something is happening.”

      Garrick and Mehta, who were following Kent’s lead, caught up to him in a hurry. Garrick asked, “What?”

      “The dagger. I feel some sort of pull.” Kent nodded toward the east. “That way.”

      “Should we have Aeron scout ahead?” Garrick suggested.

      “I would rather he stayed behind to ensure we are not being followed,” Kent replied. “If we are forced to flee or to turn and fight a squad of wyvern knights, I would prefer some reaction time beforehand.”

      “Makes sense.” Garrick nodded. “Sun’s coming up. We’ll be easier to track now, too. We gotta find this place quick.”

      “The sensation is just as Mehta’s Grandfather described. Something is calling to this dagger. I do not know what else it could be.”

      “As long as whatever’s doing the calling doesn’t try to kill us, I’ll be happy.” Garrick motioned Kent forward. “Let’s go. We can’t waste time.”

      Two hours passed, with the dagger’s pull growing ever stronger and clearer. It led them back into the mountains, and they hiked northeast, blazing their own trails through the snow-coated pines.

      By the end of the third hour, as the winter sun sagged low in the sky, Kent found he had to focus more and more to restrict the flow of his magic. They were getting close—very close.

      A furious screech from behind and above jolted their steps, and they turned back for a look. Aeron and Wafer dropped out of the sky, gliding down toward them with abandon.

      Before they even had a chance to land, Aeron shouted, “They found us! They’re coming!”

      Given how close they were to the temple—if, in fact, that’s where the dagger was leading them—Garrick’s suggestion to send Aeron to scout ahead now made sense. Even if they couldn’t find an entrance, finding suitable cover or a more fortified position was essential.

      Once Aeron landed, Kent shouted instructions, and Aeron and Wafer immediately took to the sky again. Then Kent turned his attention to Mehta and Garrick.

      “We need to run,” Kent said, “more north than east at this point. Based on how the dagger is pulling, we must be close to the temple. Perhaps we can make it.”

      “Then quit talking and move.” Garrick shoved past him and lumbered up the mountainside with Mehta right behind him.

      Despite holding the dagger, Kent followed them, shouting directional changes as needed. It made more sense for him to bring up the rear. Mehta and Garrick couldn’t do much until the wyvern knights drew in close, but Kent could hurl all manner of magical attacks at them from the ground.

      In the distance, multiple dots materialized in the sky. They didn’t have much time.

      Kent turned and ran after the others, plowing through snow and navigating rocks and gorges and trees.

      Not long after, Aeron and Wafer intercepted them. From the sky, Aeron shouted, “There’s an opening in the rocks a couple miles ahead. Looks like a cave, but it goes down instead of in. Might be a cavern.”

      “Good enough!” Garrick shouted. “There are too many of them to fight out in the open. We need to even our odds.”

      “We will not make it in time,” Kent said. “Can you and Wafer take us there?”

      Aeron shook his head as he and Wafer landed. “Not all at once. Two trips, maybe. You and Mehta on one, Garrick on the other.”

      Wafer snorted and glowered at Garrick, who returned the look with a glare of his own.

      “I’ll stay,” Garrick said. “I’m the least vulnerable.”

      “No,” Kent said. “Mehta and I should stay. I can do more harm to them than you can.”

      “Not if they get close, and they will,” Garrick countered.

      “We don’t have time to argue.” Aeron and Wafer took off again, and Wafer snatched Garrick by his arms and lifted him into the sky, albeit slowly and with great effort.

      “Hey! Put me down!” Garrick squirmed at first, but as they ascended higher, he went still—all except for his mouth. He shouted, “You pricks better not get killed without me!”

      Kent turned to Mehta. “I suggest you take cover nearby. You cannot do much with only a pair of knives right now, but you can watch my back. That will help me be confident in what I must do.”

      “You might be surprised, but…” Mehta nodded. “I’ll keep you safe.”

      “Thank you.”

      As Mehta withdrew into some nearby pine trees, Kent considered the ice-forged dagger in his hand. If he flooded it with magic, it would unquestionably do something… but he didn’t know what. Could he control it? Could he bend it to his will?

      Or would it bend him instead?

      With more than a dozen wyvern knights closing in, he was about to find out. He didn’t have any better options, so he raised the dagger, pointed it at them, and loosed more of his magic into it.

      All around him, the snow began to move. Kent fought to control it with his mind, focusing on huge masses of it all at once, clumping it together, and forcing it skyward. The snow lifted off of the ground, the rocks, and the trees to form a tube-shaped mass of densely packed ice, almost serpentine in appearance.

      As Kent moved the dagger, the snow serpent moved as well. Then Kent thrust the dagger forward, pushing more magic to flow into it, and the snow serpent launched toward the incoming wyvern knights.

      They tried to veer out of the way, but Kent commanded the snow again, and the snow serpent broke apart and battered the whole squad. Several of them dropped from the sky, but it would only slow them down.

      The beginning of magic fatigue had already set in. The dagger had amplified his power but at a high cost. Even so, he wondered what more this dagger could enable him to do.

      As the wyverns began to recover and regroup into a flying formation, this time more spread out, Kent pointed the dagger at one of them. They were probably less than a mile away now, and he could just barely distinguish between rider and mount.

      He pumped magic into the dagger, hoping for a reaction like that of the snow steel sword Garrick had used to carry. The dagger didn’t disappoint.

      A blue-white beam burst from the dagger’s tip, easily ten times the diameter of the dagger itself, and it cut through the air toward the wyvern knights. The wyvern knights scattered well ahead of it, but as they did, the beam broke apart and chased after them, curling in the air as if seeking them out on its own.

      In his mind’s eye, Kent followed each of them at first, but he couldn’t maintain more than a dozen individual beams. The experience nearly fractured his mind, so he abandoned them all except for one, and he watched it in his mind as it chased the nearest wyvern knight before his eyes.

      The beam hit the wyvern in its side, freezing it and its rider solid in midair. The image in Kent’s mind snapped away, and he watched as the wyvern and the knight plummeted out of the sky, encased in ice together. When they hit the rocks below, they shattered into hundreds of frozen pieces.

      It had been an incredible experience, but it had worn Kent’s magic out. He breathed slow breaths as his body strained to replenish his magic.

      He didn’t really know how his magic levels worked; the old tomes he’d read on the subject had never given a firm explanation of the process, but they had certainly emphasized the importance of not straining too much. The results were always catastrophic and oftentimes fatal.

      The wyvern knights regrouped again and drew nearer as Aeron and Wafer landed behind Kent and Mehta.

      Kent continued to hold the dagger, and it continued pulling at his magic, but he refused to give it any more. Instead, he forced his aching legs to move his body toward Wafer. He took hold of Aeron’s extended arm and pulled himself up—or maybe Aeron pulled him up instead—onto Wafer’s back.

      Mehta climbed up behind Kent, then Wafer’s wings pounded the air, and they rose off the ground in a hurry.

      Kent glanced back. The wyvern knights had closed to within shouting distance. One good spear throw might very well hit Wafer. And if it was a spear like the one Commander Brove had confiscated from Aeron, it might even take Wafer down.

      That was a lot of “ifs,” though. By Kent’s estimation, the odds were infinitesimal at best.

      As the Blood Mercs flew over the mountains, the wyvern knights closed in, and Kent’s magic continued to restore. The fatigue lessened, and his focus returned.

      Back when he’d first discovered his magic, Kent had tried so hard to hide it, to suppress it. He would’ve given anything to expunge it from his life once and for all.

      Now he relied on it as if it were air, and not having enough of it left him empty and drained.

      As Wafer descended toward a hole yawning at them from the mountains below, Kent glanced back at the wyverns again. They’d closed to well within spearing distance now, but with Wafer descending, and with the added weight from Mehta and Kent on his back, gravity helped to widen the gap between them.

      Jagged stone formations jutted up from the edges of the hole below, wreathed in snow, but even with his wings fully extended, Wafer had plenty of clearance all around to lower them into the cavern.

      But that meant the wyvern knights pursuing them had just as much clearance to follow, and they did. As Wafer touched down on the snow-covered cavern floor, the wyvern knights poured into the cavern after them. Mehta and Kent quickly dismounted so Aeron and Wafer could get airborne again.

      Garrick had taken cover behind some boulders off to one side, but now he ran toward them with those phantom steel weapons in his hands. A visage of primal rage had seized his face as it had before, in the village, when last he’d used the weapons.

      Now fully rejuvenated, Kent loosed his magic into the dagger once again. But this time, as he did, the dagger refused to obey him.

      Instead, it reacted on its own.

      That’s when Kent realized the dagger’s pull had never been stronger. And this time it was pulling straight down.

      As the wyvern knights swirled above them, the cavern floor cracked open. Kent stumbled, trying to maintain his balance, and Mehta crouched low to counter all the shaking around them. The floor split all the way from one side to the other, dividing the cavern in two.

      Had Kent caused this? Had the dagger somehow made this happen? Or was it something else?

      Mehta and Kent were on one side of the fissure, and Garrick was on the other. The rock floor tumbled away, down into the chasm below, disintegrating until the gap had widened to several hundred feet across.

      All the while, Kent alternated his focus between Garrick, the wyverns flying overhead, and the ever-widening crevice before them.

      Then a wall of ice erupted from within the fissure like a thundering geyser, piercing through the cavern and out the opening at the top. The ice separated several of the wyverns from their comrades, and it separated Mehta and Kent from Aeron, Wafer, and Garrick.

      At the top, the ice splayed out and filled the opening to the cavern, blocking any hope of escape, even for the wyverns trapped on Mehta and Kent’s side. Whether or not it had done the same thing on Aeron and Garrick’s side, Kent didn’t know, but it didn’t matter now.

      What mattered was surviving whatever came next. And what came at them next were the wyvern knights on their side of the ice wall, led by Commander Brove himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When the ice wall arose from the fissure in the floor, Aeron could hardly believe his eyes. Aeron and Wafer had darted out of the way, down toward Garrick, to avoid getting pulverized in the process.

      He marveled at the sight of the wall sealing itself to the opening, closing it off completely on their side. They were trapped inside this cavern… or half of it, anyway.

      It glowed crystalline and slightly blue from the sunlight shining into it from overhead, casting enough light into the cavern that they could still see. In all actuality, it was easier to see now than when Aeron had first entered the cavern with Garrick clutched in Wafer’s talons.

      But how had this even happened? Was it some sort of mechanism from Fjorst’s temple? Had they even found the temple? Or had Fjorst himself created the wall?

      Aeron remained dubious about all of it. In any case, whatever had triggered the wall to rise didn’t matter nearly as much as the end result: the wall had separated Aeron and Garrick from Kent and Mehta.

      But it had also separated five of the wyvern knights from the other seven, and Commander Brove had ended up on the other side. The wyvern knights who remained included four Leatherwings and a Steelwing Aeron didn’t recognize, all of them armed with spears and poleaxes.

      Aeron braced himself for an attack, and he sensed Wafer tense up for it, too, as they hovered in the air just above the cavern floor. Next to them, Garrick still held his cursed battle-axe and flail with a crazed expression on his face.

      But the wyvern knights didn’t attack. Instead, the Steelwing ordered them to set down on the cavern floor. Then he alone flew over to Aeron and Garrick atop his light-green wyvern. Splotches of blue darkened the wyvern’s scales in random areas, including around his right eye.

      The Steelwing carried himself with an air of confidence as his wyvern glided toward them. He held a spear like Aeron’s—simple, but sharp and doubtless effective in his capable hands. He also looked somewhat familiar, but Aeron couldn’t place how he might’ve known him.

      At about twenty paces away, the Steelwing spoke. “Leatherwing Ironglade, I call upon you and your comrade to lay down your arms willingly. There is no need for us to fight. You will receive a fair trial and justice from the Govalian Empire.”

      Garrick scoffed next to Aeron. “The hell he will. What trial in all of Aletia has ever been fair?”

      “Give me your name, sir,” the Steelwing said, “and I will give you mine.”

      “Garrick Shatterstone,” he replied. “And I don’t really care who you are. I’m gonna rip you and that lizard apart.”

      The Steelwing studied Garrick for a moment, appraising him. “I am called Raqat, and I have no wish to fight you.”

      “Too bad,” Garrick growled and started toward him. As he did, something scraped off to the side, from the shadows amid the rocks along the cavern floor.

      Aeron extended his hand. “Wait, Garrick.”

      To Aeron’s surprise, Garrick actually stopped, but he looked back at Aeron with a snarl.

      As Garrick snarled, Wafer issued a low growl, too. A warning.

      But it wasn’t directed at Garrick. It was directed at something beyond him, concealed within the darkness. Aeron could sense it too, through his bond with Wafer.

      Then it came out to greet them.
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        * * *

      

      Whatever was happening on the other side of the ice wall, Mehta didn’t know. The ice was far too thick to see through, and it had blocked all sound from the other side as well.

      But it hadn’t blocked the majority of the wyverns from ending up on this side of the wall, including Commander Brove himself.

      “Rosford, Darvies, attack them,” Commander Brove ordered from high atop his gray wyvern.

      Mehta glanced at Kent, who now held a stone in his hand in addition to the ice-forged dagger. He was ready.

      Two of the wyvern knights, one male and one female, fluttered forward with their spears at the ready. Then they dove down at Mehta and Kent with their wyverns’ wings spread wide and their spears primed to strike.

      Mehta’s knives leaped into his hands, and he bided his time as the female wyvern knight screamed toward him. With her in the air, riding atop a massive wyvern, and with him on flat ground, the odds skewed heavily in her favor. She had the reach, the mobility, and the force.

      But he had speed, and he had his thirst.

      The spear and the wyvern’s jaws lashed toward Mehta, but he dove out of the way, toward the wall of ice. Somewhere in the distance, rocks scraped and clacked together as Kent summoned them for his attacks.

      Now with his back against the wall of ice, Mehta waited for the wyvern knight to attack again.

      Normally, he preferred to fight out in the open to give himself more freedom and mobility, but the wyverns could utilize most of their best tactics in the open. By facing off against this one with his back against the wall, he was taking away a sizable percentage of the wyvern knight’s movement capabilities.

      She couldn’t fly her wyvern parallel to the wall and get close enough to him to strike—its wingspan was too large, and it couldn’t exactly fly lopsided. And if she tried to attack head-on, the wyvern was large and unwieldy, and could only get so low and so close to the wall before it had to land or pull up.

      Either approach would force her to get close to him—and to stay close to him—long enough that he could attack in return. And that’s exactly what his thirst wanted.

      But as Mehta calculated her next attack and steeled himself to react to it, an otherworldly shriek sounded from one of the dark corners of the cavern.

      Someone yelled, “Look out!”

      Then a creature launched through the air and hit the female wyvern knight from the side. It appeared to be covered in frost or ice or powdered with fine snow, and it wrenched her off of the wyvern’s back and took her down hard to the cavern floor.

      Mehta recoiled at first, unsure what the thing was, then he sprang into action. Because it didn’t matter what it was—it wasn’t on his side, and it clearly wasn’t on the wyvern knights’ side. That meant he’d have to fight it eventually, and killing it while it was distracted was better than facing it head-on.

      He lurched toward it as the wyvern next to him hissed and roared, awkwardly trying to maneuver its way around to reach its rider. Mehta got there first, and he drove his knives into the thing’s back at what should’ve been critical points.

      The creature’s spine was extra pronounced and tipped with small spikes that appeared to be made of ice, from its neck down to its tailbone. Mehta’s knives went in easily, but as soon as he jerked them free for another stab, jagged shards of ice sprouted where he’d stabbed the thing.

      It abandoned the wyvern knight and turned toward him instead.

      Two light-blue fangs, comparable in color to Kent’s ice-forged dagger, protruded from its gaping mouth. Inside, Mehta saw its dead, blue tongue and a row of enamel, humanlike teeth, some of which were missing. Its eyes were twice the size of a normal human’s and glossed over with an icy blue film of some sort.

      Instead of a nose, two holes punctuated its blackened, frostbitten face, now frozen in a mortified expression of pain. Frost covered its equally dark, naked body, yet it moved as fluidly as if it were living, healthy flesh.

      But it definitely wasn’t living or breathing, and it could barely be considered flesh anymore. It certainly wasn’t human. It was an abomination. A frostblood, just like his grandfather had said.

      It should’ve been dead already. Instead, the frostblood lunged at Mehta with arthritic, bony fingers.

      Mehta stepped back, out of its grasp and away from its groping fingers and those wicked blue fangs, and he executed a perfect sequence of cuts to the clumsy frostblood’s midsection, throat, inner thighs, and arms.

      The cuts would have felled virtually anything else, but they only exposed more jagged protrusions of ice from under the frostblood’s skin. His thirst reveled in every strike, but the frostblood kept coming at him.

      Then a boulder slammed into its head from the side, crushing its skull against the wall of ice with a heavy CLOP. The frostblood wilted to the cavern floor.

      Its head lay in pieces beyond its body and around its torso, and blackened skin clung to some of the fragments. But soon after, ice crystals bloomed from the half-husk of its skull that remained attached to its neck.

      Mehta stole a glance over at Kent, who had thrown the boulder with his magic. Beyond him, a swarm of at least a dozen more frostbloods had overtaken the wyvern and the knight that Kent had been fighting. They went down in a series of screeches and yells.

      Meanwhile, Kent rushed toward Mehta and the female knight, who’d recovered her footing and was hurrying to remount her wyvern.

      And by the time Mehta looked back at the frostblood, it had already started to push itself back up to its knees. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      What are these things? Why won’t they die?

      For the first time in his entire life, Mehta’s thirst hesitated.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to the phantom steel weapons in Garrick’s hands, rage flowed through his body, both unnatural and severe. And thanks to the arrival of Fjorst’s frozen chosen, the rage was not unwelcome in the least.

      As a dozen frostbloods burst forth from within the cavern, two thoughts crossed Garrick’s mind. The first was that Mehta’s grandfather had been right about something terrible grabbing men and hauling them away in the night. Garrick shouldn’t have doubted him.

      Second, Garrick wondered how quickly he could take them all down.

      He shifted into full berserker mode and became a whirling, spinning mass of green-tinted destruction. Lord Valdis’s weapons sang in haunting tones as they whipped through the frigid air, laying waste to the frostbloods in blow after furious blow.

      But as he tore through them, Garrick noticed that he was the only one doing any lasting damage. Wafer had knocked a few of them over, and Aeron’s spear had stabbed a few others, but nothing they did seemed to fell any of the frostbloods.

      Instead, wherever normal weapons pierced the frostbloods’ flesh, jagged spikes of ice sprouted from the wounds instead of blood. By comparison, Garrick’s phantom steel weapons dismantled the frostbloods with ease, and they didn’t get back up when he was finished with them.

      Raqat and his wyvern knights weren’t faring any better. Wyvern teeth and talons and the knights’ weapons carved into the frostbloods, all to no avail. Before long, Raqat ordered his knights to pull back, and Aeron and Wafer did the same.

      That suited Garrick just fine, though. It gave him more space to wreak havoc.

      The unnatural rage threw his movements into vicious strikes, and his phantom steel weapons had no trouble obliterating the frostbloods’ frail bodies.

      But contrary to what Lord Valdis had told him about the weapons’ abilities to harvest the essence of their victims, Garrick didn’t feel any gain in power like he had when he’d fought the soldiers back in the village.

      Perhaps these frostbloods were already dead and thus had no essence to take. From their appearance, it made sense that they would be.

      When the last of the frostbloods went down, Garrick slammed the head of the flail down on its face for good measure. Then he immediately turned back toward Raqat and his wyvern knights. If the weapons couldn’t take essence from the frostbloods, they’d take it from those knights and their wyverns instead.

      “Garrick!” Aeron called after him.

      The sound of Aeron’s voice grated on Garrick’s nerves. Perhaps when he finished with Raqat and his wyvern knights, he could turn the weapons on Aeron and Wafer next. Their essence was just as good as anyone else’s, after all, and Garrick could use their power more effectively than they could.

      But something within Garrick resisted that idea, hard—some part of him, locked and chained and drowning in black shadows.

      He remembered that voice. The part of him that didn’t want Lord Valdis to have control over him anymore. The part of him that wanted to eliminate Lord Valdis rather than to serve him.

      He listened to that voice, and for the briefest moment, the voice got him to open his hands. His weapons clattered to the cavern floor, and he inhaled a shuddering breath of icy air as the rage dissipated from his chest and exited his body with a ragged exhale.

      Gods, that was close.

      The weapons had almost taken him again. They’d been harder to resist this time, yet they might’ve been the only weapons among any of them that could take out these frostbloods if any more of them showed up. So what was Garrick to do about it?

      He turned back to face Aeron, inhaling and exhaling quick, yet deep breaths to calm his racing heart.

      “You good?” Aeron asked, still riding Wafer and still high enough that Garrick couldn’t have struck at him short of hurling his spear.

      Garrick nodded. “You?”

      Aeron nodded, too, and then he and Wafer landed next to Garrick, who snatched up the weapons, subdued the rage that ignited in his chest, and quickly fastened them to his belt. The rage subsided once more, and together they faced Raqat and his wyvern knights.

      “If you want to get out of here,” Aeron began, “then I suggest you work with us instead of trying to arrest us.”

      Raqat’s rigid posture straightened even further. He still held his spear. “Whether we escape or not, I am oathbound to fulfill my obligations to the empire.”

      “You think those things, or anything else that’s in here, care about your oaths?” Garrick huffed and motioned toward the demolished frostbloods on the cavern floor. “We’re nothing but meat to them. And your weapons can’t get the job done. Mine can.”

      “We don’t want to fight you, but we will if we have to,” Aeron said. “Join with us instead. We’re sealed in here. There’s no way out at the top—I checked. And this ice isn’t gonna melt any time soon. It’s freezing outside. This far north, it may never melt. But if we cooperate, maybe we can find a way out together.”

      Raqat stayed silent for a long moment.

      Garrick didn’t know what he had to think about; the choice was clear. Their wyverns couldn’t stay in this cavern forever, and if more frostbloods attacked without Garrick there to fight them off, they wouldn’t survive.

      Maybe Raqat was just being difficult.

      “Very well,” Raqat finally said. “I offer you a truce.”

      “And a three-day head-start once we get out,” Aeron said.

      Garrick blinked at him. The kid sure had stones when he was riding Wafer.

      “One day,” Raqat said. “And don’t press me further on the matter.”

      “Deal,” Aeron replied. He anchored his spear to Wafer’s saddle and then dismounted. Raqat also dismounted, and they met in the center of the cavern, before the glowing ice wall, and shook hands.
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        * * *

      

      Kent failed to destroy even a single one of the frostbloods by hurling rocks at them. He’d pulverized some of them beyond recognition, and yet still they came at him and Mehta, as relentless as ever.

      Worse still, their bodies re-formed and fused together, reinforced by ice wherever breaks or gashes happened. How could they defeat such wretched beasts if brute force could not prevail?

      But Kent had encountered supernatural entities before—specifically the water golem back in the dungeon in Muroth. No amount of swordplay nor any form of anima magic had harmed it.

      Yet when Kent struck its core with a blast of magic from Garrick’s old snow steel blade, the water golem had frozen solid. Then Kent had managed to destroy it with raw magic.

      These frostbloods wouldn’t freeze, no matter what Kent did to them, but perhaps raw magic could harm them.

      There was only one way to find out.

      One of them lunged at Kent with its bright blue fangs bared, eager to bury them in his neck or his arm or whatever part of him they could reach. Instead of moving away this time, Kent sent a blast of raw magic at the frostblood’s misshapen head.

      The magic sheared half of its face and the bone behind it away. Kent adjusted his aim and took out the rest of its head as well.

      This time, ice didn’t replace the frostblood’s head. Instead, its body crumpled into a heap of frostbitten flesh and bone, unmoving.

      It had worked.

      More of them came at Kent, and he felled them just as easily. But expending raw magic always took more out of him, and the familiar sense of fatigue returned quickly.

      Focusing magic into the various natural elements associated with anima magic actually amplified the power of his magic at a lower cost. As a result, it depleted him much slower than using raw magic.

      By the time he’d overcome the entire pack of frostbloods, Kent felt as exhausted and out of breath as when he’d tried to burn his way out of the other cave. But at least he’d fended off the threat.

      Well, most of it, anyway.

      The instant the last frostblood went down, Kent dropped to his hands and knees, all but totally spent.

      Meanwhile, Commander Brove and his wyvern knights lowered to a hovering position just above the cavern floor and slowly approached Kent.

      He didn’t have the energy to fight them, too. His magic needed time to recover, to rejuvenate.

      Then Mehta stepped in front of Kent, facing the wyvern knights with nothing but his knives in his hands.

      Commander Brove raised his hand, and the wyvern knights stopped their advance twenty feet away from Kent and Mehta’s position. “A pair of knives? Against six of the finest wyvern knights Govalia has to offer?”

      Mehta didn’t reply, and Kent couldn’t get any words out anyway. Better to rest and let his magic replenish than waste even a breath talking to Commander Brove.

      “What, exactly, do you expect to accomplish with those?” Commander Brove asked.

      “You’re about to find out,” Mehta replied with total sincerity and certainty in his voice.

      The way he’d said it reminded Kent of his own decisiveness. In many ways, Mehta was a timid, quiet sort, usually unwilling to speak unless he had to.

      But when it came to doing battle, Kent had never encountered someone more fierce and precise—not even Garrick. If anyone could make good on a promise of violence, it was Mehta.

      Commander Brove chuckled and sneered at him. He extended Aeron’s spear toward Mehta. “I’ll enjoy burying all three tips of this spearhead in your face.”

      This time, Mehta held his tongue.

      Kent marshaled his strength and managed to stand. He opened his mouth for a cunning retort, but a deathly groan, deep and animalistic, sounded from the side.

      The wyvern that the frostbloods had taken down jerked to life, now frostbitten and covered in ice. It loosed a roar that sounded like that of a beast trapped in a chasm, and it spread its wings wide.

      It had become a frostblood itself. Then it launched toward the wyvern knights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment the frostblood wyvern awakened to its new, unnatural existence, Mehta’s plan to deal with the remaining wyvern knights dissipated like a drop of blood in an ocean.

      Perhaps he should have expected it, given how insistent the frostbloods were on trying to bite them. It must’ve been how they spread their condition to others.

      But a full-grown frostblood wyvern wasn’t something Mehta would’ve predicted.

      It took to the air, chasing Commander Brove and the surviving wyvern knights around in a high-stakes game of aerial evasion, pursuing its fellow wyverns relentlessly as they stabbed at it with their spears. Their attacks proved as ineffective as they had been before, and the wyvern just kept coming.

      A snarling growl sounded from where the wyvern had awakened, and its corresponding knight rose to its feet and started toward Mehta.

      He nudged Kent, though his thirst urged him to try once more to handle it himself.

      Kent had already noticed the knight, and with another blast of blue magic, the knight burst apart from the center of his chest outward. His limbs careened away, thumping along the cavern floor where they would remain, possibly forever, still and silent.

      Kent’s legs wobbled, and Mehta rushed to brace him. Together, they managed to stay standing, though Kent was heavier than Mehta had expected.

      Kent had grown up wealthy, especially compared to the life Mehta had lived, but a man with Kent’s prowess didn’t get to be his age without a lot of training along the way. That prowess, combined with his magic, made Kent the most lethal of the Blood Mercs—even more so than Mehta.

      And he had just proven it yet again by slaying a creature no one else in the cavern could slay. But they still had that wyvern to deal with.

      Or did they?

      “We should go,” Mehta said.

      “And let them handle the wyvern?” Kent nodded. “A wise decision. It will give me time to recuperate, and we can begin to make our way deeper into this cavern in search of an exit. I will follow you. You can see far better than I can.”

      Mehta nodded. He felt odd, leading the way into the darkness as he had back in the dungeon in Muroth, but with his enchanted vision, it made sense to do so.

      Before long, Kent and Mehta had left the cries and the screeches of the aerial battle behind them.
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        * * *

      

      To Aeron’s relief, the cavern not only offered a way to move forward but also one that was wide enough for Wafer to fit through.

      Compared to the other knights’ wyverns, Wafer was bigger by a small margin. Only Raqat’s wyvern, named Trokos, was larger—and even then, not by much.

      Aeron couldn’t help but wonder how a confrontation between Wafer and Trokos would play out, or between himself and Raqat, if it came to it. They’d both be wielding spears, and without the one Commander Brove had reclaimed from Aeron, neither of them would have a discernible advantage in a fight.

      Aeron pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind and returned his focus to the path before him. If Raqat went against his word, Aeron would deal with it then, and he’d have no problem with Garrick running rampant through the remaining wyvern knights.

      The path curled down into the mountainside, away from the wall of ice. Were it not for the torches and flint brought by Raqat and his knights, Aeron couldn’t have seen where they were heading.

      As they advanced, the tunnel narrowed to the point where the wyverns could no longer fly through it. Instead, they landed and walked on their hind legs and the knuckles of their wings with their knights still riding them. Most wyverns hated walking for very long, but they didn’t have a choice at the moment.

      Wafer didn’t care. He was too concerned about staying alert and watching for potential threats. Aeron tried to urge him to relax through their bond, but Wafer refused to shake the mentality. A few minutes later, Aeron realized why.

      The path had widened to a small cavern near where the first light shined through the stone. Shafts of icy blue light glowed from the wall of the path at random spots, illuminating the opposite wall well enough that they wouldn’t need torches to navigate this new room.

      At the sight of the shafts of light, Wafer issued a low growl, and so did several of the other wyverns in the group.

      Aeron exhaled a vapory breath. Part of him wished he had a torch of his own so he could use it to warm himself, but the downside of that was having only one hand free to wield his spear.

      Bad, came the impression from Wafer.

      If Aeron had wanted to, he could’ve commanded Wafer to fly over the majority of the lights. It would be a tight squeeze for some of them, but if they were truly bad, as Wafer had suggested, then avoiding them was worth a bit of stress.

      “Smell something, bud?” Aeron asked.

      Wafer’s head bobbed up and down, and he sent the same impression through their bond again: Bad.

      Raqat and Trokos thumped up to their position, next to Aeron and Wafer. “Your wyvern senses it, too?”

      Aeron nodded. “I don’t know what it is, but Wafer doesn’t like it.”

      “Wafer?” Raqat eyed him. “Your wyvern is called ‘Wafer?’”

      Embarrassment passed between Aeron and Wafer, and Wafer sent back anger. A piece of that anger latched onto Aeron’s heart, but he tried not to let it hit his voice, too. It wasn’t the first time someone had poked at Wafer’s name.

      “Yeah,” Aeron responded.

      “What possessed you to give a brittle name to such a mighty beast?” Raqat asked.

      Aeron opened his mouth to explain it, but a series of grunts and curses sounded from behind their position.

      “Move. Out of my way,” Garrick grumbled as he pushed through a sea of wyvern wings. When he reached the front of the group with Raqat and Aeron, he added, “One of you was infuriating enough. Now I gotta deal with six scale-bag lizards and their idiot riders. And why’d we stop?”

      Aeron rolled his eyes and nodded toward the cavern with the lights.

      Garrick’s expression shifted from crumpled disdain to raised eyebrows and wide eyes.

      “Oh.” Garrick blinked and stared at the lights again. Then, in a flat voice, he said, “Oh. We stopped to stare at the pretty lights. What a treat.”

      “You’re welcome to demonstrate your boundless bravery and venture through first.” Raqat motioned him forward.

      Garrick looked up at him, though not by much. Even with Raqat atop Trokos’s back, Garrick stood only a few feet shorter than the two of them put together. “What are you not telling me?”

      Though some part of Aeron wouldn’t have minded if Garrick had strolled unprepared into whatever danger lay ahead of them, he’d sworn the same blood oath that Garrick had. They were brothers now, and Aeron refused to jeopardize that.

      “The wyverns are spooked,” he said. “Wafer keeps telling me something in there is bad.”

      “Bad, how?” Garrick asked. “I can deal with bad, but I need a little more to go on.”

      “Not sure,” Aeron replied. “None of us has ever seen anything like this before. Have you?”

      Garrick shook his head, and his mop of blue-black hair moved with it. “No. But we won’t get out of here just by standing around. Give me one of those torches.”

      Raqat waved his gloved hand, and one of the wyvern knights tossed Garrick a torch.

      Garrick caught it and started toward the first shaft of light. He stopped short of the first shaft and slowly reached his hand into it.

      Aeron held his breath.
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        * * *

      

      Kent’s fatigue from expelling so much raw magic had faded by the time they reached the cavern at the end of the path. He’d walked on his own the second half of the trek, and with each step, his energy returned.

      The sounds of the battle raging behind them had faded as well. Now they couldn’t hear anything. Either the battle had ended, or they’d delved too deeply into the mountain to hear anything else.

      Without much light, Kent had to rely on Mehta and his enchanted vision for guidance through the dark. Kent’s magic would’ve produced enough light, but he didn’t want to burn any more of his energy if he could avoid it.

      When Mehta stopped him halfway through the cavern, Kent tensed. “What is it?”

      “A dead end,” Mehta replied. “There’s no way out that I can see.”

      “Do you need light?” Kent asked.

      “No. It wouldn’t change anything.”

      “So we must go back?”

      “No other choice.”

      Kent sighed. If they had to go back, it meant they’d encounter Commander Brove and his wyvern knights. Facing off against six flying foes with Mehta at his side wasn’t insurmountable, but it wouldn’t be easy, either.

      Together, they turned to face the way they had just come. But before Kent could take a step, Mehta stopped him.

      “Something’s coming,” he uttered.

      “The wyvern knights?” Kent asked.

      Mehta didn’t say anything. He just stood there, silent, waiting.

      Then Kent heard it, too. The distant cry of a wyvern from down the path.

      “We should make our stand here,” Mehta said.

      Kent nodded. “And so we shall.”

      He considered the ice-forged dagger hanging at his hip. He’d abandoned its walking stick sheath and hooked the weapon to his belt instead. Perhaps if he concentrated more, a new blast, more focused, could take out some of the wyvern knights before they even saw it coming.

      But it would drain him yet again. It was a god-forged weapon. Gods used them because they had, presumably, more than enough magic to power them.

      That is, if gods used weapons at all. Kent didn’t really know.

      Whatever the case, as a mere mage using that dagger, Kent knew he couldn’t use it to its fullest potential. But he didn’t have to master it in order to use some of its capabilities.

      He drew it from his side and held it in his right hand. It pulled at his magic as it had before, and he felt it urging him down, ever deeper, into the deep of the mountain, but without a way to get there, he couldn’t do anything about it.

      A reptilian screech sounded ahead of them, then another. Before long, the orange glow of torchlights flickered up the path.

      The wyvern knights were coming.

      Kent readied his magic, gathered it in his right hand. As he did, the ice-forged dagger began to glow with familiar, ice-blue light. The moisture in the cavern air around it crystallized into flickering flecks of frozen water, and they orbited the dagger like snow flurries in a tiny blizzard.

      Mehta glanced over at Kent, and Kent returned the look with an exhale of vapor that soon joined the rest of the storm gathering around the dagger. It had gotten noticeably colder in the cavern once Kent had activated the dagger, and he had to fight to keep his teeth from chattering.

      The orange torchlight grew brighter and brighter until the first of the wyvern knights appeared along the path. The wyvern launched at them with its leathery wings flapping hard against the chilled air.

      Kent had hoped for Commander Brove, but he’d led armies for decades. He wouldn’t have gone first, either.

      Kent loosed his magic fully into the dagger. The swirling ice particles sucked into the dagger, and it spat a familiar blue-white beam at the wyvern knight.

      The overwhelming power threatened to fracture Kent’s mind again, but he forced his eyes to see what was in front of him rather than in his mind, and he concentrated on the wyvern knight instead.

      The beam totally overwhelmed the wyvern knight. It washed over the wyvern and its rider and launched them back into the cavern wall, pinning them there in an icy tomb. The torch in the knight’s hand extinguished along with the knight’s life.

      Kent gasped and stopped the flow of his magic. The act had devoured half of his reserves, at least, and the fatigue had returned once more. Another attack like that might render him unconscious, or worse.

      But the rest of the wyvern knights didn’t know that.

      Commander Brove and his four remaining wyvern knights flew into view, spread into a V-shaped tactical formation, but they weren’t advancing. Each of them held a torch instead of a weapon, including Commander Brove, who turned his head to look at the wyvern knight now encased in ice.

      Kent hadn’t noticed it before, but with the added torchlight, he could see clear through the ice tomb, almost perfectly—including the wyvern knight’s wide-eyed expression, now permanently frozen in place.

      “Do not come any closer,” Kent warned. “Or his fate will befall you next.”

      “Only a coward would rely on magic to fight his battles for him,” Commander Brove called.

      Insinuations of cowardice weren’t anything new to Kent. For virtually Kent’s whole life, lesser men had accused him of hiding behind his rank, his family name, his nobility, and whatever else they thought they could use against him mentally.

      It never worked, because he always called them on it right then and there. Some of the time it led to actual confrontations and even fights, not all of which Kent had won, but more often than not, it served to identify the real coward in such situations.

      “Step down off your wyvern,” Kent said, “and I will gladly deliver you a thrashing unlike any you have ever experienced.”

      “No chance,” Commander Brove replied.

      “Who, then, is the coward here?” Kent countered.

      “You are murderers, fugitives, and criminals,” Commander Brove said. “Your word is not to be trusted.”

      “Perhaps you should reconsider your view of us,” Kent suggested. “Our offer of mutual cooperation stands.”

      He continued to point the dagger at Commander Brove specifically. If that gray wyvern so much as flinched, Kent would plaster them to the cavern wall like he had with the wyvern knight before him, regardless of the consequences.

      “If we work together, perhaps we can find a way out of here,” Kent added.

      Commander Brove didn’t respond at first. He sat on his wyvern, staring down the path at Kent and Mehta, who returned his stare with their own.

      That suited Kent just fine; the longer Commander Brove contemplated his options, the more Kent’s magic could recover. If he recuperated enough, then he might yet be able to stand after a second blast. Or even better, he might be able to keep fighting.

      Commander Brove continued to glower at them until finally, he pointed his torch and snarled. “You’re murderers, fugitives, and criminals. And I will bring you to justice.”

      The wyvern knights around him shot forward.

      And the only thing that kept Kent from freezing them all of out of the sky was the sensation of the cavern wall to his right moving on its own.
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        * * *

      

      The shaft of icy, blue light didn’t feel any colder on Garrick’s left hand, nor did it turn his hand to ice or freeze his fingers off.

      He’d considered all of those possibilities before reaching into the light, and he’d decided it was safe to do it. After all, if the light could shine all the way across the cavern and hit the rock wall without coating it in ice, it probably wouldn’t do anything to his hand, either.

      If Irwin had been there, he would’ve protested the idea and tried to test the light some other way. Maybe he would’ve stuck a weapon into it, or a stick, or virtually anything other than a part of his own body rather than risking literal life and limb in the process.

      But Irwin was long gone, murdered by Noraff and Phesnos. He would never again perform any experiments, concoct any more solutions, or babble on about the wonders of alchemy—if he could ever get it to work.

      He was dead, along with Coburn, and their murderers were probably sunning themselves on the island of Caclos that very moment.

      Meanwhile, Garrick was here, in Northern Etrijan, freezing his green rear-end off instead of hunting them down and delivering the revenge he’d sworn to deliver so many months ago.

      But at least nothing had happened to Garrick’s hand when he reached into the light.

      He turned back and faced Aeron and the wyvern knights, who’d stayed a safe distance back, just in case.

      Garrick scoffed. Bunch of ninnies.

      “It’s fine.” He held up his unharmed hand and waved it at them. “See? Totally safe.”

      As those last two words escaped his lips, the cavern wall with the lights shifted abruptly, and the cavern rumbled with the movement. Garrick stumbled forward and caught his balance, but the rumbling persisted. The cavern wall kept moving.

      The lights winked in and out as the wall moved and shifted beside him. Garrick surfed on the shaky ground, wary and watching the wall’s every move.

      The nearest shaft of light, the one Garrick had reached into with his hand, flashed across Garrick’s torso. And as it did, a red, vine-like thing shot out of the hole and smacked against Garrick’s chest.

      It stuck to his leather chest armor and dripped with pinkish liquid, almost like a mix of blood and saliva. The vine itself more resembled an unraveled intestine than a vine.

      He stared at it. “What the—”

      The vine yanked him forward, pulling him off his feet and toward the hole, which blazed with blue light and now oozed with ice.
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      Though he didn’t know why, Aeron had urged Wafer forward when the wall started moving. Then the red tentacle-thing had lashed out, grabbed Garrick, and jerked him off his feet—and Aeron was the only one who had any chance of intervening.

      His old spear had a wider blade, albeit only by a few inches, but it made a difference with Aeron’s accuracy. Bigger, wider blades had more surface area to strike with. But now his current spear would have to do; he didn’t have a choice if he wanted to help Garrick.

      Through their bond, Aeron told Wafer to invert as they flew forward. Wafer rolled in midair, and they spiraled overtop of Garrick and the red tentacle.

      Had they not inverted, Wafer would’ve collided with Garrick. But perhaps more importantly, Aeron wouldn’t have had the right angle to strike at the tentacle.

      As they flew overhead, Aeron positioned the blade of his spearhead perpendicular with the tentacle, and the edge sliced clean through it. Then Wafer righted himself and veered back around, away from the other shafts of light beyond Garrick’s position.

      The lights pinwheeled toward them, and Aeron realized they couldn’t avoid them all. They had to outrun them.

      Faster, he urged Wafer, who gladly complied.

      Red tentacles snapped out at them as they rushed through the lights, but all of them missed. Below them, Aeron caught a glimpse of Garrick recovering to his feet and drawing his phantom steel weapons.

      But the peril that lay ahead of him gave Aeron true cause for concern. He shouted, “Move!”

      Raqat and his wyvern knights scattered as best as they could, and Aeron and Wafer tried to slow their approach. The knights got out of the way just in time, and Wafer beat his wings and kicked off of one of the walls to avoid hitting it.

      Aeron and Wafer regained control farther down the tunnel, then they looped back in time to rejoin… whatever was happening with the thing in the cavern. It was a thing, not a cavern wall. That much was clear.

      But Aeron didn’t realize how massive it was until they made it back to the rest of the wyvern knights.

      The wall had stopped shining its lights, but it had continued to shift while Aeron and Wafer were trying to slow down. Now it filled the back of the cavern, blocking any possible escape aside from the way they’d come.

      Stranger still, orange lights flickered to Aeron’s right, across a wide chasm where the thing had just been. It was Commander Brove and the other wyvern knights.

      Aeron’s heart rate accelerated. Did that mean his truce with Raqat was over?

      Whatever the monster at the far end of the cavern was, it wasn’t half as interested in bringing down Aeron as Commander Brove was.

      Then Aeron caught sight of Kent and Mehta, bracing themselves up against the far wall across the cavern as the huge thing finally settled in place. At least they’d made it. They might even be able to reunite—if they survived Commander Brove and this beast, first.

      “Steelwing!” Commander Brove bellowed. “To me!”

      Raqat obeyed immediately, and his wyvern knights followed.

      Aeron’s chest shuddered. The truce was over. It had to be.

      Then again, was that really such a bad thing? After all, he had promised to send Commander Brove to the Underworld for what he’d done to Kallie.

      But Aeron couldn’t think about that now. They had a bigger problem to deal with.

      As the wyvern knights flew across, the beast’s shafts of light reawakened and landed on Raqat and the others. Red tentacles launched forward. They smacked against the knights and their wyverns and yanked them out of the air.

      Aeron and Wafer shot after them. They might need the other knights to help them beat this thing. He had to save them if he could—and they had once been his brothers in arms. He couldn’t just let them die.

      And he didn’t want his truce to die, either.

      “Save them, Garrick!” Aeron shouted as he chased the screeching wyverns and their frantic knights toward the beast.

      Garrick had already leaped into action, slicing his phantom steel battle-axe at the tentacles in berserker rage anew.

      Wafer issued a warning to Aeron through their bond—more like great concern than a true warning—but Aeron made him press on, faster, toward their former comrades.

      They reached one of the wyvern knights, arced underneath, and Aeron slashed the tip of his spear back and forth from below while the knight struggled to hack at the tentacles from above. They quickly managed to free the wyvern, but the knight had neglected the tentacles still attached to his own body in the process.

      The tentacles wrenched the knight from his saddle, and he screamed as the tentacles hauled him closer. His body hit the outside of the beast’s rocky body with a metallic smack.

      His wyvern screeched and flew after him, only to be caught up in a fresh burst of new tentacles.

      As Aeron watched, the middle of the knight’s torso crystallized with ice. The knight wailed, and then his body snapped in half with a loud crack. His cries severed alone with his spine, and the beast’s hole widened and pulled the knight inside bit by bit until he disappeared entirely.

      The sight of it made Aeron want to vomit, but it wasn’t nearly as horrific as seeing it happen to the wyvern next. Instead of one sickening crack, the tentacles and the holes ripped the wyvern apart again and again while it shrieked and wailed and struggled in vain.

      But Aeron couldn’t focus on the horror. He was within striking distance of the tentacles that had Raqat and Trokos, and he needed to try to save them.

      His spear went to work, slicing through tentacles in concert with Raqat’s own efforts, and Raqat and Trokos managed to get free.

      Raqat gave Aeron a curt nod, but he quickly retreated to Commander Brove’s position nonetheless. Aeron didn’t know what to make of it, but now wasn’t the time to try to figure it out, anyway.

      Garrick and the other wyvern knights had managed to free themselves as well, thanks in part to Kent, who’d summoned rocks, cracked them into jagged pieces, and hurled them at the tentacles. But, as before, Garrick’s weapons proved more harmful than good.

      As the others retreated out of the range of the beast’s tentacles, Garrick continued to press forward.

      Like an idiot.

      “I’ve got him!” Kent yelled from behind Aeron.

      Aeron looked back and saw a massive boulder soaring across the chasm.

      Garrick noticed it too. Now fully under the weapons’ influence, he ducked under it and snarled at Kent. But the boulder came back and hit Garrick from behind, and it shot back toward Kent. The boulder launched Garrick across the chasm, and he landed on the cavern floor and tumbled to a stop.

      Yet despite all of that, he hadn’t released his weapons. Instead, he jumped to his feet and ran toward Kent and Mehta, brimming with rage.

      Meanwhile, the tentacles kept coming, chasing Garrick’s footsteps, eager to grab him next, as he was the closest of anyone to the beast’s position.

      “Redirect him!” Aeron shouted down to Kent. If Garrick was going to rage against something, it might as well be the thing they were all fighting against. “Redirect him, and join the fight. We have to find a way to bring it down!”

      But Kent didn’t have to redirect Garrick. One of the tentacles slapped against the back of Garrick’s thigh and started trying to pull him back. It was enough to get his attention, and he whirled back and severed it in one mighty blow from his battle-axe.

      “Aeron, the torch!” Kent shouted and pointed all at once.

      Across the chasm, on the side where Aeron and Garrick had first encountered the beast and its shafts of light, lay a solitary torch, still burning. One of Raqat’s knights must’ve dropped it during their struggle to escape the beast’s grasp.

      The beast used ice to freeze and break its prey into pieces before devouring it. Fire would probably harm it more than their weapons would—even more than Garrick’s. And Kent no doubt wanted it as a source for his magic.

      Aeron and Wafer swooped low, and Wafer snatched the torch into his talons. They curled back toward Kent and the others, dodged the shafts of blue light, and dropped the torch over Kent’s head. Kent caught it, reached his glowing blue hand into its flame, and grabbed fire.

      He tossed the torch to Mehta, who caught it in one hand. Then, together, they ran after Garrick, toward the beast.

      Aeron flew toward Commander Brove, Raqat, and the seven other remaining wyvern knights. He shouted, “Rally with us. You have torches. We can bring it down with fire.”

      “Hold your positions,” Commander Brove ordered even before Aeron finished his call to action. “This abomination has already devoured one of our number. If they want to fight it, let them. We will collect whoever is left and take them to trial in Govalia.”

      Aeron cursed under his breath. “You’re a wretched pile of wyvern dung, and someday you’ll get what’s coming to you, coward.”

      “That’s the second time today I’ve been accused of cowardice,” Commander Brove said. “And it’s the second time the source has been terribly mistaken.”

      “Or it’s so obvious that two independent sources confirmed it,” Aeron fired back. He looked at Raqat. “Join us. We could use the help.”

      Raqat tensed, but neither he nor Trokos moved from their hovering position near Commander Brove.

      “Trying to lead yet another of my wyvern knights into treasonous behavior, Ironglade?” Commander Brove scoffed. “The list of your crimes against Govalia continues to grow. Run along. Help your criminal friends in their folly.”

      “Then give me a torch, at least, so I can fight with them.” Aeron extended one of his hands toward them, but again, none of them moved.

      “You will get no aid from—” As Commander Brove said it, Raqat tossed his own torch toward Aeron.

      It careened through the stale cavern air in a tall arc until Aeron caught it in his open hand.

      Commander Brove shot a livid glare at Raqat, but Raqat just donned a mask of innocence and shrugged. “I was already throwing it before you said not to.”

      Aeron grinned. He had what he needed, so he and Wafer left the wyvern knights to work it out among themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Kent had long since accepted his role in the Blood Mercs. Whenever the envenomed pincers of death—or, in this case, the sticky tentacles of yet another subterranean beast—threatened them, Kent would use his magic to ransom them.

      First, he had fended off multiple reptides in the dungeon below the temple in Muroth. Then they had encountered the pit beast—though, admittedly, Kent hadn’t contributed to its demise. They’d just let it be, free to gorge itself on the bodies of slain reptides.

      Next came the water golem, which Kent had dispatched with raw magic, and within the last hour, Kent had yet again used raw magic to eliminate the frostbloods that had come for them. Though if he’d had fire, he would’ve used it. It wasn’t a leap to assume fire would bring them down as well.

      Now he charged toward another monstrous foe, one born of earth and ice, with fire yet again swirling around his hands. He figured he was just as likely to perish in the attempt as he was to succeed, but at this point, he had no other options, so he continued to run toward the danger.

      As the lights from the beast’s various orifices shined on Kent, red tentacles smacked into his chest, arms, and legs. Each time he seared them off with small billows of flame, and the tentacles retreated to their respective holes, crispy and blackened at the ends.

      Mehta ran alongside Kent and seemed to be handling the tentacles nearly as well, alternating between slashing and searing them before they could reach him. But he was keeping up, which bolstered Kent’s hope that they could prevail.

      Ahead of them and to the left, near the edge of the chasm, Garrick whirled and slashed, and slashed and whirled, tangled in red tentacles. More than once, Garrick had actually stepped off the edge of the chasm, but the sheer volume of tentacles clinging to him had kept him from toppling in.

      Evidently, the blind rage that accompanied the use of those weapons was as dangerous as it was effective. Garrick’s behavior made Kent all the more thankful he hadn’t attempted to use the phantom steel flail.

      Another tentacle smacked into the center of Kent’s chest. He looked straight ahead, at the glowing blue opening that gaped no more than ten feet before him, and he let it pull him toward it.

      At five feet, Kent noticed a series of ice crystals moving around the rim of the opening and even more within the opening itself. It was as good a target as any.

      He pointed both of his hands at it and sent a swirling stream of fire into it.

      The fire hit its target, but the hole shuddered and winked shut immediately. The tentacle attached to Kent’s chest went limp, clipped off when the opening had closed.

      The fire had unquestionably harmed it, but not nearly enough.

      Kent glanced at Mehta, who had run to Garrick’s aid and begun scorching and slicing the net of tentacles constricting him. Garrick had repaid Mehta’s kindness with a slash meant to remove his head, but Mehta easily ducked out of the way and continued to work to free Garrick.

      It worried Kent that Garrick’s continued use of the weapons had affected him to the point that he no longer recognized friend from foe, but Kent couldn’t concentrate on that now. He had a monster to slay, and he had to figure out how to do it. He would deal with Garrick later.

      If he managed to get his arm into one of those holes, he could fill it with enough fire to incinerate the beast from within. But he suspected that if his arm even got close, the hole would clamp shut yet again, and it might take his arm with it like it had done to the tentacle.

      Kent considered trying the magic technique that could turn him to stone. He could wedge his stone-covered arm through one of the openings and hold it open enough to pour fire into the beast’s insides.

      But there was no guarantee that it would work. He didn’t know how strong this thing’s jaws were—if they could be called jaws. If they could crush stone, he might lose his arm anyway.

      Furthermore, Kent didn’t know if he’d be able to blend the two techniques together at once. Could he turn halfway to stone and still maintain the fire in his other hand? Especially in his weakened state, having used the ice-forged dagger on the wyvern knight?

      Keeping the fire burning was easy, but whenever he’d turned himself to stone in the past, it had required an incredible degree of focus. He had to cycle magic into a stone or a rock and then pull its essence into him to make the technique work.

      He doubted he could even hold onto the fire at the same time, much less release an inferno into the belly of the beast.

      No, he needed another plan.

      As Kent contemplated it, Garrick’s battle-axe dug into the beast’s rocky hide and managed to split it open ever so slightly. Ice-blue light pierced through the opening, and this time, the entire beast shuddered, though it didn’t make any discernible sound.

      But the light continued to shine from Garrick’s gash. Kent had found his way in.

      “Keep attacking that spot, Garrick!” Kent shouted.

      Of course, Garrick completely ignored him. Instead, he returned to attacking the jungle of tentacles around him.

      “Mehta, drive your torch into that opening!” Kent called.

      Without so much as a nod, Mehta ducked under a tentacle and used the torch to burn another one that was heading for him.

      Amazingly, Mehta had thus far entirely avoided every single tentacle that had come for him. He’d leaped over some, sliced several out of the air, and burned others. He’d dodged the rest in acrobatic feats, the likes of which gave Kent pains just watching them.

      But his escape spree came to an end when he reached the opening Garrick had split in the beast’s hide. From Kent’s vantage, it amounted to little more than a slit, at least until Mehta dug his knife into it and pulled it open wider.

      Tentacles converged on Mehta’s position, but he managed to jam his torch into the opening before they pulled him away. The entire beast shuddered again, and this time Kent heard a low groan—almost like a guttural moo from a gigantic ox.

      But the tentacles had finally grabbed Mehta. He’d drawn his other knife and slashed at them but it wouldn’t be enough. Kent had to intervene.

      Rather than attack the tentacles themselves, he launched a new blast of fire at all the openings near Mehta’s position. Each of them snapped shut just like the previous one had, and the tentacles pulling at Mehta snipped off and slapped the cavern floor, lifeless.

      Apparently Aeron had seen it all, because he drove a torch in the next gash that Garrick carved into the beast’s hide, and Kent repeated his efforts to save Aeron and Wafer from the tentacles’ deadly embrace.

      Garrick’s third gash was the biggest. He’d broken through with his flail, and the spiked ball at the end had gouged a glowing blue wound the size of Kent’s head into the beast’s hide.

      That was Kent’s chance.

      He rushed toward the opening, spewing fire from both of his hands at the tentacles lashing toward him, ever aware of the growing fatigue permeating his body. The tentacles sizzled and curled against his flames, clearing his path toward the beast as they retracted.

      When he reached the wound, Kent dug both his fiery hands inside, pumped every ounce of magic into the flames, and spread the fire throughout the beast’s entire form.

      Time to end this.
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        * * *

      

      When an eruption of fire shot out of a nearby hole in the creature’s hide, Mehta staggered back, stunned at the sight. When it happened again from another hole, it was less surprising, but Mehta recoiled even farther.

      Kent kept filling it with flames, and the fire would only push out more and more as it consumed the beast’s insides, so Mehta gladly retreated.

      Battling the beast’s tentacles had done little to sate Mehta’s thirst, and he couldn’t sift the beast on his own, so he was leaving the battle unfulfilled. Part of him hoped that after this, the wyvern knights might be foolish enough to attack—then he’d have the chance to spill real blood again.

      But another part of him didn’t want that. He recognized Kent’s weariness from having to use so much magic all at once, and he acknowledged Garrick’s unpredictability while using those cursed weapons. How they would ever get Garrick to relinquish them again, Mehta didn’t know.

      Fire continued to burst from the beast’s orifices, and blazing orange overtook the timid blue lighting that had illuminated the cavern until that point. A low groan droned from deep within the beast, and fire spewed from every hole along the thing’s hide.

      Then it all ceased. Kent slumped to his hands and knees before the beast, which was now little more than a carbon husk. The deep groan faded to nothing, and the beast went totally still.

      Despite his weapons’ influence, even Garrick had seen fit to pull away from the blazing beast, albeit only until the flames subsided. Then he resumed his onslaught, attacking its empty shell with just as much fervor as before.

      The blue light no longer shone from within the beast, and smoke issued forth from its openings instead. The only light in the cavern came from the wyvern knights’ torches behind Mehta and the other Blood Mercs, though Mehta could see everything anyway, thanks to his enchanted vision.

      As Garrick continued to maul the beast’s remains, Aeron and Wafer swooped in, and Wafer collected Kent into his talons. Kent didn’t resist, and Wafer deposited him to the right of the chasm and then landed beside him.

      Whether they’d meant to leave Mehta alone with a rampaging Garrick, he didn’t know, but that was the end result of it. And when Wafer took Kent away, Garrick seemed to realize his foe was done for, and he turned back.

      Even in the dim light from the distant torches, Mehta could tell something was wrong with Garrick’s eyes. He’d seen genuine, natural rage in them before—the fury that accompanied Garrick whenever he went berserk—but this was different.

      Worse.

      Arcane and evil.

      His eyes reminded Mehta of Lord Valdis’s eyes.

      Garrick snarled and stomped toward Mehta.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mehta’s thirst invited the challenge, but it also yearned to end the challenger once and for all. He couldn’t allow that.

      Garrick was under the influence of those weapons, and Mehta couldn’t fault him for succumbing to their compulsions. As such, sifting him wasn’t an option.

      He sheathed his knives. Against Garrick’s battle-axe and flail, they wouldn’t do him any good defensively, and offensively, though they might manage to pierce Garrick’s tough skin, Mehta wanted to inflict as little lasting harm upon Garrick as possible.

      His thirst chastised him for weakness and a lack of aggression, but Mehta refused to listen.

      Garrick had exhibited boundless energy throughout the fight, and he showed no signs of slowing now. Between the weapons’ influence and Garrick’s innate durability, Mehta doubted he could have sifted Garrick even if he’d wanted to.

      But disarming him wasn’t an option, either. Taking hold of Garrick’s weapons meant Mehta’s thirst might overpower his will, as it almost had when he’d held them back in the armory. And if Garrick was this dangerous while holding the weapons, Mehta wouldn’t be stopped until he’d sifted everyone in the vicinity.

      So how was he going to handle this?

      Garrick swung the flail at Mehta first. It was a setup for his next attack, a lateral swing with his battle-axe, similar to the one that had nearly removed Mehta’s head back when he’d been trying to free Garrick from the tentacles.

      Mehta backed out of range of both, but Garrick kept coming—spinning and whirling and whipping his weapons at Mehta in a tornado of phantom steel. When Mehta saw an opening, he took it. He shot forward, skidded under Garrick’s vicious attacks, and wrapped up Garrick’s ankles with his own.

      It was a technique he’d learned as a Xyonate for situations like this one, with a bigger, relentless opponent swinging wildly and not allowing for any reasonable attempt at a counter.

      It worked. Mehta’s legs stymied Garrick’s forward progress, and he pitched over onto the cavern floor with a thud.

      Mehta had shifted clear of Garrick’s mass on his way down. If he hadn’t, Garrick’s weight would’ve pinned him there, even if only for an instant, but it might’ve proven fatal if Mehta couldn’t escape.

      As Mehta regained his footing and worked for a better position, the telltale buffeting of wyvern wings sounded overhead. Instinct kicked in, and Mehta sprung away from harm. Had the wyvern knights joined in the fray?

      In the low light from the distant torches, Mehta caught a flash of blue-green scales in the air overhead. Wafer.

      He landed full-force on Garrick’s back, a mountain of reptilian mass, and drove him to the floor. Still facedown, Garrick squirmed and struggled, but with those weapons strangled in his merciless fists, he couldn’t find enough purchase on the cavern floor to move, much less escape.

      Garrick was probably strong enough to unseat Wafer if he wanted to, but holding onto those weapons might prevent him from achieving it.

      “Grab his weapons,” Aeron said, his voice edged with urgency. But his voice came from beside Mehta rather than before him, on top of Wafer. Sure enough, Aeron approached him from the side. “Hurry.”

      “I can’t,” Mehta said.

      “What? Just grab one and pull it away. I’ll do the other one.”

      “I can’t,” Mehta repeated. He didn’t move.

      Aeron tilted his head. Now irritation marked his voice. “Then watch him. Help me by holding down his arms.”

      That, Mehta could do. He followed Aeron to Garrick’s right arm first, the one holding the battle-axe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The incredible weight that had plastered Garrick to the floor was only making him angrier with each passing moment, but he couldn’t do anything about it—not without releasing his weapons, and he refused to do that.

      In fact, he’d decided never to release them again. He would hold them in his hands from that point on.

      He would eat with them, grip them while he slept, wield them in everyday conversation, and, of course, destroy anyone or anything that stood in his way, just like he’d done to the beast in that cavern—singlehandedly.

      The weapons were as much a part of him now as his hands were, or his ears, or his legs, or his bones. They operated as lethal extensions of his person—well, more lethal, anyway—and would always be with him from now on. They were welded to his very soul.

      Why he hadn’t joined himself with them sooner, he couldn’t comprehend. He had resisted at first, and then he’d refused their call the handful of times he’d brandished them after that, but this time, he’d fully given in to their pull.

      Garrick didn’t remember how it had happened, but he knew he’d done it. He’d simply taken them into his hands, and when he started to use them, something shifted in his mind. The desire to resist their draw was gone.

      And he was all the better for it. More dangerous. More deadly. More durable. More powerful.

      Quicker. Stronger. Merciless. Brutal. Thoroughly effective.

      Before long, they would grant him power that would rival the gods. He would ascend to the Aetherworld and battle Zovalon, the god of gods himself. He would take control of the entire continent of Aletia, then the entire world, and everything that lay beyond it as well…

      As soon as he found a way to get out from under Wafer.

      He strained, marshaling all of his considerable strength, but Wafer continued to pin him down, hissing and snarling. Garrick snarled back, but nothing he did managed to move Wafer more than a few inches at a time.

      His weapons craved death and yearned to gorge themselves on it, so he decided that when he did finally get free, he would kill Wafer first. The essence of a wyvern would go a long way toward making Garrick stronger.

      As Garrick continued to thrash and fight against Wafer’s weight, Aeron’s goofy form materialized in front of him. He’d grown to like Aeron well enough, even in spite of his betrayal back in Lord Valdis’s throne room, but it was Aeron’s wyvern who now sat on Garrick’s back, keeping him from sating his appetite for more power.

      So Aeron would die second, after Wafer. Then Mehta, who approached Garrick from behind Aeron. He’d die next—not for any particular reason. He was just the next closest.

      Without so much as a word, Mehta took hold of Garrick’s right wrist with his hand. Garrick resisted easily enough; Mehta was weak compared to him. He tried to swing his battle-axe at Mehta to ward him off, but Wafer’s jaw latched onto Garrick’s arm just below his shoulder and held it in place.

      Garrick’s rage responded with more struggling and thrashing, all to no avail.

      Mehta maneuvered his grip to where he held Garrick’s wrist with one hand and had hooked his other arm underneath Garrick’s elbow, then he’d grabbed his other wrist with that hand. He’d also wrapped his legs around Garrick’s arm and tucked his boots under Garrick’s armpit.

      In effect, Mehta’s position locked Garrick’s elbow joint in place. With Wafer’s jaw clamped onto Garrick’s shoulder, he couldn’t move his arm at all.

      Then Aeron took hold of the shaft of the battle-axe and started to pull it against Garrick’s thumb joint. Garrick clenched it all the more tightly. It was his weapon. His battle-axe. They were trying to take his power from him, but he wouldn’t let them.

      “It’s… not moving…” Strain turned Aeron’s face red, apparent enough that Garrick could see it even in the low light.

      Weakling. They’d never take it from him!

      “Keep pulling,” Mehta said. “I’ll pull his arm the other way.”

      Garrick’s heart rate quickened. It had been hammering since he’d taken hold of the weapons anyway, but it accelerated anew at the prospect of losing his grip. If their plan worked, he would lose his new strength. His new power. Everything.

      They might as well kill him instead.

      Garrick growled and roared and gripped the battle-axe even tighter.

      They jockeyed for control for an eternity, repositioning their grips, pulling Garrick’s hair, jamming their boots into the side of his head to get more leverage. And slowly, it was working. The battle-axe inched out of each of his fingers until it finally popped free entirely.

      Garrick howled. It felt like they’d torn one of his limbs off. He hollered at them and swore and called down every curse from the Aetherworld he could think of, and he called a few up from the Underworld, too. None of them worked.

      His rage burgeoned when Aeron tossed the battle-axe behind him, and each of its clanks on the cavern floor physically hurt Garrick from the inside out.

      How dare they steal from him! How dare they take what was rightfully his—a piece of his very soul itself.

      But they weren’t done yet. They repeated the process on his other arm, and this time it didn’t take nearly as long. Stripping him of his battle-axe had broken his spirit. He fought to keep the flail, but they soon wrestled that from his grasp as well.

      Though Wafer still pinned Garrick down, he screamed at them, threatening them with all manner of violence and retribution until his voice ran hoarse, until he no longer wanted to yell. And when he no longer wanted to yell, he realized the truth of what had transpired.

      He realized what a monster he had been, and he realized that those weapons had turned him into that monster.

      Yes, he’d done considerable harm to their opponents, but his memory flashed with scenes of him attacking Mehta multiple times, plotting to kill Aeron and Wafer, and his intention to carve his way through every living thing on his way to ruling the universe itself. As the rage burned away, only a hardened ball of shame remained in his chest.

      He tried to reassure himself that it hadn’t been him—at least, not entirely—but it gave him little comfort. He’d allowed the weapons to seize him at his very core, and he’d done their bidding, just as they’d done his.

      By that point, Aeron, Kent, and Mehta all stood there, looking down at him. The weapons still called to him, but the thought of ever holding them again disgusted him nearly to the point of vomiting. He wanted nothing more than to kick them over the edge of that chasm and never see them again.

      But the memory of the power they’d afforded him still lingered in his mind as well. They were trying to locate and enter the temple of a god, and weapons that made one feel like he could take on the entire pantheon of Aletian gods might come in handy.

      And if they encountered more frostbloods, they were the only weapons in the vicinity, aside from torches and Kent’s magic, that could take them out. It seemed Garrick was stuck with them for the time being. He would keep them, but he wouldn’t be foolish with them.

      He blinked away his shame, his ambition, and every other emotion swirling in his head and looked up at his fellow Blood Mercs. Truly, he only wanted one thing at that moment: to draw a full, deep breath—impossible unless Wafer got off of him.

      “Will someone get this scaly, boulder-brained sack of stupidity off me?” he grunted.

      Aeron smiled, and Kent’s mouth curled into a small smirk. Mehta’s expression didn’t change, but then again, it rarely ever did anyway.

      “I think he’s back,” Aeron said. “Let him up, Wafer.”

      The weight of ten-thousand armies lifted off of Garrick’s back, and relief filled his tired lungs and spread through his exhausted, aching limbs. As before, the blows he’d taken when fighting the beast hadn’t registered while he was using the weapons, but the aftermath was hitting him now.

      His shoulders, especially, hurt from where Wafer had clamped down to keep him still, and small rivulets of blood tricked from the various punctures along his skin from Wafer’s teeth.

      But he was alive, and he was in his right mind again.

      The others continued to stare at him with expectant expressions.

      “Sorry,” he muttered.

      Each of them nodded, and that was the end of it.

      The torchlights in the distance drew nearer, and Garrick’s fists clenched. The wyvern knights were there. They’d seen how uncontrollable he’d been, how it had taken a wyvern and two capable men to remove the weapons from his grasp. It was embarrassing.

      But, he reasoned, they’d also seen exactly how dangerous Garrick could be if they pressed him. With those weapons in his hands, he was nearly unstoppable—for better or for worse.

      The other Blood Mercs turned to face Commander Brove and the rest of the wyvern knights. No one spoke for a long moment until Commander Brove finally broke the silence.

      “Are you ready to surrender?”

      All four of them replied at once:

      “Go drown in a tar pit,” Aeron said.

      “Shove it up your wyvern hole,” Garrick countered.

      “Are you an absolute imbecile?” Kent asked.

      And Mehta simply replied, “No.”

      At least they were united again.

      “Then we have no choice but to kill you where you stand,” Commander Brove said.

      Again, their responses layered on top of each other:

      “Good luck,” Aeron said.

      “Try it,” Garrick said.

      “Your funeral,” Kent said.

      “No,” Mehta repeated as he drew his knives.

      Wafer issued a low hiss and spread his wings wide, adding to their resolve.

      “Wait.” Raqat drifted forward. Garrick vaguely remembered that Aeron had forged some sort of truce with him.

      “Withdraw, Steelwing,” Commander Brove’s voice edged with menace. “This is of no concern of yours.”

      Raqat didn’t even flinch. “I will remind you, Commander, that I am here at Emperor Ubardo’s direction. I represent his voice and wisdom in these matters.”

      “We all represent the emperor, Steelwing,” Commander Brove snapped. “Do not presume to lecture me on the way of things in my wyvern knight corps.”

      “It is the emperor’s corps, not yours,” Raqat countered. “And he does not condone foolhardy actions. In fact, an officer found to be guilty of such actions may be removed from command by a subordinate if it is deemed necessary.”

      Garrick glanced at Aeron, as did Kent, though Mehta kept his eyes forward and his knives ready.

      Aeron just shrugged.

      Commander Brove’s countenance shifted from irritation to rage. Slowly, he uttered, “You presume to threaten me? And you dare to undermine me in front of the enemy?”

      “No threat has been issued, and any slight against you is a fabrication of your own insecurities.”

      Garrick chortled loudly, and a chuckle followed from Aeron, too.

      The wyvern knight officers glanced at them, then they resumed their staring contest.

      “After we were separated by the ice wall, I established a working truce with Leatherwing Ironglade,” Raqat started.

      “Former Leatherwing. He disgraced himself, committed treason, and was convicted and discharged,” Commander Brove asserted. “Now he is nothing but a fugitive, criminal, and a murderer.”

      Garrick caught Aeron scowling at Commander Brove.

      “And you betrayed my sister, one of Govalia’s citizens, to death,” Aeron fired back. “Maybe we don’t need a truce after all. Maybe I should just kill you now, like I swore I would back in that cell, and then we’d be done with it.”

      “Your threats do not frighten me, traitor,” Commander Brove snapped.

      “You should be frightened,” Aeron countered. “The only reason you’re still alive is because we might need your help to get out of here. Once we find our way out, and once we get my sister back, I’m coming for you.”

      A few months back, Garrick had offered to hold down Kent’s treacherous brother if he ever got the chance. Now, having spent far too much time in the presence of the man who’d nearly ruined Aeron’s life, Garrick decided he’d gladly hold Commander Brove down for Aeron, too.

      “Regardless of your personal vendettas against each other,” Raqat continued, “Aeron and I established a truce and survived long enough to make it here, to this cavern, which saw us reunited with you and our fellow knights. I believe our best chance of escaping this labyrinthine place is to work together.

      “So rather than fight, I propose that we extend that truce to the entirety of our two groups. That way, we can ensure our best chance of survival. Then, once we escape from this subterranean nightmare, we can resume our pursuit…” Raqat cleared his throat. “…following one day’s rest for our knights.”

      “One day’s rest?” Commander Brove scoffed. “You mean one day’s head-start. This was part of your original agreement with Ironglade?”

      “It was,” Raqat replied.

      “Then I daresay you’re just as treasonous as—” Commander Brove stopped short and closed his mouth before he could say anything else.

      Raqat stared at him with narrowed eyes. “What were you going to say, Commander? Treasonous as what?”

      Commander Brove shook his head, refusing to speak.

      “I insist, Commander,” Raqat said. “As the emperor’s representative, I must report back every pertinent detail of our journey.”

      “It was nothing of consequence.”

      “Are you certain?” Raqat asked. “Because I must already report about your secretive alliance with foreign agents, your trade of a Govalian citizen to said foreign agents, your ineptness in keeping prisoners adequately imprisoned, and your reckless pursuit, which has thus far resulted in the deaths of multiple wyvern knights.”

      Garrick’s smile couldn’t have been wider if he were swimming in an entire lake of gold coins and surrounded by gorgeous elven women. Whoever Raqat was, he had Commander Brove by his wyvern nuggets and refused to let go.

      Garrick glanced at Aeron again and saw a comparable smile on his face.

      “I have nothing further to say on the matter,” Commander Brove finally said. “Except that it is foolhardy, to use your word, to trust these people on any level, and it is even more foolhardy to give them even a flame’s flicker to escape.”

      “Noted,” Raqat said. “And, ultimately, it is your call. Just remember that whatever you decide, it will go in my report… if we survive long enough for me to give it to the emperor.”

      Commander Brove frowned at him, and he outright glowered at the Blood Mercs. For a long moment, only the dripping of water somewhere in the distant dark of the cavern registered in Garrick’s ears.

      At long last, Commander Brove said through clenched teeth, “Very well. In the interests of surviving whatever perils we have yet to face before escaping this frozen hell, we will accept the truce in good faith.”

      “What makes you think we still want a truce?” Aeron snapped.

      Commander Brove’s eyes widened, and his mouth hung open.

      Garrick piped in, “Yeah. If you don’t trust us, why would we trust you? Bunch of scale-snogging liars.”

      Kent stepped forward, albeit gingerly. He must’ve still been weak after blowing the beast’s innards clear to Xyon’s dinner table.

      “What my companions are trying to say is, we do not accept the terms of the truce as they were stated. We would just as soon go it alone—or kill the lot of you, as Aeron suggested—than work together.” He added, “That is, unless alterations may yet be made to the terms of the truce.”

      Commander Brove’s glare might’ve melted metal if he’d stared long enough. “What more do you require?”

      Kent glanced at the other Blood Mercs, and Garrick nodded at him. He didn’t know exactly what Kent had in mind, but he trusted Kent to handle it. After all, he was the group’s negotiator.

      Kent faced Commander Brove once more. “Perhaps we should sit down. This may take awhile.”
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        * * *

      

      With their truce reestablished and reinforced in the Blood Mercs’ favor, and with the hours continuing to pass by, Aeron and Wafer led the entire group deeper into the caverns. By now, Kallie would be back at Valdis Keep. Time was running out.

      Despite the stress of battling the frostbloods and the beast, and despite having to travel with the most wretched, two-faced man in the world, Aeron took comfort in knowing that they were heading the right direction.

      The dagger had called Kent to this spot, and Mehta’s grandfather had been right about the frostbloods. That meant Fjorst’s temple had to be nearby. And inside that temple, they would find the weapons they needed to bring down Lord Valdis for good.

      Another painkilling shroom helped to comfort Aeron as well. In the deep dark of these caverns, the color-bending effects were muted at best, but the shroom did its good work in dulling the aches in his lower back. And with less pain, he always had a more positive outlook on everything.

      Given how the battle against the beast had concluded, Aeron had disagreed with Garrick’s decision to bring his cursed weapons along. Even so, he couldn’t deny their effectiveness against the ice-related threats they’d encountered so far.

      Now the weapons hung from Garrick’s belt once again, thanks to Kent having hung them there himself. For whatever reason, they didn’t seem to affect him like they affected Garrick. Perhaps it was because Garrick had used them more, or perhaps it had something to do with Kent’s magic.

      Whatever the case, the cursed weapons made the journey with them. As part of the compromise, Garrick had also retrieved the poleaxe of one of the wyvern knights who’d died along the way, and he now wielded it instead.

      Several more hours passed by, and Aeron began to wonder if they weren’t already in Fjorst’s temple. After all, what better stronghold for a god than an actual mountain?

      But Aeron’s theory fizzled when they entered yet another cavern, one clearly not formed by nature but by the hands of some other being—or perhaps many. And in the center of the cavern loomed a daunting structure made of ice itself, glowing with soft, blue light just like the ice-forged dagger.

      Fjorst’s temple.
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      At long last, Aeron’s goal was in sight, and it was a remarkable sight indeed.

      Ice-blue spires scraped at the cavern ceiling like shards of crystal, and thick, translucent ice formed its exterior walls. But unlike the aboveground fortresses and palaces Aeron had seen, the structure of this temple appeared to be made of one continuous slab of ice, as if carved from a single glacier.

      Its dim, light-blue glow illuminated much of the interior of the cavern, and it melded with soft pinks and greens along the cavern ceiling to give the space an ethereal feel. It looked comparable in size to the Crimson Flame temple in Muroth, although its frigid appearance gave it a far more imposing feel.

      “What is this place?” Raqat asked as he, Commander Brove, and the other wyvern knights drifted into the cavern behind the Blood Mercs.

      “Fjorst’s temple,” Garrick replied.

      “As in, the God of Ice?” Raqat asked.

      Garrick turned toward him. “You know another guy named ‘Fjorst?’”

      Raqat shook his head. “I just didn’t know Fjorst had any temples. He is one of the lesser gods.”

      “Lesser-known, maybe,” Garrick said. “But not lesser in power.”

      Commander Brove scoffed. “How could you possibly know that? You have some direct revelation from the gods, do you? Or perhaps they commune with you instead of the other way around?”

      Garrick squared himself with Commander Brove and Strife, his wyvern. “No, but I’ve been outside in the wintertime, and it’s almost as cold out there as your frozen heart. The weather is Fjorst’s doing, but there’s no good reason for your condition.”

      “Insult me all you wish,” Commander Brove said. “Your words cannot harm me.”

      “Gladly. You make it too easy not to,” Garrick said. “But if you cross me again, it won’t be my words you have to worry about.”

      Commander Brove rolled his eyes. “Perhaps we can bypass the ogre’s endless prattling and advance to finding a way out of here instead?”

      “Ogre?” Garrick shifted the poleaxe in his hands. “Call me an ogre again, and I’ll lodge this poleaxe so deep into your wyvern’s gut that it’ll bond the two of you on a physical level, too.”

      Strife hissed and reared his head back as if to strike, and Commander Brove tensed.

      Aeron tensed too. If the truce melted away, he and Wafer were ready to back Garrick.

      Kent stepped between them with his hands up, one of which held the ice-forged dagger, presumably crafted somewhere inside that very temple.

      “You have made your point, Garrick,” he said. “Let us put aside our grievances for now. We have a mission to complete, and once we do, the day may come when you two will have your chance to settle your spat.”

      Garrick didn’t back down at first, nor did Commander Brove or Strife, until Mehta patted Garrick on his shoulder.

      “Be patient,” was all he said.

      For whatever reason, that seemed to appease Garrick. He lowered his guard but cast a long, lingering glare at Commander Brove in the process.

      Aeron knew exactly how he felt.

      “We’re going in the temple,” Aeron finally said.

      “What?” Raqat asked. “Why?”

      Disdain filled Aeron’s voice, but it wasn’t aimed at Raqat. “Because your commander gave my sister to a cult, and that cult’s gonna give her to a powerful sorcerer who intends to sacrifice her as part of a ritual. We need weapons to fight him, and that temple has several inside.”

      “How do you know that?” Raqat asked.

      “We know someone who has been here before. Inside the temple. He and a few others entered and managed to survive. He told us. Brought back that dagger, too.” Aeron pointed at the dagger in Kent’s hand.

      “Some drunk in a tavern, no doubt,” Commander Brove muttered.

      Mehta immediately drew his knives and stalked toward him, but Garrick caught him by the back of his collar to keep him from advancing further.

      Mehta glared back at Garrick, but Garrick said, “Didn’t you just tell me to be patient?”

      “I decided we’ve waited long enough,” Mehta replied, his voice like iron.

      Aeron could see the temptation in Garrick’s eyes to let Mehta loose, but he didn’t. Nor did Mehta continue to try to advance. But Garrick didn’t let Mehta go until he sheathed his knives again.

      “We mean to enter the temple,” Kent said. “We were assured that there is a way out through there. If you do not wish to join us, you may go your own way, but we are pressing forward.”

      With that, Kent turned away from the rest of them and started toward the temple’s wide, icy steps.

      Aeron admired Kent’s tenacity. Even now, with Kallie’s life on the line, Aeron would’ve hesitated before entering Fjorst’s temple.

      After all, Aeron had never seen or even heard of a temple dedicated to Fjorst anywhere in Aletia. Unlike most aboveground temples whose gods never showed up, Fjorst might actually be inside this one.

      That idea either hadn’t crossed Kent’s mind or, if it had, he didn’t care. And knowing Kent, Aeron assumed it was the latter. Kent didn’t fear much in this world, and Aeron could only dream of one day reaching his level of courage and confidence. Maybe someday, when he was older, he’d get there.

      For now, following Kent’s lead was good enough, so he urged Wafer onward, toward the temple entrance—toward a means of salvation for Kallie.
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        * * *

      

      As Kent crossed the temple’s threshold, he walked carefully so as not to slip on the icy floors and marveled at the simplicity of the temple’s interior.

      Pillars of ice, all roughly the same thickness but scattered throughout the temple’s interior seemingly at random, supported its lofted ceilings. Aside from those pillars, the temple had no other adornments to speak of.

      Initially, Kent had expected to find some sort of supernatural light source glowing from within the temple, but he’d quickly realized that the ice itself actually gave off the glow. It was, perhaps, made the same way as the ice-forged dagger in his hand.

      The first room appeared to be some sort of receiving hall, and at the far end, opposite the entryway, a pair of massive, translucent doors met in the center. As with the rest of the temple, they were simple in design—little more than two slabs of ice with plain handles extending from them.

      The doors had no keyholes of any sort, which initially relieved Kent. It meant no running around in search of a key like they’d done back in the dungeon in Muroth.

      But upon further consideration, Kent realized the doors needed no key. Given their size and heft, who else would be able to open them but a god?

      The temple entrance was more than wide enough for the wyvern knights to get through, and they soon joined Kent and the Blood Mercs at the double doors.

      “What now?” Garrick asked. “You need me to open those?”

      Kent looked at him. “Can you?”

      “One way to find out.” Garrick cracked his knuckles and stepped up to the doors. He stomped on the floor a few times, as if trying to find purchase with his boots, then he curled his massive hands around the right-side door handle and pulled.

      His feet immediately shifted, sliding along the ice, and the door didn’t budge.

      Garrick muttered a curse, readjusted his footing, and tried again. He got the same result.

      “That isn’t going to work,” Commander Brove’s voice oozed from behind them. “Even if you were strong enough, you don’t have enough traction.”

      Garrick glared back at him. “Your miserable voice isn’t helping anything, so shut up.”

      “I could try to melt the ice on the floor to create ruts for your feet,” Kent suggested. “Or try to just melt the doors themselves.”

      “I don’t care what you do, but it won’t work this way.”

      “Step aside, please.” Kent hooked the ice-forged dagger to his belt, scooped a tongue of fire into his hand from Raqat’s torch, and took aim at the floor. He concentrated his magic into his forefinger and loosed a narrow stream of fire.

      The flames licked at the icy floor and dug a small rut into it. But as Kent tried to widen the rut by moving the blast to the side, the ice he’d just been melting re-formed as if he hadn’t melted anything at all.

      He stopped and watched as all the ice replenished itself, now as flat and pristine as before he’d tried to melt it.

      “Hmm.” Kent ignited his other hand with fire and took aim at the floor. This time, he sent two full-fledged infernos at the ice. It melted as it had before, but it continued to return just as quickly.

      Kent shifted his blasts to the doors themselves. He melted off the handles and put a small dent in the doors, but the ice continued to resist. As soon as Kent stopped, the ice refilled the dents and even re-formed the door handles.

      Apparently, ice-forged material couldn’t be destroyed by fire—even fire with magic behind it.

      “Well, that didn’t work,” Commander Brove chided from behind.

      Kent ignored him, mostly to fight the temptation to turn around and send the next barrage of flames at him and his gray wyvern instead.

      Since fire wouldn’t make a difference, he let it extinguish from his hands. No sense burning through his magic if it wouldn’t do any good. Some smoke lingered when the flames on his hands puffed out, and he considered the problem before him.

      Mehta’s grandfather had come through this same temple—at least, he assumed it was the same. It had to be, since the ice-forged dagger had led them back to it.

      That group of men from so many years ago had brought along a mage as well, and though only a handful of the men had survived, they must’ve gotten these doors open somehow. They were, as far as Kent could tell, the only doors in this part of the temple.

      Garrick was easily as strong or stronger than the men in that party, so the answer must have involved the mage somehow. It wouldn’t have involved the ice-forged dagger since they’d gotten it later—presumably, anyway. Or perhaps the doors were already open when they’d arrived.

      A light brightened in Kent’s mind. Was it really that simple? Perhaps—

      “This is pointless.” Commander Brove’s voice broke into Kent’s thoughts. “We’re going to search the cavern for alternate exits.”

      “Do as you will,” Kent said, “but when you fail to find anything, be sure to come back here and follow us.”

      “Follow you?” Commander Brove scoffed. “Follow you where?”

      Instead of responding, Kent grasped both of the door handles. Immediately, the ice pulled at his magic, and he let it flow into the doors liberally. Then he pulled back, and the doors slowly swung open.

      “Good luck in your search,” Kent called back to Commander Brove as he walked into the next section of the temple.

      His surety faltered when his boot crunched on a human skull.
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        * * *

      

      Mehta heard the crunch, absorbed the view of the human remains at Kent’s feet, and sprang into action, all out of instinct.

      He dove forward, slid along the ice, and collided with Kent’s legs. Kent went down hard, half on the ice and half on Mehta, who grabbed hold of him to keep him low.

      Kent tried to pull away, but Mehta didn’t relent. “What are you—”

      WHOOSH.

      A huge ice-forged scythe lashed over their heads and then disappeared.

      Kent froze in place, wide-eyed, and Mehta glanced toward where the scythe had come from. It had moved fast, but he’d tracked it anyway. He’d expected to see a towering monstrosity wielding it, about to swing it at them again.

      Instead, he saw a narrow line cut into the wall just beyond the doors. The scythe had receded into the gap. It was so subtle that Mehta might have missed it entirely.

      But probably not.

      He looked down at Kent and said, “Sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Kent laughed. “You saved my life. You have nothing to be sorry for. Are we safe to stand?”

      Mehta glanced at the gap again. “I think so. I think your magic activated it when you opened the doors.”

      Mehta stood first, spread his legs wide for balance, and then pulled Kent up to his feet. They both hunched over, just in case, but the scythe did not return for an encore.

      “You girls alright in there?” Garrick asked.

      Mehta looked at him, confused, then looked at Kent. “Is that some sort of joke?”

      Kent cleared his throat. “We are fine.”

      “What was that?” Aeron asked, still atop Wafer.

      “Nothing good,” Kent replied. “Some sort of weapon set to attack anyone who enters the room.”

      “Mehta’s grandfather mentioned traps,” Aeron said. “So there’s probably more.”

      As Aeron said it, a series of grinding and clanking noises sounded from the ceiling in the room beyond the doors.

      Mehta immediately ushered Kent out of the room, unsure what was happening and unwilling to take any chances. Kent didn’t resist this time.

      The Blood Mercs gathered around the entrance to the room, but on the safe side of the doors, and watched.

      From the ceiling emerged a series of objects, and the floor in the new room shifted and moved as well. It opened on both sides and receded into the walls, leaving only a narrow path in the center. Where the floor had receded, rows upon rows of ice-forged spikes protruded from a subfloor, framing in the central path.

      Double-edged, ice-forged sickles lowered from the ceiling, attached to matching chains, and they began to swing like pendulums at inconsistent intervals. Beyond them, spikes raised and lowered from the floor beyond them, also randomly.

      Next, massive, curved blades lashed out from the sidewalls and sliced at the center of the path, and giant ice-forged orbs on rotating stands spun around and around. Near the middle of this new set of perils, the floor opened and closed in a handful of spots, eager to swallow up anyone or anything that came near.

      At the far end, another set of doors awaited them, inaccessible except by facing down the gauntlet of dangers first.

      “What in the third hell is this?” Garrick asked.

      Mehta wanted to reply, “Training,” but he held his tongue.

      As a Xyonate, he’d gone through a similar gauntlet of perils, though far less deadly and far more predictable.

      A series of vexatious traps and obstacles had filled one room of the Xyonate sanctuary where he’d been trained, each of them operated by hand cranks. His fellow Xyonates would operate them as instructed by the Xyonate clerics—sometimes fast, sometimes slow, and sometimes erratically.

      The purpose of the room and of that training was to teach agility and maneuverability under pressure. As a result, like so many Xyonates before him, Mehta had mastered those skills. It appeared he might have to prove which of those skills he’d retained since his training days.

      “They are traps,” Kent replied. “Just as Mehta’s grandfather warned us.”

      “He could’ve been a bit more specific about the kind of traps,” Garrick grumbled. “I was expecting some arrows or maybe a giant boulder chasing us down, not an obstacle course from the frozen hellscape of my nightmares.”

      “You have nightmares about obstacle courses?” Aeron asked.

      “I have nightmares about everything,” Garrick replied.

      “Huh,” Aeron said. “Mine usually involve showing up to my next wyvern patrol naked.”

      Wafer chuffed and bobbed his head, perhaps in agreement.

      Mehta didn’t sleep much, but when he did, the faces of many of his victims over the years tended to visit him. He’d acclimated to it to some extent, but after his first few commissions, it had kept him from sleeping much at all.

      By now, he’d sifted so many people that he couldn’t remember everyone, so the faces had blended together into a meaningless swirl. Another casualty of his early years were the faces of his parents. He couldn’t remember them, either.

      He couldn’t recall having any actual nightmares or dreams ever in his lifetime, but he certainly had concerns and even fears. These days, those concerns and fears centered around Ferne, Palomi, and Grandfather, and to a lesser extent, his Blood Merc brothers.

      So the sight of a bunch of deadly traps didn’t faze him much. It was just another set of obstacles to overcome. And when he did, he’d be that much closer to helping Aeron rescue Kallie and sifting Lord Valdis in the process.

      “This is foolishness. We’ll just fly across,” Commander Brove said.

      “Be my guest.” Kent motioned toward the obstacle course. “I presume it is not magic that runs this device, so when you arrive on the other side, try to locate a switch or some other mechanism to disable the gears that turn this contraption.”

      Commander Brove didn’t speak at first. Instead, he motioned for one of his wyvern knights to come forward. “Darvies.”

      The female wyvern knight who’d attacked Mehta back in the cavern with the ice wall drifted forward. She was one of only two remaining female wyvern knights in the party.

      “Fly across,” Commander Brove ordered. “When you are safely on the other side, motion to me, and I will send your comrades after you.”

      She nodded and stole a furtive glance at Mehta.

      “And take care to avoid those blades coming out of the walls,” Commander Brove added.

      Darvies nodded again and urged her wyvern forward with a sharp, determined sigh. Neither she nor the wyvern looked pleased about the prospect of going out there, but they went all the same.

      One of the things Mehta had gladly left behind along with his life as a Xyonate was the idea of blind obedience. The Xyonate clerics had drilled the idea into his head that above all else, his life meant nothing except as a weapon in Xyon’s arsenal.

      The clerics sharpened and honed the weapons of Xyon then sent those weapons out into the world to strike at a variety of targets. Political rivals, wealthy lords and ladies, fathers who refused to die and sons too greedy or too cruel to take power, young men bent on marrying the daughters of men far above their station.

      The list went on forever, and there was always another commission—that is, until the thirst had gained too much control over Mehta. Then it all came to an abrupt end, and the clerics tried to commit him to everlasting service in Xyon’s army.

      Nameless, faceless, and with absolute obedience, Ghazal had said.

      But Mehta couldn’t do it. Some part of him wanted to live, and so he’d chosen to live. And he’d chosen to never follow anyone blindly again, whether they be mortal, god, or anything in between.

      Darvies hadn’t made that choice, and now she and her wyvern flew toward the obstacles slowly, skirting the right side of the path.

      But as they approached the first obstacle, a trio of scythes slashed down at Darvies and her wyvern, and three bursts of red accompanied a feminine scream and a reptilian wail. Darvies and her wyvern plummeted out of the air and smashed into the spikes below, and they went silent forever.

      A chorus of gasps and murmurs sounded behind Mehta, but he remained silent. He’d seen more than his fair share of death in his lifetime, but the sight of Darvies and her wyvern going down sent a sick twinge through his stomach nonetheless.

      It was a cruel, unnecessary death. Despite having survived the initial attack by the frostbloods and the dangers that had followed since, Darvies had blindly followed Commander Brove’s orders, and now she was dead because of it.

      Commander Brove huffed. “Do I have a volunteer to try again, or must I appoint someone to the task?”

      Mehta turned back. From his vantage, the ceiling scythes were unavoidable, and if they were on one side, they were doubtless on the other side as well. Anyone who volunteered to fly through the course was volunteering to die.

      “They’re not going, Commander,” Raqat said. “Not after seeing that.”

      “So you will openly defy my orders yet again?” Commander Brove stared at Raqat. “Will you include your repeated insubordination in your report to the emperor as well?”

      “I will include mentions of your repeated cowardice and failed leadership in needlessly sending good soldiers to their deaths,” Raqat fired back.

      “That’s the third mention of your cowardice today, Commander Brove,” Aeron interjected. “I’m beginning to sense a theme.”

      “You can burn in Xyon’s furnace for all I care, traitor,” Commander Brove snapped. “Your opinion means less than that of the dumbest Featherwing in the corps.”

      “But his doesn’t.” Aeron pointed to Raqat. “He knows you’re a coward. And soon the emperor and General Cadimus will, too. But maybe if you fly to the end yourself and shut these weapons down, you’ll have redeemed yourself enough to avoid disgrace.”

      Commander Brove’s face reddened as everyone—every single wyvern, knight, and all four of the Blood Mercs—stared at him.

      To Mehta, Aeron’s reasoning was sound. The surest way to prove oneself not to be a coward was to do something brave. But apparently, Commander Brove didn’t agree.

      “I will do no such thing.” He fumed at them all and pointed at Raqat. “I am the commander and the ranking officer of this mission, and in the name of the emperor, I order you to conquer this course.”

      “In the name of the emperor, you can take your command and your rank and swallow it with a chalice full of wyvern piss,” Raqat growled. “I am taking command, as you are unfit to lead, and I will not force any who side with me to sacrifice themselves in this gauntlet.”

      Before Mehta’s eyes, four of the remaining wyverns drifted over and sided with Raqat, but two of them stayed by Commander Brove’s side. Still, the count remained in Raqat’s favor—five against three, including Commander Brove and Raqat themselves.

      “You have a majority,” Commander Brove conceded, “but it is not unanimous. Your power grab has failed. Submit.”

      Garrick stepped forward, still holding the poleaxe. “Draw your weapons, and we’ll make it unanimous.”

      Kent, Aeron, and Mehta joined him alongside Raqat and the other wyvern knights, altogether too overwhelming a force for Commander Brove and his last two loyal followers to hope to defeat.

      “Come, Leatherwings,” he grunted to his two comrades. “We will find our own way out of this abyss and leave these seditious usurpers to their collective doom.”

      As Commander Brove’s wyvern began to turn away from them, Aeron called after him. “Larcas.”

      Commander Brove stopped and stared at him.

      “I mean what I said. After I save my sister, I’m coming for you.”

      “And I meant what I said, traitor,” Commander Brove replied. “You do not frighten me.”

      With that, he glided toward the temple entrance, and the two wyvern knights followed. Mehta heard him mention something about heaping honor and rewards upon them for their loyalty, and then they were gone.

      “Well, that’s one distraction out of the way,” Raqat said, “What do we do about this gauntlet?”

      “I cannot shut it down with my magic,” Kent said. “I tried while Darvies was flying out there. The mechanisms did not respond, no matter what I did. So it appears we must face it.”

      “What I want to know is how your grandfather and his friends got past this the last time they were here,” Aeron said.

      Mehta shrugged. “Maybe this is new.”

      “Or perhaps the taking of this dagger triggered the gauntlet’s emergence,” Kent suggested.

      “I guess that could make sense,” Aeron said. “Could be any reason, really. Or maybe they had someone good enough to make it through.”

      As the discussion continued, a rash decision arose from Mehta’s heart, and he spoke it aloud.

      “I’ll go,” Mehta found himself saying.

      They all looked at him.

      “You sure?” Garrick squinted at him.

      Mehta’s eyebrows rose slightly, and doubt seized his chest. If even Garrick had reservations about him going in there, perhaps Mehta ought to reconsider. Either that, or Garrick was finally starting to like him.

      But whether Garrick liked him or not, Mehta knew he was the only one who stood any chance of getting through. After all, he’d trained with equipment similar enough to this gauntlet—except the Xyonate version rarely killed anyone. These ice-forged weapons wouldn’t show any mercy.

      He only had one shot at it.

      “Be careful,” Aeron said. “We need you to help us get Valdis.”

      Reinforcement by companionship, belonging, and a greater sense of purpose. Mehta recognized Aeron’s words as a tactical move to inspire him to succeed. The Xyonates had used similar tactics as well.

      But Mehta also understood that Aeron wasn’t saying it out of cult-like devotion. He’d actually meant what he’d said, so the inspiration meant more than a calculated statement ever could.

      “I believe in you.” Kent clapped his hand on Mehta’s shoulder. “You have often exceeded my wildest expectations for what should be physically possible. I have no doubt that you will do so again.”

      Reinforcement by flattery with an emphasis on capability. Another inspiration tactic. Also genuine this time, as compared to his experiences with the Xyonates. Effective because it reminded Mehta of what he’d already endured to get to this point.

      “Don’t get killed, idiot,” Garrick told him. “We need someone in this group to brood in the darkness, and no one’s half as good at it as you.”

      Negative reinforcement and failed attempts at humor. Garrick meant well, and Mehta certainly understood the idea of negative reinforcement’s effectiveness as a motivational tool, but it didn’t alter his confidence one way or another.

      The last person who’d used the tactic on him was High Cleric Ghazal, now dead along with the rest of the Xyonates from their sect, all except for one who had gone his own way at the end. Regardless of whether Garrick actually thought Mehta was an idiot who brooded too much, it wouldn’t affect his performance going forward.

      He stepped up to the path and faced the gauntlet of weapons before him and touched the triangle pendant that hung around his neck—the symbol of the goddess Laeri. Ferne had insisted he keep it, even after he’d returned to his village.

      He uttered a silent prayer to her, asking for strength and guidance and protection. It couldn’t hurt, right?

      As he finished the prayer, he wondered if, in a situation like this, he should’ve prayed to Xyon. After all, he ruled over death itself. Or maybe Mehta should’ve petitioned Fjorst since they were in his temple.

      But he’d already said the prayer to Laeri, and regardless of whom he prayed to, it was still his body that would risk death in this trap. He doubted any deities would intervene or even care, whatever the outcome.

      Equally as strange, his thirst hadn’t elected to make an appearance. Whether it was disinterested because this obstacle course didn’t involve sifting anyone or whether it was deliberately hiding, Mehta didn’t know, but he didn’t care, either. Except in the throes of battle, it was only a distraction anyway.

      He glanced down at the bloody, frozen forms of Darvies and her wyvern lying amid the spikes next to him. The sight should’ve filled him with doubt and fear, just like the other random bones scattered throughout the gauntlet itself and elsewhere among the spikes, but their fates had no bearing on his.

      Only his actions and choices mattered. Only he could determine what would become of him.

      And he would.

      So Mehta tucked the pendant into his garments, shed his cloak, exhaled a breath, and approached the gauntlet.
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      Mehta slipped past the first sickle without incident, but had he been anything less than perfectly trim and upright, the second one would’ve cleaved him in two. He’d passed the first weapon of dozens, and he’d already miscalculated and hesitated. He should’ve timed it better and rushed past more of them in one shot.

      He waited for his moment, watching the next sickle with his eyes and measuring his next step, and then he made his move.

      WHOOSH. The second sickle slashed past his face, little more than inches from his nose. Had the space between them gotten narrower?

      He stayed perfectly still, thankful for the adequate grip on the bottom of his boots. The path was still made of ice, like the rest of the temple, and one errant slip would get him killed just as quickly as any other mistake.

      The third sickle sliced past him again, and the force of it cutting through the air sucked him forward, off-balance. He used it to his advantage—mostly because he didn’t have a choice. Mehta made it past the third sickle, slipped past the fourth as well, and dove beyond the fifth and final sickle.

      He slid to a stop just in time to avoid the first of many spikes that shot up through the floor at him with a clack. Mehta caught himself on its side with his boot, and he pushed himself up to his feet and brushed the cold off of his bare arms. The spike retreated beneath the floor again.

      The spikes didn’t follow any discernible pattern and popped up seemingly at random, moving the ice aside as if it were water. Even stepping where spikes had just protruded wasn’t a safe strategy, as more than once the same spike popped back up immediately after receding into the floor.

      If Laeri was with him, now was the ideal time for her to intervene, as he couldn’t rely solely on his own skill. He took his first step.

      Clack.

      A spike shot up next to his foot, scraping against his boot, between his legs. He cursed and staggered back, away from the patch of spikes, back to the beginning.

      He cursed again. Taking this obstacle slowly meant inviting disaster.

      Mehta uttered another quick prayer to Laeri, reconsidered Garrick’s assertion of him being an idiot, and bolted into the spikes.

      Clack. Clack. Clack.

      Spikes jabbed at his every step.

      Clack. Clack.

      He half-danced, half-sprinted through them, his eyes only fixed on his next footstep, never anything beyond.

      Clack. Clack. Clack.

      Ten feet from the end of the patch, he sprung off his legs into a flying leap and cleared a dozen or so other spikes in the process. His feet hit the ice and slipped out from under him, and he landed hard on his rear-end, still very much in the range of the spikes.

      The impact stung, but Mehta didn’t have time to linger and lament it. He jerked off the ground.

      Clack.

      The spike would’ve killed him in the most embarrassing way possible if he hadn’t moved.

      Clack.

      Another one just missed the meat of his left hand—it shot up between his splayed thumb and forefinger as he braced himself to stand again. He pushed off of that hand, got to his feet, and darted forward. This time, his next leap got him clear of the spikes, and he took a moment to sit on the ice.

      The cold felt good on his sore rear-end, but thus far, that was the only harm that had come to him. It could’ve been so much worse, and it nearly had been several times, but he’d escaped any lasting harm.

      The six ice-forged blades lashing in from the side walls beckoned him forward next. They presented a new, more fearsome challenge than the sickle pendulums had: he had to not only get past, but he had to alternate between hugging one side of the path and skirting the edge where the path yielded to the spikes below.

      Worse yet, he’d have to zigzag through them, hurrying from one far side of the path to the other, all without getting carved up or falling or slipping in the process. It was probably an impossible task, given how fast the blades lashed in and out from the sides, but what other choice did Mehta have?

      As he watched, he realized there might be another choice after all. The blade mechanisms exposed themselves, particularly on the underside of the blade where it wasn’t sharp, as they clawed at the path and then retracted with creaks and groans.

      Wood and metal moved those mechanisms, and that meant he had other options.

      It was crazy—insane, even—but if Mehta could grab hold of the bottom of the first mechanism, he could conceivably climb across, under the blades, instead of trying to squirt between them. He watched them for a bit longer, then he made his move.

      Mehta jumped out over the spikes, arms extended, fingers outstretched. He grabbed the wooden structure supporting the blades, and as it jerked back, he swung his leg over it. The jolt of the blade retracting nearly shook him free, but he clung to it with every measure of determination he could muster, and he hung on.

      He managed to right himself, and he straddled the wooden beam. It jerked him back and forth along with the blade like a jumpy horse that couldn’t make up its mind. Gradually, he climbed his way up near the top of the blade, careful not to be hurled off, and prepared himself for his next jump.

      He had to get high enough, as the blades alternated sides, so instead of being one length away, he had to jump twice the distance. Jumping from higher up ensured a greater chance of success, and he needed every advantage he could get.

      Mehta bided his time, mastered the motion of the mechanism he was perched on, and timed his jump. He flew off of the first blade toward the third, and he slammed against the side of its mechanism hard enough to knock the wind out of him.

      His fingers slipped, but they caught hold of the next lowest beam—the last one before he would’ve fallen onto the spikes—and he managed to grip it well enough to hold on. His lungs burned and raged at him, but he forced himself up and onto the lowest beam.

      He clung to it for a long moment, working to catch his breath as the mechanism jerked him back and forth. Finally, when he was ready, he climbed to the top once more.

      The next jump went a little better, but not by much. It still knocked the air out of him, and he’d definitely bruised his ribs in the process, but he hadn’t slipped down this time. He clung to the middle of the three beams, caught his breath, and positioned himself atop the mechanism of the fifth blade.

      He’d cleared five of the six blades, but to land safely back on the path, he had to get past the sixth, which pulsed at him and then retracted at a different interval than the fifth one moved. They were staggered, but not perfectly, so the distance between them varied widely.

      Mehta studied their combined motions for a long moment and waited for the right opportunity. Once he had it figured out, he waited two more complete cycles to confirm he was right. He was.

      It was a terrifying prospect all the same. It meant he had to jump as the sixth blade was slicing toward him—he would in effect be jumping into it and to his death if he timed it wrong.

      But it was the only way he could see to get back on the path and safely clear the sixth blade all at once. Any other approaches he could conceive of risked slipping or getting caught between the fifth and sixth blades.

      So when the time was right, he jumped at the edge of the sixth blade, ready to slide past its range the instant it retracted.

      He flew at it, but the blade kept coming toward him. Just when he thought he’d timed it wrong, the blade lurched backward, away from him, and Mehta’s feet hit the ice floor. He rolled, skidded along the ice, and clawed along the floor to bring himself to a stop before he slipped over the edge and onto the spikes.

      He’d made it.

      Mehta exhaled a shaky breath—his ribs still hurt—and took a few minutes to rest. Back when the Xyonates had put him through their own gauntlets, resting wasn’t an option. The Xyonate influence that lingered in his brain told him to get up, but he was in charge now, so he stayed down.

      Then Kallie’s beautiful face flickered into his memory, and Mehta found himself wishing he’d worked up the courage to share a meaningful conversation with her. If they could save her in time, perhaps his wish would come to pass.

      The Xyonate influence shouted at him again. Mehta exhaled a long sigh and pushed himself up. He had to keep moving. Who knew how much time they would or wouldn’t have to rescue her once they got back? Every minute might count.

      He faced the spinning orbs next.

      The orbs extended out in varying lengths from central poles, also ice-forged. They were designed solely to crush and batter whoever entered them and, ultimately, to send them into the spike pits on either side. Mehta saw a smattering of bones on one side, and some additional bones, including a ribcage, on the other side.

      Worse yet, as they spun, the orbs swept past each other with only inches of room to spare, so Mehta couldn’t just squeeze through them. Not even he was lithe enough to accomplish that.

      Furthermore, he couldn’t identify a crazy workaround like he’d done with the blades, either. The orbs connected to one of a half-dozen spinning shafts that ran from floor to ceiling.

      It looked like the only way to get past them was to grab one of the orbs and try to ride it toward the outside of the obstacle, toward the next set, and make some sort of transfer without falling into the pit of spikes next to the path.

      Attempting to go through the middle would result in him getting crushed, pulverized, or, if he was lucky, merely rebuffed.

      With Mehta’s ribs already messed up, he didn’t like either prospect, but only one meant he had a chance of getting past, so he headed for the outside of the obstacle and grabbed on.

      To his surprise and delight, he actually managed to get around the orbs without any issues. He transitioned smoothly and nearly painlessly, and his feet hit the ice path again right before the first of the spots on the floor that opened up at random.

      The ice-forged material yet again proved unpredictable, but one thing remained consistent: wherever the floor yawned open, rows of ice-forged spikes awaited beneath it. As with the random spikes in the second obstacle, Mehta resolved just to run through.

      Three steps in, the floor opened under his left foot. He dropped in partway, but he pulled his heel up in time to keep it from striking the spikes below. Mehta quickly adjusted and shoved himself up and away from the hole, and it closed shortly after.

      Back on his feet, he scampered side-to-side, dodging openings when he saw them and recovering whenever something caught him off-guard. Within a few more seconds, he’d made it through the drops.

      As Mehta stood to his full height, something gleamed in his periphery. Scythe.

      Instinct dropped him to the floor once again, and sure enough, a scythe just like the one that had nearly felled Kent hissed through the air.

      Mehta waited there for a few seconds, dubious of rising to his feet again, but he kept a wary eye on the wall where the scythe had emerged. As with the first one, it did not reemerge, so Mehta stood up once more, albeit a bit hunched over just to be safe.

      The scythe stayed put, and a series of seven levers protruding from the back wall beckoned him over. The controls for the gauntlet—or maybe another trap. Either way, he was about to find out. With a final check of his surroundings, he pulled the first lever down.

      Tension immediately seized his muscles, and Mehta scanned the room for approaching dangers, but nothing happened except that the sickles in the first section slowed considerably. Their momentum ultimately diminished to the point where they swayed instead of swung.

      The second lever stopped the spikes, the third disengaged the side blades, the fourth took out the spinning orbs, and the fifth stopped the floor from opening and closing by dropping out completely except for a narrow perimeter of ice.

      The effect of the fifth lever wasn’t ideal, but it was still better than leaving the floor active and risking anyone getting caught off-guard.

      Try as he might, Mehta couldn’t comprehend the kind of machinery needed to make the two floor traps do what they did. How intricate must the gears and pulleys and other mechanisms be to yield such results?

      A series of whoops and hollers and the hiss of raindrops pattering stole Mehta’s focus from the quandary. He looked to the opposite side of the room, alarmed at first. Had one of the levers tripped a new trap and endangered his comrades?

      But the sight he saw confused him as much as it allayed his fears. The whoops and hollers were born of joy, and the raindrops weren’t raindrops at all—it was applause. For him.

      In his entire life, no one had ever applauded him. The concept was nearly as foreign to him as whatever god-forged, god-constructed machinery operated this gauntlet. He’d seen street performers receive applause for their various acts, but he’d personally never done anything worthy of applause.

      In fact, most times whenever he encountered someone, they more likely tried to flee or feebly resist, usually because he was about to sift them.

      Hearing the others cheer for him felt… weird.

      But also nice.

      Mehta didn’t need any praise. He’d done what he could, and he was just thankful it had been enough.

      It took only a matter of seconds for the others to reach his position. Unsure of exactly what the last two levers did, he decided not to push his luck. For all he knew, one of them might open the center of the floor and plunge them all directly into the Underworld.

      “That was incredible!” Aeron said when he arrived. “I couldn’t believe my eyes.”

      Wafer bobbed his head and trilled a series of chirps. Mehta assumed he was agreeing.

      He considered asking Aeron for a shroom for his aching ribs, but he thought better of it, mostly because Aeron needed them. He decided to bear the pain in silence as with any other injury or wound.

      “Well done, Mehta.” Kent clapped him on his shoulder again, and Mehta actually grinned slightly. It felt especially good to have Kent’s approval. “You did what magic could not. Simply remarkable.”

      “Good work, kid.” Garrick handed him his cloak. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      And Garrick… was still Garrick. At least he’d thought well enough of Mehta to bring him his cloak.

      Raqat and the wyvern knights each thanked him in turn, and then Kent took hold of the handles of the next set of double doors, ready to open them as he had before.

      Mehta grabbed his wrist. “Wait.”

      Kent looked at him, tentative.

      “Once you get them open, stay back,” Mehta said. “Might be another trap.”

      Kent nodded. “Thank you for the reminder.”

      Kent’s hands glowed blue, and the doors parted, this time opening inward.

      No traps sprung, no enemies attacked, and the same blue light that permeated all the entirety of the temple glowed in the next room as well, only it glowed brighter in there than anywhere else. Furthermore, the ice-forged dagger on Kent’s belt now radiated a brighter blue than ever.

      As Mehta surveyed the contents of the room, he realized why. Half the room was a mammoth forge of sorts, made entirely of ice. The other half was the source of the glow.

      It was Fjorst’s armory.
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      Garrick nearly burst with joy at the myriad of ice-forged weapons mounted to the walls.

      Axes, spears, swords, flails, hammers, staffs, bludgeons, and more exotic instruments that he didn’t have a name for hung all around him. If a human mind could have imagined it, Fjorst had forged it out of ice, sharpened it, and made it lethal.

      Garrick wanted to take them all, but he knew it was impossible. More than anything, he wanted to ditch the cursed phantom steel weapons hanging from his hips. As powerful as they were, even combined, they couldn’t compare to the unspeakable power of Fjorst’s arsenal.

      Satisfied that no traps were yet to be sprung—well, as satisfied as they could be—the Blood Mercs entered the armory with Raqat and the wyvern knights close behind. But once they all got inside, the doors slammed shut, sealing them inside.

      Garrick clutched the poleaxe a bit tighter as he scanned the colossal room. If more frostbloods came at them, it wouldn’t do him much good, especially compared to the phantom steel that hung from his hips.

      But if he had to use those again… he didn’t know what might happen. They might end up controlling him forever.

      The sound of a raging winter storm filled the space, and it extinguished every single one of the torches the group had with them. But as the torches went out, a brilliant flame swirled to life in the massive forge.

      It started as pure, red-orange fire, then it turned yellow, then it crystalized into a vivid green and shined like a perfectly cut emerald. Garrick had never seen anything like it, and he couldn’t begin to understand it.

      As the flame burned, it cast emerald light into the room. The temperature plummeted, and everyone—including the wyverns—began to shiver. Garrick pulled his cloak tighter, but it did little good. The cold continued to intensify until it felt as if it were actually burning Garrick’s face.

      He started to head toward the fire to warm up, but he quickly realized the fire was, inexplicably, the source of the cold. Sure enough, when he backed away from it a few steps, the cold lessened some.

      Mehta’s grandfather had been right about the flame, too. Green like an emerald, and as cold as fire was hot.

      Along with the others, Garrick continued his retreat from the emerald fire, closer to the array of weapons, and he found himself growing warmer still.

      “Warmer” was a loose term, though—the entire room was still freezing.

      “Come on,” he said to the group. “Whatever’s happening, we don’t want to stick around for it. Let’s grab what we need and find a way out of here.”

      Before they even had a chance to turn around, a voice boomed throughout the space. “You dare to enter my most sacred sanctuary?”

      Garrick tilted his head. Something about the voice felt off—forced, even. Unnaturally deep, as if somehow manipulated to achieve that effect.

      He glanced at Kent, and then at Mehta. They both scanned the armory, trying to find the voice’s source. Perhaps they, too, could sense something was off.

      Aeron, on the other hand, kept glancing from wall to wall with wide doe eyes, then to the ceiling, then back to the walls again and in every conceivable angle. He, at least, appeared convinced they were hearing the voice of a god, but Garrick remained skeptical.

      The wonky voice reverberated off the walls once more. “Begone, mortals. Leave me to my rest.”

      “Fjorst?” Aeron yelped. “I mean… the god Fjorst? Your majesty?” He looked at Garrick. “How do you address a god?”

      “You think I’ve done this before?” Garrick quipped. “Good luck.”

      “Uh… Your Greatness… ness?” Aeron resumed his babbling. “Look, I don’t know what to call you, but we’re sorry for bothering you. We just need—”

      “I know what you desire,” the voice rumbled. “I am, after all, a god. One of the greatest and most powerful…”

      Garrick fought off a grin. What kind of god had to emphasize how great and powerful he was? The crazy idea of challenging him to an arm-wrestling match flickered in and out of Garrick’s mind.

      “…and my answer is no,” the voice thundered.

      “What?” Aeron gasped. “No, Fjorst, my—Your Greatness—you don’t understand. We need your help. We came here specifically for—”

      “For my weapons,” the voice interrupted again. “As I said, I already know. But my answer still stands.”

      The way his voice warbled at times concerned Garrick, but not in a worrisome way—it was more confusing than anything. A god that can’t control his own voice?

      “Forget this,” Garrick mumbled. “He’s no god. Just some moron growling into a metal tube or something. Come on. Let’s loot this place.”

      Garrick stormed over to the nearest wall with weapons mounted on it and reached for a mammoth broadsword. But as he did, a rush of icy air swept toward him from the sides and… from within the wall itself?

      It buffeted him and pushed him back, somewhat, but it wasn’t nearly enough to stop him from reaching the broadsword. He extended his hand to take hold of it.

      “NO!” the voice half-roared, half-squealed.

      A huge, thick hand made of snow and ice shot out from the wall and shoved Garrick back hard. He toppled onto his back and skidded to a halt near Kent and Mehta’s feet.

      When he looked up, Garrick saw a humanlike figure step out from the wall. It materialized into the shape of a man with each step forward, but one constructed of ice and snow—and with some really strange proportions.

      Overall, the figure stood taller than Garrick, and it was easily four times as wide, but it was general girth and fat instead of muscle. Stranger still, even though the figure stood taller than Garrick overall, his legs and arms seemed far too short for his body, and his head looked unusually large—even a bit bulbous—compared to his torso.

      His hands were meaty and had stubby fingers, and his center of gravity was far lower than it ought to have been. It didn’t make any sense to Garrick at first, but then it all clicked: whatever this thing was, it was a dwarf.

      A giant-sized dwarf.

      Now fully emerged from within the wall, the man’s boots joined together, and he went totally still. Then his entire form collapsed into wisps of ice and snow, and it swirled throughout the room until it dissipated entirely.

      In the form’s place stood an actual dwarf-sized dwarf with comparable facial features to his larger version. But instead of being a hodgepodge construct of ice and snow, the smaller version looked more concentrated, more condensed in every way.

      Translucent blue ice made up his face and his arms down to his fingertips, both of which were exposed thanks to his sleeveless black tunic. His eyes glowed a vivid ocean-blue. A long beard of pure white snow hung from his chin, and a complimentary mustache joined with the beard under his nose.

      Long white hair, also glistening like snow, flowed down his back. It originated from somewhere under the jagged crown of dark blue ice he wore on his wide head, but the crown itself caught Garrick’s attention the most.

      Compared to his dour, simple clothes, the crown looked out of place, almost as if he was wearing it as an afterthought. He wore no other adornments or jewelry, nor did he wear any armor. Just that plain black tunic, black trousers, and black boots.

      Garrick squinted at him. There was actually mud, or something, covering his boots. Upon closer inspection, it had spattered on the lower part of his tunic and on his trousers, too. It was hard to see, being dark brown against black, but it was there, unmistakably.

      Were it not for the fact that his skin was made of ice and his hair was made of snow, Garrick would’ve written him off as an imposter right away. Even now, he still had his doubts—this little guy could’ve just been a powerful mage who liked the cold.

      Whatever the guy was, Garrick resurrected his arm-wrestling idea. He’d definitely win.

      “I said, get outta here.” The dwarf’s voice had jumped several octaves, almost to the point of squeaking with his words. “You deaf or something? I know mortals are stupid, but come on.”

      Garrick’s mind performed every acrobatic trick it knew to try to make sense of what was happening, but in the end, the conclusion he reached was the simplest possible answer.

      “Fjorst?” he said.

      The dwarf looked at him with those glowing, ocean-blue eyes and snapped, “What?”

      “You’re Fjorst, the God of Ice?” Garrick asked.

      “Who else would I be?”

      Garrick bit his tongue. If this really was Fjorst, he didn’t want to start out by insulting him.

      “Not what you expected, right?” Fjorst said before Garrick could speak again. “Well, I may only be four feet tall, but I can still freeze your overgrown green head in a block of ice with naught but a snap of my fingers. Might make a nice doorstop, or a good conversation piece at all the cocktail parties I never host.

      “Now I said to leave, but you’re all standing there like a bunch of cattle,” he continued, still bordering on squeaking with every word. “Then again, I don’t get out as much as I used to. Are humans basically the same as cows now? Did I miss that change? Is that what’s new and exciting aboveground?”

      Kent cleared his throat and motioned toward the doors behind the group. “Forgive me, but you have locked us in this room with you. We could not leave even if we wanted to.”

      Fjorst craned his short neck and tilted his entire body for a look. “Oh.”

      He waved his hand, and the doors sprung open again.

      “Alright, scram,” he said.

      Still no one moved.

      “What in the eighth hell is wrong with you people?” Fjorst snapped. “I’m the God of Ice. I know when someone is frozen or not. MOVE IT.”

      “Your Greatness,” Aeron and Wafer drifted forward a bit. “Please, I—”

      “This guy and his scaly bird again.” Fjorst rolled his ocean-blue eyes. “What’s your problem, mate? Don’t you know how many times over I could kill you?”

      “S-sorry,” Aeron stammered. “It’s just that I—I—”

      “Do I need to get a chair? Is it really taking you this long to figure out how to walk out of here?” Fjorst gave a loud, over-emphasized groan. “Pick one foot up, set it down in front of you. Lean forward slightly, then lift the other foot up and put it down next. Repeat until you’re out of my sight.

      “We taught you meatbags how to walk eons ago, and I know you can still do it because not all of you are riding those scaly birds. Just do that until you’ve exited the temple. The floor lights up, along with everything else. You can’t possibly get lost.”

      Scaly birds? Garrick mused. Did Fjorst really not know what wyverns were, or was he fooling with them?

      “Your Greatness,” Aeron tried again. “I—”

      “For the love of me, will you stop calling me that?” Fjorst raised his stubby arms into the air, and Garrick had to force himself not to laugh. “I don’t need you to tell me I’m great. I know I’m great. I’ve always known I’m great. Everything about me is great.”

      “Then what are we to call you?” Kent asked.

      “Don’t call me anything, jackass,” Fjorst said. “Or, fine, call me anything you like, as long as you’re calling to me from the road and not from inside my sacred place.”

      Kent’s jawline tightened, and his eyebrows arched down slightly. Garrick had seen that same expression many times over, often directed at him. Kent didn’t like being insulted, not even by a god.

      Garrick didn’t either, but the whole situation was too weird and amusing for him to care.

      “Fjorst,” Aeron blurted, “my sister is being held captive by a dark lord who wants to sacrifice her to steal a dragon’s essence and become a god.” He inhaled a quick breath. “And we’re the only ones who can stop him and save her. That is, if you’re willing to help us.”

      Fjorst stared at him for a long, frigid moment. Then he snapped his fingers. “Dragons. That’s the word. Not scaly birds. Dragons.”

      Aeron gawked at him. “Fjorst, please—”

      “You just don’t give up, do you, kid?”

      “Never.” Some of Aeron’s confidence had returned, accompanying his frustration. “She’s my sister.”

      “I’ve got a sister, too,” Fjorst said. “Dheveri. Goddess of Fire. You’ve probably heard of her.”

      Garrick wondered if she was taller and better looking. Maybe the good parts had all gone to her instead.

      “So you get it.” Hope lined Aeron’s voice.

      “She’s a pit viper,” Fjorst said, his voice flat. “Wait. Scratch that. She belongs in a pit with vipers. That’s better.”

      They all just stared at him.

      “Look, I really don’t talk to anyone. I’m used to being alone,” he said. “If you can’t handle it, you can leave. Which is what you’re supposed to be doing anyway. In fact, let’s circle back to that idea right now. Lift one foot and set it down in front of the other…”

      “Even though you don’t like her for… whatever reason,” Aeron said, “you still don’t really want to hurt her. And you certainly don’t want her to die.”

      “Gods and goddesses don’t exactly die, kid,” Fjorst said. “Not usually, anyway. It’s more like we ‘disperse.’ And a pit of vipers wouldn’t hurt her. It’s just fun to think about because she doesn’t like serpents at all, so—”

      “My point is,” Aeron cut in, “deep down, you know she’s still your sister, and you wouldn’t let any harm come to her if you could help it, right?”

      Fjorst sighed. “Right.”

      “All I’m asking for is that same chance for my sister. She doesn’t deserve to die. I’d literally give my life to save her.” Aeron pleaded, “Please, Fjorst.”

      Fjorst clapped his hands onto his icy face and groaned loud and long. It lasted a solid half a minute, and then he lowered his hands and stared at Aeron. “I knew I should’ve gotten a chair. This is taking for-ev-er.”

      “Fjorst!” Aeron shouted. “If you’re not going to help us, then just kill me here and now. I’m running out of time to save her. I can’t take Lord Valdis on without your help. If I don’t get what I need to do the job, then my life doesn’t mean anything anyway.”

      Fjorst held his arms out to his side. “I mean, you’re mortal. By definition, your life never meant anything to begin with, soooo…”

      Aeron slung a litany of curses at Fjorst. “Yes, I’m mortal. So quit wasting my damned time and make a decision. Will you help me or not?”

      Garrick couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Aeron Ironglade, the meekest member of their group, especially without Wafer nearby, had just cussed out a god and was still alive. It was nothing short of amazing.

      “I’m gonna be honest,” Fjorst said. “I really, really don’t like the way you’re talking to me. It’s rude. Super rude. But I’m gonna let it slide this one time because your little mortal story is actually kind of pitiful.”

      No one said a word. Everyone just watched Fjorst and Aeron staring each other down.

      After an eternity of silence, Fjorst conceded, “Fine. What do you need?”
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      “One, I said,” Fjorst repeated for at least the eighth time. “You each get one weapon. No more. And only you four and your friend, the leader. Only you people going after the dark lord and the dragon, and one bonus weapon. So five total.”

      Aeron heard him, but his focus stayed on the arsenal lining the opposite half of Fjorst’s forge. There had to be enough weapons here to equip a small army.

      Aeron scanned the walls and readjusted his estimation. Make that a large army.

      It made it all the more strange that Fjorst wasn’t letting the other wyvern knights take weapons as well, but when Aeron considered it, he remembered that they weren’t exactly on the Blood Mercs’ side.

      Raqat had taken a bold stand, to be sure, but at best, it was temporary. Govalia would keep coming for Aeron as long a Commander Brove held any semblance of power, and the report of one emissary wouldn’t erase Commander Brove’s storied history of serving the empire.

      So the fewer ice-forged weapons Aeron had to deal with later on, the better. Raqat having one might end up being bad news as it was.

      As Aeron studied the array of weapons, his eyes naturally gravitated toward the spears. He’d trained with spears when he’d first joined the Govalian Army, and he’d furthered his skills during the advanced weapons training he’d received when he’d joined the cavalry.

      Much of that training applied equally when riding a wyvern, so when he’d made the jump to the Wyvern Knight Corps and bonded with Wafer, the spear skills stuck with him. Some of the other Featherwings had opted for poleaxes or long swords, but for Aeron, the spear was the beginning, middle, and end of what he needed.

      A spear could be thrown and wielded in close-quarters fighting, whether on the ground or in the air. Poleaxes were heavier and more hit-or-miss, and long swords were more cumbersome than they were worth, in Aeron’s opinion. The spear was just right.

      “Not that one,” Fjorst said from behind him.

      When Aeron turned, he realized Fjorst wasn’t talking to him. He was staring up at Garrick, who’d selected an ornate, yet brutish battle-axe. It looked so fearsome that it might’ve just scared his opponents to death before they ever had a chance to fight.

      “You said we could pick one.” Garrick held it up. “This is the one I pick. It’s the best battle-axe by far.”

      “And I also said not that one,” Fjorst countered. “That’s Beatrice. She stays with me.”

      “You named it ‘Beatrice?’” Garrick eyed him.

      “You can hear me. And all this time, I thought you were deaf.” Fjorst hunched forward and put his hands on his knees as if talking to a child, even though Garrick was a full three feet taller than him. “I mean, I already knew you were dumb just by looking at you, so I assumed it went hand-in-hand with deafness since you suck at listening.”

      Garrick scowled down at him and shifted the battle-axe in his hands. For a moment, Aeron thought he might swing it at Fjorst, but he didn’t.

      “This thing’s way too big for you,” Garrick said. “Why don’t you let a grown-up have it instead?”

      “Mother pheasant plucker, I’m 8,900 years old,” Fjorst snapped. “I’ve been forging these works of art since before your oldest ancestor was even born. Now hand it over, or you get nothing.”

      Garrick frowned at him again and reluctantly extended the battle-axe toward Fjorst, who snatched it away from him and somehow affixed it to his back without a strap.

      “Don’t look so mopey,” Fjorst said. “I mean, unless your lower lip normally sticks out like you’re a whiny brute, then that’s on you. And maybe your parents, too. Follow me. I’ve got just the thing for you.”

      As Fjorst walked Garrick over to a different wall, Aeron stole a glance at Wafer, just to check on him. He sat near the door next to Trokos, Raqat’s wyvern, and the two of them waved their heads and snorted at each other, almost conversationally.

      With Wafer in the same room, Aeron could still feel his emotions through their bond. He could tell that Wafer and Trokos were doing the wyvern equivalent of sharing stories at a pub.

      Aeron turned back to the spears. One in particular had caught Aeron’s eye, and he reached for it. It felt cool to his touch, but not bitterly cold like he’d expected. Then again, he didn’t really know what to expect.

      From the moment Mehta’s grandfather had produced the ice-forged dagger, Aeron still had never so much as touched it. He’d figured it would freeze his hand off, even through his gloves. The spear didn’t.

      “The naginata,” Fjorst said from behind Aeron again.

      This time, when Aeron turned back, Fjorst was standing there looking up at him. Beyond him, Garrick was executing practice swings with a gnarly ice-forged hammer nearly as long as the spear in Aeron’s hands, and he was grinning, too.

      Aeron refocused on Fjorst. “The what?”

      “Na-gi-na-ta,” Fjorst said slowly, almost mockingly. “Can’t any of you hear me when I talk? It’s not like I’m speaking another language.”

      “Is this the nagi… nata?” Aeron held up the peculiar spear.

      “What else would I be referring to?”

      “I don’t know. You’re a god, so maybe it was some sort of god-speak.”

      “Don’t overthink things. We talk just as plainly as any mortal.” Fjorst cleared his throat. “Well, I do, anyway. Some of my siblings fancy themselves to be… well, fancy.”

      “Anything I need to know about this thing before I make my selection?” Aeron asked.

      “This thing isn’t just a thing. It’s a priceless—at least by your economic standards—work of art, and you’d be lucky to have a chance to wield it in battle.”

      Aeron looked it over. Rather than a traditional spearhead, the naginata had a long, curved blade, nearly the length of a short sword’s blade, extending from the top of its shaft. The blade’s curve wasn’t outrageous, but Aeron could see how it might come in handy for hooking weapons or foes and maneuvering them against his opponents’ will.

      “Normally, naginata are only sharp on one side of the blade, but I didn’t want mine that way, and I’m a god, so I can do whatever I want,” Fjorst said. “This baby cuts just fine whether you use the outside or the inside edge of the blade.”

      The blade looked sharp enough to shave with, though with it being ice-forged, Aeron decided against trying such a thing. Both the shaft and the blade were made of ice-forged steel, so in theory, Aeron could use it pretty much like he’d use a normal spear, both for offense and defense.

      “Best thing about ice-forged steel is that when it comes into contact with normal steel weapons, it tends to ruin them. Normal weapons will freeze and crack and even shatter against these brutes. Pretty nifty, eh?”

      Aeron nodded. If he could break the weapons of his enemies with this naginata thing, he’d never lose a fight again.

      “Go on. Try it out,” Fjorst urged. “We both know you’re going to swing it around like a boy with a stick anyway.”

      Aeron gladly obliged. He worked the naginata in his hands, deftly simulating attacks and feigning blocks from imaginary foes, left and right. He spun around for a nasty strike, and the naginata blade struck something hard. It vibrated in his hands for the briefest instant, then it stopped.

      Garrick stood there with his new hammer in his hands smiling. “We both need to see what we can do. Wanna play?”

      “Sure,” Aeron replied with a gulp. “Just don’t kill me on accident.”

      “Same goes for you,” Garrick said. “The rules are different now. These things can actually hurt me the same as any lame old weapon could hurt you.”

      “These weapons can wound or even kill gods,” Fjorst interjected. “Well, some of us, anyway. They wouldn’t do you any good against me, so don’t get any (more) idiotic ideas. I’m looking at you, lumber lips.”

      Garrick growled at him then turned to face Aeron.

      Great. Aeron sighed. Now he’s going to take it out on me.

      They began to spar.
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        * * *

      

      Kent had chosen a double-edged sword that seemed to suit him perfectly, but Mehta still hadn’t found what he was looking for. Rows upon rows of knives and daggers hung before him, but nothing he’d seen thus far had appealed to him more than the idea of just keeping the pair of knives he already had.

      After all, they’d served him well thus far, since long before he’d even set out to sift Lord Valdis. They’d seen him through battles with all manner of enemies, living and otherwise, and they’d never once let him down. Why bother changing his approach now?

      Because you can’t sift a dragon with those knives, his thirst taunted him. Or Lord Valdis. Or even the frostbloods back in the caverns. You’re nothing but a failure if you continue to use those.

      Mehta shook the voice out of his head. He’d gotten used to the thirst incessantly urging him to sift every living thing that moved, but he hadn’t gotten used to its cruelty in quiet moments like these. He definitely preferred its desperate pleas for violence instead.

      But as much as he hated hearing the insults, the thirst was right about his knives: they wouldn’t get the job done against Lord Valdis or his dragon. Then again, would any knives be a good choice against such foes? Maybe he ought to consider picking up a longer weapon instead…

      “Hallo,” a voice behind him said.

      Fjorst, the dwarf god under the mountain.

      Mehta faced him but didn’t reply.

      “Ah, that’s right. You’re the quiet one. Not quite mute, but not far from it.”

      “I can speak,” Mehta said. “I just choose not to.”

      “Cute. But seriously, you impressed me,” Fjorst said. “It’s not easy beating that sequence of traps I built. In fact, I’d thought it was impossible ‘til you showed up. I said I was impressed, but you’re also kind of a dick for getting through.”

      Was Mehta supposed to apologize? He’d never talked to a god before—aside from praying to Laeri and dedicating his entire life to Xyon at a young age—so he didn’t know how to respond. Half the time he didn’t know how to respond to normal people, so this was worse on nearly every level.

      “Did I freeze your tongue accidentally?” Fjorst nudged Mehta’s forearm. “Yes, that’s an ice god joke. One of my better ones, if you ask me. But I’ve got others if you want to hear ‘em. Then again, you’re probably not the laughing type. You look like your life’s been a nightmare up until this point and might continue to be afterward, too.”

      Mehta’s eyebrows raised. “How do you… I…”

      Fjorst raised his hand, twisted his wrist, and pointed down at himself with his forefinger.

      “Ice god. Remember? I’m a god. I’m good at this stuff.” Fjorst sighed. “You’re all taking way too long. I’m supposed to be working on new weapons, not entertaining a bunch of insects for hours on end.”

      They’d only been in the armory for about fifteen minutes total by that point, but Mehta didn’t think it wise to bring it up.

      “You have new weapons?”

      “Sure, and plenty of projects in-process. I may be a god, but forging these babies is still a lot of work.” He nodded toward the forge, which still glowed with emerald flames. “That’s arcane fire. Came directly to me from Dheveri, my sister. It’s a special brew that both burns and cools on command.

      “Without it, I couldn’t forge anything like what you see here. Fusing steel and ice into one workable material is hard enough, but shaping it into insanely sharp and powerful weapons is another task altogether.”

      So Dheveri had to be real, too. Fjorst had mentioned her when he was talking to Aeron, but Mehta didn’t quite know what to think of that entire situation, so he hadn’t given it much more thought. And meeting Fjorst—an actual god, albeit a strange one—had opened up a whole new world for Mehta.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Mehta fingered the triangle pendant around his neck. “Well, a few, maybe?”

      “I’d say you earned it, getting through that gauntlet the way you did.”

      “Is Xyon real?”

      Fjorst blinked at him repeatedly. “Uh… yes? Why would you think otherwise?”

      An explosion of questions rocked Mehta’s mind, but he fought them off. There was no way Fjorst would answer every question Mehta had about what he’d learned in his years as a Xyonate. For now, knowing Xyon was real was a good start.

      “And the Underworld? Is that real?”

      Again, Fjorst stared at Mehta like he was a brainless oaf. “Of course it is. Where else would Xyon live? I should’ve figured you had a fascination with death. All that black clothing. The brooding. The hair. Well, not so much the hair.”

      Mehta ignored everything but Fjorst’s answer. If Xyon and the Underworld were real, did that mean Laeri was, too?

      “What about Laeri?”

      At the sound of that name, Fjorst’s jovial countenance hardened. His voice flat, he replied, “She’s real.”

      Mehta tried to interpret Fjorst’s expression, but he’d never been good at that sort of thing to begin with… and Fjorst was a god. When it came to Fjorst, Mehta couldn’t put a lot of stock in facial expressions alone.

      But he’d learned what he needed to know. He tucked the triangle pendant into his garments again. “No more questions for now. Thank you.”

      “Whatever, kid.” Fjorst looked him up and down. “So, no weapons for you? Or are you a close-range guy? Knives and such?”

      “Knives.” Mehta pulled his cloak to the side, revealing one of his sheathed knives on his belt. “I’m not finding anything here for me.”

      “Well, excuuuuse me,” Fjorst drawled. “I’m sorry my craftsmanship isn’t up to your usual standard of quality. I mean, it’s not like I’ve been doing it for nearly nine millennia now. I’m sure your basic iron knives will do the job just fine. No one’s making you take anything.”

      Mehta didn’t know whether he was supposed to argue with Fjorst or agree with him, so he just stayed quiet.

      “You’re a creepy one, just staring at me like that. If I weren’t a god, I might even be scared of you.” Fjorst held up his palm. “Look. I think I may have something that’ll work for you. Stay put.”

      Mehta obliged, and Fjorst walked toward his burning forge. He disappeared around the side for a moment and then returned with several objects in his meaty little hands. He handed them to Mehta one-by-one. The first two objects were a pair of talon-shaped knives.

      “These are brand new,” Fjorst said. “Technically, not even finished. I left one side serrated, and the other is sharp. They’ll still cut plenty well, and they’re great for when you’re feeling stabby, but they don’t have that polished look that my weapons are known for.”

      Mehta found them slightly longer than his iron knives, but they weighed about the same, and they gave off the telltale blue glow of ice-forged steel. As Fjorst had said, one edge on each of their blades was serrated—the inner part of the knives’ curves—but he doubted it would matter much since they were ice-forged.

      He didn’t like the grips on their hilts, but he reasoned that he could do what he’d done to his iron knives and wrap them in fabric. Otherwise, they seemed pretty good.

      He extended the one in his right hand back to Fjorst. “You said only one.”

      Fjorst waved him away. “They’re small, and you’re fighting a dragon. Take ‘em both.”

      Mehta nodded and tucked them into his belt. When next they killed a deer or some other animal with a decent hide, he’d make sheaths for them. “Thank you.”

      “Now check these out.” Fjorst extended his hands, palms down. Pointed shards of ice-forged steel protruded from between his fingers. “Hold out your hands again.”

      Mehta complied, and Fjorst dropped four objects in his hands, two in each. They clinked together upon impact. They were shuriken—throwing stars. Each one had four points, circular holes in their centers, and they were perfectly sharp. Mehta couldn’t help but grin.

      “Like those, do you?” Fjorst nudged him again. “I know… pretty killer. But no one uses these things because they’re so easy to lose. Once you throw it, you’ll never see it again, unless you go for a walk one night, step on it, and fall over into a lake. But I solved all of that with a little god-level magic.”

      Mehta just continued to stare at him. Fjorst was right about shuriken being somewhat disposable, the same as throwing knives were, but he had no idea what Fjorst was trying to convey beyond that.

      “I’m saying these ticklers will do their thing,” Fjorst gave a dramatic pause and raised his arms, “and then they’ll come right back to you… every time.”

      Mehta’s eyebrows rose again. “Every time?”

      “I literally just said that, yes.”

      Mehta drew his arm back to throw one, but Fjorst stopped him.

      “If you try to catch one now, it’ll cut your hand in half. I need to give you a boost so these don’t accidentally kill you. In fact…”

      Fjorst lifted both of his hands, and a gust of icy wind billowed throughout the space. It shoved against everyone inside, including the wyvern knights, and brought them all to the center, around Fjorst.

      “I’m really glad you all came to visit, but I’m tired of entertaining children, so it’s about to be time for you to leave,” he said. “But before I do that, I’m going to give you all a little present. Close your eyes.”

      Instead of closing their eyes, everyone just looked around.

      “Bunch of idiots,” Fjorst muttered. He repeated, “Close. Your. Eyes.”

      Everyone complied, Mehta included. The next breath, a roar sounded throughout the armory, and Mehta’s eyes popped open.

      Fjorst stood before them, transformed into a massive ice beast with huge talons, jagged teeth, and a long, blue tongue that lapped at the air. Mehta could tell it was still him by his ocean-blue eyes, which glowed in his misshapen, monstrous head.

      He was facing the bulk of the wyvern knights, who’d all opened their eyes by now as well. They recoiled with terror on their faces, screaming and yelling in fright as Fjorst issued another roar that shook the temple itself.

      Just as Mehta reached for his new knives to fight, Fjorst’s monstrous form burst with a poof, dissolved into granules of snow, and scattered around the armory, leaving him in his actual size, standing before them with his arms raised and fingers curled like claws.

      Then he burst out laughing.

      “Oh, gods. Oh, universe,” he said between guffaws. “You guys… the look on your faces when I…” More raucous laughter. “Thanks for that. The memory of that will keep me entertained for centuries. I bet you nearly wet yourselves.”

      Part of Mehta wanted to laugh at it, too. It was all so absurd. But the other part remembered how Fjorst had called him a dick for beating the gauntlet, yet Fjorst was putting on these antics. Perhaps he was the real dick.

      “Sorry. Alright. Let’s reset. Hmmmmmmm.” Fjorst exhaled a frosty breath. “Alright. Gather ‘round. I’m serious this time. Swear to myself, I am.”

      Everyone reluctantly gathered around him again, and this time he didn’t make them close their eyes. They probably wouldn’t have anyway, unless he’d frozen them shut.

      He held out his hands, and they mimicked him. His hands glowed with a vivid blue light, darker than that of the ice-forged weapons, and then it started to glow in the hands of each of those around him. It faded within seconds.

      “All done.” Fjorst grinned at them, and his voice flattened. “Now get out.”

      Mehta should’ve expected it.

      “What did you do?” Kent asked.

      “Gave you a nice, chilly kiss, but all over your entire body.” Fjorst closed his eyes, smacked his forehead, and held up his other hand. “Strike that. Didn’t come across how I meant it. None of you are even close to being my type. Not even pouty-lips, over there.”

      Garrick scowled at him again.

      “What I did was made you immune to cold by making the cold a part of you. It’s magic,” Fjorst explained. “And since you’re gonna go fight a dragon, and dragons breathe fire—or at least they did a few millennia ago when I last heard about them—the effect should give you some resilience against heat, too.

      “You, especially, will benefit from this.” Fjorst pointed at Kent. “Your magic is stronger now, and you can do your fancy tricks with these weapons for a lot longer than you could before. Benefits of being blessed with ice mojo.

      “But it won’t change anything with other magic, though, so don’t throw me a parade or anything over it. I always preferred nudist festivals anyway, especially when it’s cold outside. You really get to see the reality of everyone’s situation.”

      They all continued to stare at him.

      “Oh, and I need to emphasize that this is all only temporary, so don’t take a swan dive into an active volcano or anything asinine like that. The more heat you’re exposed to, the quicker it’ll wear off, so don’t just stand there and let the dragon breathe on you like the morons we all know you are.”

      His voice stilted and hard, Kent said, “Thank you.”

      “The other thing is, the enchantment, if you want to call it that, keeps you from being harmed by ice-forged weapons. So if you’re dueling for the fate of the continent and accidentally smack your buddy with your new toy, it won’t kill him. Won’t even hurt him. But you’re still careless and rude, so shape up.

      “And that includes your shuriken.” Fjorst pointed toward Mehta. “Throw ‘em, and they’ll come right back. And as long as your enchantment lasts, you can catch ‘em, too.”

      “If we’re careful, how long will it last?” Aeron asked.

      “Oh, probably the rest of the winter. So a month or two, depending on how long I can keep Kecana from messing with the sun. She always tries to end winter early. Every year, it’s the same argument again and again…”

      Mehta had never heard of Kecana, but she must’ve been another goddess. Perhaps the goddess of summer and warmth? Was there a god or goddess for that?

      “Alright. One last thing.” Fjorst walked over to one of the walls and pulled down a large tube made of ice-forged steel. It was probably as thick as Mehta’s thigh, but it didn’t look like any weapon Mehta had ever seen before.

      Fjorst set it on the floor in the center where he was standing. Altogether, it was almost as tall as he was.

      “This little devil is a nasty nellie indeed. It’s like a crossbow, only it doesn’t look like one at all. You point this end,” he tapped the end at the top, “toward your target, and then you use magic to activate it. It’s called a cannon.

      “A bolt of ice shoots out and impales whatever it hits. It’ll freeze your target almost instantly. Should be pretty sick if you hit the dragon with it. But there’s only one shot, so don’t blow it like the clowns you are. Miss, and all you’ve got left to fight with are your new weapons,” Fjorst added. “And you’re welcome, by the way.”

      A chorus of thanks met his words, but Fjorst just rolled his eyes.

      “Alright. Time to go. I didn’t add all those traps fifty years ago because I was hoping to have iced tea with a bunch of strangers.”

      “How do we get out? The way we came is barricaded by a wall of ice,” Kent said.

      “I’ll handle it. I can put you right outside, scaly birds and all.”

      “Can you transport us all the way to Xenthan?” Aeron asked.

      “Easy, kid.” Fjorst held up his hands. “There are rules, you know. I’ll drop you on the side of the mountain near where you came in, and you can go from there.”

      Mehta understood Aeron’s sense of urgency, and he had no doubt that Fjorst probably could have done more. But overall, they’d done pretty well in convincing him to give them aid—more than Mehta had initially expected, for sure. He imagined the Fjorst’s enchantment would come in especially handy once they reached Xenthan again.

      “If you could’ve transported us out of here from the beginning, why didn’t you?” Garrick asked.

      Fjorst just smiled at him. “Byeee.”

      Then he clapped his hands.
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      Kent landed in a mound of snow next to the rest of the Blood Mercs, save for Aeron and Wafer, who hovered above them along with Raqat and the other knights.

      He tried to scramble to get out of the snow before the cold could seep through his clothes, but as he did, he realized Fjorst’s enchantment must’ve worked. Temperature-wise, touching the snow felt about the same as touching sand or dirt. It wasn’t cold at all.

      The ice-forged cannon lay near Kent as well. Being the only mage, he was the only one capable of using it. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to carry it all the way.

      But when he moved to pick it up, it wasn’t nearly as heavy as he’d expected. It would still prove awkward to carry because of its size, though. Maybe they could mount it to Wafer’s saddle somehow.

      The ice-forged sword he’d received hung in his belt just above his old steel sword, and the ice-forged dagger hung on the other side. He’d offered it back to Fjorst as a gesture of goodwill, but Fjorst had told him just to keep it. He’d gone long enough without it, and so he didn’t care anymore.

      Altogether, they’d gotten out with far more than Kent could’ve hoped for. If they couldn’t defeat Lord Valdis now, then there truly was no hope for them or for Kallie. Kent prayed that wasn’t the case.

      Once he made it up to his feet, Kent faced Raqat and the other wyvern knights with Garrick, Mehta, Aeron, and Wafer at his side. They’d all been blessed with the same gift of immunity against the cold and ice-forged weapons, so if the Govalians meant to disregard their truce, Kent was prepared to summon other magic to fight them.

      But neither Raqat nor the other wyvern knights showed any indication of doing so. They just floated several yards away, their forms dark against the bright morning sun.

      “The way I see it,” Raqat began, “The four of you split off and disappeared shortly after Commander Brove’s tantrum. For all I know, you’re buried in that mountain with your foolish quest to find so-called ice-forged weapons, one of which I happened to stumble upon while bravely leading our surviving knights to safety.”

      Raqat held up a magnificent ice-forged sword. It easily rivaled the one Kent had chosen in beauty and size.

      “This will make a fine gift to the emperor, especially when I tell him of Commander Brove’s indignation and horrific leadership.”

      “If he even got out of there,” Garrick said.

      “We must assume that he found a way, or that he will,” Raqat said. “That man is nothing if not relentless.”

      Kent glanced at Aeron, who gave a solemn nod. If anyone knew it, he did.

      “Nonetheless, as I see it, my duty is fulfilled,” Raqat tucked the sword into a long pack along Trokos’s back. He focused on Aeron. “I sincerely wish you all the best in rescuing your sister.”

      “You’re welcome to join us if you aren’t afraid of dark lords and possibly dying horrible deaths,” Aeron offered.

      Raqat grinned. “Some other time, perhaps. May the gods—other than Fjorst—be with you.”

      With that, the wyvern knights turned and flew southeast, leaving the Blood Mercs alone once again.

      They all looked at each other for a moment, and then Kent said, “Shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      About three weeks later…

      By the time the black spires of Valdis Keep rose into view against the distant red skies of Xenthan, Aeron had nearly driven Garrick mad with his incessant prodding to move faster.

      They’d hurried as fast as they could, but even though the cold no longer hindered them, the weather had still slowed them down considerably. Snow was still snow, and a lot of it tended to make mountain passes impassable. Fjorst had made them cold-proof, not fall-to-your-death-proof.

      Even so, they were cutting it really close. The new moon was that night, and with Valdis Keep just now in view in the earliest moments of daylight, they’d have to rush down to it, find a way in, and stop the ritual from happening before it got started.

      So even though Garrick didn’t like it, Aeron had been right to rush them. Had they dawdled much longer along the way, they almost certainly wouldn’t have made it in time to intervene.

      As they rushed to descend toward Valdis Keep, the old sensation of fear crept back into Garrick’s chest. Not just fear of Lord Valdis and his terrible power, but the fear of failing, of his reputation being ruined forever, of never amounting to anything ever again.

      They were foolish fears, of course, but then again, most fears were foolish. Fear was just a reaction to a lack of control, and a lot of the time, it wasn’t even the right reaction.

      It certainly wasn’t the right reaction now, when Kallie’s life was on the line. His reputation and future didn’t mean anything next to that.

      And hey, if they actually managed to succeed, he wouldn’t have to worry about Lord Valdis anymore. Maybe they could raid his coffers, too, and Garrick could retire early. If he could get rich, his reputation wouldn’t mean anything then, either.

      Thanks to some aggressive flying by Wafer, the descent took only a fraction as long as it would’ve otherwise taken. By the time the sun reached its midpoint in Xenthan’s clear red skies, the Blood Mercs had reached the outer gates of Lord Valdis’s courtyard.

      Strangely—and suspiciously—no soldiers guarded it, and no soldiers roamed the castle walls or manned the heavy weapons along the battlements, either. It was almost as if the place was totally deserted.

      The Blood Mercs wasted no time cutting across the courtyard and approaching the twin doors that led inside. And also to their surprise, the doors opened easily, and the dark, yawning mouth of Valdis Keep invited them to enter its black throat.

      They gladly obliged.
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        * * *

      

      The naginata felt good in Aeron’s hands, so much that he actually felt as comfortable with it as he had with the spear that Commander Brove had taken from him. Thus far, he’d only used it to spar with Garrick back in Fjorst’s armory, and while it had felt good then, too, Aeron was itching to try it out for real.

      As before, Wafer hadn’t been able to join Aeron when he’d ventured inside Valdis Keep. He would’ve fit through the main entrance doors and probably could’ve squeezed through most of the halls and corridors, but it would’ve meant limited mobility at best. Wyverns and limited mobility didn’t mix, so Wafer had stayed outside.

      The same gray gargoyles glowered down at them from their perches along the halls, and Aeron was all the more watchful in case they decided to drop down and attack. With Lord Valdis undoubtedly on high alert for their arrival, who knew what might happen?

      But the gargoyles didn’t attack. Nor did anyone emerge from the deep shadows within the castle halls to try to stop their advance.

      The absence of anything living within Valdis Keep gave Aeron more anxiety than he’d ever experienced, and he couldn’t bring himself to take one of his shrooms to combat it.

      The ones with the purple stripes would’ve been perfect to calm him down, but they acted as a muscle relaxant, too, and he couldn’t risk lethargy while fighting for his sister’s life.

      He’d taken a painkilling shroom before they’d entered, though, and it had just started to kick in. That was a good thing; fighting without pain—or at least with less pain—meant fighting better.

      When they reached the double doors to Lord Valdis’s throne room, Kent had positioned the ice cannon on his shoulder, ready to fire it if the dragon was waiting for them inside. Garrick flung the doors open and backed away so the others could enter first.

      Kent stepped forward, flanked by Mehta on his left and Aeron on his right, each of them holding their new weapons. Garrick chased them inside with his hammer ready for action.

      Empty.

      The iron bowls along the pillars that usually burned with fire weren’t burning, and a heavy darkness blanketed the room. But the darkness wasn’t just normal darkness—it was something more sinister. Aeron could feel it, could tell by the way it fought to subdue the light emanating from their glowing weapons.

      “Mehta,” Kent whispered. “What do you see?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So it’s safe to move forward?” Garrick asked.

      “No,” Mehta said. “I mean there’s something wrong with this darkness. I can’t see through it nearly as well.”

      That confirmed Aeron’s suspicions and set him even more on edge.

      The Blood Mercs glanced at each other. If this was some sort of trap, they had to spring it. Moving forward was the only way to save Kallie, so they advanced deeper into the throne room.

      No hidden enemies jumped out at them, and no perils stabbed at them or opened beneath their feet. But a pervasive, unnatural silence and calmness oozed from every inch of the room.

      When the throne finally came into view, they stopped. Even in the oppressive darkness, they could tell that someone was sitting on it.

      At first, Aeron’s heart demanded him to attack, but it might not even be Lord Valdis. It was too hard to tell anything in the dark beyond that someone was sitting on that wretched throne of twisted, black bones, unmoving.

      Aeron glanced at Kent, who still held the cannon over his shoulder, but Kent wouldn’t break his focus from the figure on the throne.

      “Mehta,” Aeron whispered. “Is it Valdis?”

      Mehta shook his head. “I can’t tell.”

      “Stay here.” Garrick started toward the throne.

      But as Garrick approached, the figure on the throne twitched.
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        * * *

      

      Garrick swung his new hammer the instant the figure moved. It crashed into the form and plowed straight through the black throne itself, which shattered from the force of Garrick’s blow.

      When Garrick pulled his hammer back, he studied the now-frozen remains of the figure, which lay in pieces along with the remnants of the throne. It wasn’t Lord Valdis.

      Obliterating his throne had invigorated Garrick, but it would’ve been so much more satisfying had Lord Valdis been sitting there instead of… a skeleton clad in an old set of armor?

      He turned back to the other Blood Mercs and shook his head. “Not him.”

      But they weren’t looking at him anymore. They were looking at something behind and beyond Garrick.

      It was then that Garrick noticed that the throne room had lightened to some degree, and the darkness felt different than it had before. It crawled past his feet and oozed between his arms, legs, and fingers. He could actually feel it moving.

      He turned back toward the throne and, for the first time since entering, saw the Sigil of the three-horned ram hanging on the back wall. Before that sigil, the darkness had gathered into a formless mass of swirling shadow.

      As Garrick watched, it took the form of a huge man, easily Garrick’s size or bigger, but it didn’t solidify—it was just a fluid shape, roiling and angry, but not solid. Then the sound of armor clanking and shifting with heavy footsteps sounded from beyond the mass of shadows.

      It was Boros, the huge soldier who’d stood at Lord Valdis’s side the last time Garrick had seen him. He emerged from the darkness, illuminated only by the blue light glowing from the Blood Mercs’ weapons, and walked right into the mass of swirling shadows.

      Then his back arched, his arms spread wide, and his gloved fingers seized and shook. The trembling spread through Boros’s arms to his chest and down his legs until he was fully convulsing. The shadow was merging with his body.

      Two loud slams echoed from far behind the Blood Mercs—the throne room doors closing. Then the iron bowls on the pillars ignited with fire, casting orange light throughout the space. A dozen soldiers clad in black armor emerged from behind the pillars, armed and ready.

      Boros’s convulsing stopped, and he pulled a gigantic broadsword from his back. It had a black blade with violet edges and a red, wooden handle—no doubt a companion blade to the battle-axe and flail hanging from Garrick’s waist. He pointed it at Garrick without so much as a word.

      “I’ll take the walking blacksmith shop,” Garrick said without turning back. “You three handle the rest.”

      Then he swung his hammer at Boros.
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        * * *

      

      Steel sang and then promptly cried out as it chipped and fractured and shattered against Aeron’s naginata.

      At least a dozen soldiers had appeared in the throne room, and they all rushed Kent, Mehta, and Aeron at the same time from multiple angles. Kent had handled some with a blast of ice magic, and Mehta downed three of his four with his shuriken in seconds while the fourth approached him with tentative steps.

      Meanwhile, Aeron’s naginata danced and battered his first two opponents’ weapons from afar, and it soon rent their armor and flesh as well. Without that weapon, the fight would’ve looked a lot different.

      Whenever one of the soldiers went down from an ice-forged strike, crystals of ice formed wherever they’d been struck. The effect resembled that of Garrick’s old snow steel sword and shield, only quicker and more severe. The crystals were bigger—often protruding from wounds like they had from the frostbloods’ bodies.

      Aeron suspected that the ice delved deeper into the soldiers’ bodies as well, but he couldn’t tell for sure. Any time he struck one of them, the wound froze on the outside, and whatever body part was cut stopped moving. If ice spread throughout the flesh and blood and bone around the wound, it would explain the soldiers’ newfound immobility.

      Two soldiers came at him at once, and he turned to face them next. As with the first two, he picked them apart from a distance, and he did it without any remorse whatsoever. These men stood between him and getting to Kallie. They would get what they deserved.
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        * * *

      

      After throwing the first of his new shuriken in live combat, Mehta decided he’d been overlooking their value for years. It hit its intended target—through and through one of the soldiers—and immediately returned to Mehta, as Fjorst had promised.

      More interesting still, Mehta could actually feel it returning to him, almost as if it were attracted to his palm itself. He threw two more of them, lightning-quick, and then caught the first without so much as a scratch on his hand.

      Even if conventional shuriken wouldn’t have come back to him, he could think of numerous times, both as a Xyonate and since then, when shuriken would’ve evened long odds or given him an advantage in precarious situations.

      Then again, he’d survived thus far without them. Perhaps he would’ve come to rely on them too much and gotten lazy with his knifework in the process, and perhaps he might’ve succumbed in a hard situation where he wouldn’t have otherwise.

      In the end, it was all speculation. Going forward, he resolved to use them as he saw fit, but not at the expense of his close-quarters skills. He could be tactical with the shuriken and maintain his knifework, too.

      The first three soldiers went down as quickly as Mehta had thrown his shuriken, but he hesitated to throw the fourth. When the fires had ignited in the throne room, he’d recognized one of the soldiers.

      He’d seen the soldier’s blue eyes before, and he’d thought then that they reminded him of Kent’s. Dark stubble accented his square chin. He was a light-skinned young man, about Mehta’s age.

      He was alive today because Mehta had spared him during the attack on his village along with his comrade, who’d only received a knife in the back of his knee.

      Mehta had tried to drive his knife through the young soldier’s eye, but thanks to a quick reaction, he’d caught the stab with the meat of his hand. It had perhaps cost him the full use of his left hand, but he’d saved both his eye and his life that day.

      Mehta had spared him, though he didn’t fully know why at the time, nor did he know now. But instead of taking him down with a shuriken, Mehta waited for the young soldier to advance.

      He didn’t move.

      By that point, Aeron and Kent had felled the soldiers coming after them, and now this one soldier remained. They joined Mehta’s side, all while Garrick’s battle with the huge soldier raged behind them.

      Aeron advanced with his naginata raised high.

      Mehta caught him with an arm to his chest and held him back, all without taking his eyes off the young soldier. “Wait.”

      It was only one word, but it stopped Aeron’s progress.

      Mehta affixed his shuriken to his belt near his knives and walked toward the young soldier.

      “Do you remember me?” Mehta asked.

      The young soldier nodded, his expression caught somewhere between fear and confusion, and he held up his left hand.

      “Where is the girl?” Mehta asked.

      The young soldier shook his head but didn’t lower his sword. “Don’t know anything about any girl.”

      “Then where is Lord Valdis?”

      The young soldier swallowed a gulp of air and cleared his throat. “I… I can’t—”

      “You’re alive today because of my mercy,” Mehta said. “Tell us where he is, and I will grant you that mercy once more.”

      It took a moment, but the young soldier nodded. “He’s in a tower to the east. It’s an Aletian ruin, but it’s a place of ancient power. He’s doing some sort of ritual there.”

      “How far east?” Kent asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been there. Maybe five miles?” He added, “It’s ahead of the mountains that separate this place from Tebaryx.”

      “I remember seeing it from the air while we were traveling here from Tebaryx awhile back. I had no idea what it was and just assumed it was an old monument to some god. It’s not far,” Aeron said. “We can make it.”

      “Go now, and flee this place,” Mehta told the young soldier. “I’ve spared you twice. It will not happen a third time.”

      The young soldier nodded and lowered his sword. “Who… who are you people?”

      “We’re the Blood Mercenaries,” Mehta replied.

      The young soldier nodded again and then rushed back toward the throne room’s double doors. Contrary to Mehta’s belief, they weren’t sealed, as the young soldier managed to open one and leave right away.

      “Come,” Kent said. “We must help Garrick end this before we can leave. We cannot allow a monstrosity like that to pursue us through these castle halls or beyond.”

      Mehta turned and drew his ice-forged knives, and he, Kent, and Aeron joined Garrick in the fray.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The black magic running through Boros’s body made him far more formidable than Garrick could have imagined. It felt like fighting the duotaur from the dungeon in Etrijan all over again, only this time stronger, faster, and with one fewer head.

      Garrick had managed to land several solid blows with his hammer throughout the fight, but each time the response looked the same: Boros shook off the blow and the swath of ice that it had generated, and he kept coming.

      He’d managed to inflict a handful of small cuts on Garrick as well—nothing fatal, but Boros’s phantom steel sword had done its job in draining some of Garrick’s essence—some of his energy. The wounds weren’t healing quickly, either. Had Garrick anticipated that latter effect, he would’ve fought more carefully from the beginning.

      Now blood oozed down his arms and legs from the various cuts. Garrick wasn’t used to seeing his blood at all, so the sight of so much of it enraged him.

      As he ducked under a mighty swing of the sword, Garrick lurched forward for another attack. His hammer connected with Boros’s gut hard enough to double him over, but not hard enough to take him down.

      But the blue-white blast of ice that smacked into his chest and shoulders did. Boros dropped to the floor on his back, his midsection and arms frozen in a block of ice.

      Garrick glanced back in time to see Kent pointing his new sword ahead while Mehta and Aeron flanked Boros, each with their ice-forged weapons at the ready. The sight annoyed Garrick.

      “I said he was mine,” he growled.

      “We are all in this together, Garrick,” Kent said. “We know where Lord Valdis is, so finish him and let us be on our way.”

      “He’s not here?”

      “No,” Kent replied.

      The sound of ice cracking and shattering turned Garrick back around, but Mehta and Aeron were already on the move.

      Boros sprang to his feet and parried a stunning blow from Aeron’s naginata, but as he was doing it, Mehta slid along the smooth floor and dug his knives into Boros’s leg. Then Mehta popped up to his feet and slashed back and forth along Boros’s leg and torso, coating it with ice along the way.

      By the time Boros brought his sword around to fend Mehta off, Garrick was back in motion. He hefted his hammer high, swung it in a downward arc and drove it up hard—right under Boros’s helmeted head.

      CLANG.

      His helmet tore off his head and careened toward the giant three-horned ram sigil hanging on the back wall. It hit the bottom of the sigil with a thunk and fell to the floor.

      The blow Garrick had delivered probably would’ve killed anything that had ever lived, gods or goddesses included, and it rocked Boros through and through. His head went up, followed by his body, and then they both went back down hard.

      Aeron lashed his naginata at Boros’s wrist and cut his sword hand clean off, and Mehta leaped on top of him and drove his knives deep into Boros’s armored chest.

      When Garrick got close enough to drive home a final blow, he saw nothing but a withered skull in place of where Boros’s head should’ve been. Whether Boros was already dead or not, Garrick slammed his hammer onto his face so hard that it fractured the stone floor underneath.

      The skull exploded into a million frozen pieces of bone, and Boros’s massive body went totally limp. Shadow oozed out of the stump where his neck had just connected to his head, and it collected into another roiling mass before them.

      Had the shadow claimed Boros’s life in exchange for making him so much stronger? Or was it some tool of Lord Valdis to personally control the fight? Had Boros been dead—or undead—the whole time and Garrick had just never realized it?

      It didn’t matter now. The threat was destroyed, unless the shadow itself intended to fight, but it just continued to hover there, as if glaring at them despite having no eyes.

      For good measure, Garrick swung his hammer at it, but the shadow dissipated. It vanished into the air without a trace, leaving the Blood Mercs alone in the throne room, accompanied by the sound of the fires flickering in the iron bowls around them.

      “See, Garrick?” Kent collected the ice cannon once more. “We are far more effective as a team.”

      “Whatever. I still did most of the work.” Garrick added, “As usual.”

      “Let’s go,” Aeron urged. “We’re running out of daylight. The ritual will start soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to some relentless flying on Wafer’s part and some horses liberated from Lord Valdis’s stables, it only took another three hours to reach the tower despite the snow, the wintry weather, and the actual distance being closer to ten miles. Their relatively prompt arrival had filled Aeron with hope once again.

      But the sun had already started to sink from the sky. Within only a few more hours, night would fall, and Kallie’s life would end.

      It was a stark reminder that they had no time to waste. They had to get to work.

      A quick survey of the tower from the air revealed no way in through the top and no significant weak points. The young soldier had been wrong about the tower being ruins. It looked as sturdy as if it had been constructed yesterday.

      “Aletians,” Aeron grumbled as Wafer dipped down to rejoin the others at the tower’s base.

      The tower, made of black, shining stone, stood nearly as tall as any of the spires at Valdis Keep and spread several hundred yards in diameter. It looked thoroughly out of place amid the expanse of white emptiness all around it and under the red skies above.

      Then again, to Aeron, not much made sense about Xenthan. It was a cruel, harsh country populated with dark lords and their soldiers. Perhaps a black tower built by ancient Aletians amid this sprawling wasteland of snow was a good fit after all.

      Save her, Wafer sent to him through their bond. It wasn’t a command so much as it was a rudimentary encouragement.

      I will, Aeron sent back. Even if I have to die to do it, I will.

      Careful, Wafer replied.

      They landed before the other Blood Mercs and reported their findings.

      “If there are no ways in from the top, then I do not know how we can get inside,” Kent said. “There are no discernible entrances around its base, either.”

      “Cursed magic.” Garrick spat into the snow.

      “Or brilliant architecture,” Kent countered. “It is an Aletian structure, after all.”

      “So there’s some trick to get inside?” Garrick huffed. “Great.”

      “Perhaps,” Kent said. “Or perhaps not.”

      He dismounted his horse and trudged over to the tower while Aeron and the others watched. If anyone could find a way into a tower with no entrances, it would be Kent. For Kallie’s sake, Aeron needed him to.

      Kent extended his right hand toward the tower, placed his palm against one of its smooth, black stones, and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The instant he touched the tower, Kent sensed an incredible amount of magic running through each and every stone in its structure. The magic felt heavy and oppressive, comparable to the potent darkness in Lord Valdis’s throne room.

      Whether or not Lord Valdis was the source of this power had yet to be determined. If he’d learned anything about ancient Aletian buildings thus far, it was that they didn’t always make sense.

      Kent opened his eyes. As an experiment, he tried to push some of his magic into the stone, but it didn’t work. His hand flared with blue light, tinted a slightly brighter blue thanks to Fjorst’s blessing, and the magic dissipated along the tower stones in ripples of dark blue light. Kent pulled his hand back and considered what he’d just seen.

      Interesting. Some sort of magic barrier coated the tower. If Kent’s raw magic couldn’t pierce through, perhaps god-forged weapons could. But where should he aim?

      Rather than try to push magic into the tower again, Kent touched the stones and tried to draw magic out of them instead. It worked all too well.

      Mutilated faces flashed before Kent’s eyes, and desperate shrieks split his mind wide open. Shattered bones drenched in blood. Ravaged flesh. Sharp teeth, claws, spikes. A sickening tearing sound accompanied the wails.

      His teeth rattled to the point where he thought they might break, and his mouth filled with the tang of copper.

      And then the pain hit Kent. It screamed up his right arm and hit him in his shoulder hard enough to knock him back a step, and he winced.

      “Kent, you alright?” Aeron called from behind him.

      Kent shook his arm. It still tingled from the jolt, and his fingers trembled when he looked at his hand. He clenched his fist, willed it all to stop, and it gradually subsided. “Fine.”

      “Well?” Garrick asked.

      Kent interpreted the barrage of sensations and images as a type of defense mechanism, perhaps to ward off the Blood Mercs—perhaps him in particular. But amid the assault on his senses, he’d also seen the truth.

      “I know the way inside,” he said.

      They all just stared at him.

      “There’s a barrier protecting the tower, but it’s more than just a barrier. It’s also a cloak,” he said. “When I tried to force my magic in, the barrier repelled the magic. But when I tried to take magic out, it downright attacked me. And when someone is attacking you…”

      “They’re exposed,” Garrick said.

      Kent pointed at him. “Exactly.”

      “What does that mean?” Aeron asked.

      “It means there is a door,” Kent said. “We just cannot see it. But I know where it is.”

      “How?” Aeron asked.

      “Because the barrier showed it to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Garrick wondered if Kent had gone senile, but he swung his ice-forged hammer at the spot on the tower wall anyway. It bounced off harmlessly, and he looked at Kent.

      “Come now, Garrick.” Kent shook his head. “Surely you can put more heft into it than that. Or is your strength diminishing in your old age?”

      Garrick glared at Kent, then he wound up for another swing, this time much harder. When the hammer struck, Garrick felt a distinct crack under the force of his blow, but he saw no signs of damage on the tower or the supposed barrier.

      Then he craned his head for a different angle, and sure enough, a network of glowing fissures spiderwebbed across the stones in front of him—or more accurately, across the barrier. Garrick grinned. He drew back his hammer again and delivered yet another mighty strike to the invisible barrier.

      It cracked yet again but failed to shatter entirely. So Garrick reared back for another swing—this one the most vicious of them all. When his hammer struck, green sparks and debris erupted from the tower. The barrier shattered—at least in part—and fell to the ground in thousands of glowing green shards that slowly faded away.

      In its place, an arched doorway with no door yawned open at them. It hadn’t been there a moment earlier—only a façade of stones. Where the barrier had broken, green light twinkled and shined and oozed down toward the door again, seeking to reseal it.

      “Hurry.” Kent snatched up the cannon. “The barrier is re-forming. Get inside.”

      Garrick let the others rush in first. If need be, his hammer could break through again. Aeron said a quick goodbye to Wafer—he was too large to squeeze through the door—and followed Mehta inside. Kent went next, and Garrick entered last.

      The barrier’s broken edges rejoined with a flicker of green light, sealing them inside. Interestingly enough, the barrier looked the same from the inside as it had on the outside, except Garrick could now see the archway to mark the entrance, whereas he couldn’t before.

      Above them, concentric circles of floors and ceilings ascended so far up that Garrick couldn’t see the top of the tower. They looked like different levels—maybe twenty of them, maybe more.

      Various colors of light glowed in the gloom high above them, suggesting activity of some sort, though Garrick didn’t want to guess what that activity might be. Sometimes it was better to not know.

      On the ground level, only a single ring of blue glowed around a raised, circular section in the center of the floor. Thanks to that blue light, Garrick could see that they were alone on the bottom level.

      Garrick stared at the stone platform, then he glanced up at the next level. The opening above looked about the same size as the platform. He wondered if…

      “It is a lift,” Kent said as Garrick’s mind forged the connection. “Likely powered by magic to ascend to the top.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Aeron jumped onto the platform and motioned the others to join him.

      They did, although Garrick did so tentatively. He’d encountered more than his fair share of trickery in Aletian structures as of late, and he didn’t want to experience any more if he could help it.

      But the others were already standing on it, and it hadn’t dropped out from under them, or exploded, or anything else crazy, so he stepped onto it, too.

      Kent bent down and pressed his palm on the stone platform, and his hand glowed an identical color to the blue light around its perimeter.

      The platform lurched upward, and Garrick stutter-stepped to maintain his balance. They rose up to the first level, and the platform stopped there, conforming with the edge of the floor around it, creating a solid, flat surface for the whole level. The blue light disappeared.

      “What are you doing?” Garrick snapped. “Why’d we stop?”

      “I am trying. It will not go up any farther.” Frustration edged Kent’s words.

      “Well, try harder,” Garrick barked.

      “Perhaps you can climb below and push?” Kent fired back.

      “At least we’d be moving if I did,” Garrick countered.

      “Uh… guys?” Aeron pointed at something ahead of them. “We’ve got a problem.”

      Garrick turned to look. Before them, at least two-dozen pairs of glowing yellow eyes peered at them from within the darkness.

      “There are more over here,” Mehta said.

      Garrick looked back in time to see two-dozen more pairs of yellow eyes pop open. As he scanned the rest of the room, more and more yellow eyes opened, fixated on them like a fat man staring at a basket of sweet rolls coated in honey.

      From all around them, a single voice boomed, “You dare to challenge me?”

      It was Lord Valdis’s voice, though more angry and fierce than Garrick had ever heard it.

      “You’re already too late,” Lord Valdis taunted. “You’ll never reach me in time. Soon I will become a god, and you will perish under the force of my new power… that is, if you manage to survive long enough.”

      Excited chitters swept throughout the creatures around the Blood Mercs, but they promptly silenced when Lord Valdis spoke again.

      “You will all die here today, whether by my hand or otherwise. Before the night is done, you will all walk the path of shadows. Your lives will end, your essences will be mine, and you will forever do my bidding.

      “Ascend the tower, I implore you. If you prevail, you will face a foe more powerful than any you could ever imagine.” Then, at the end, he added, “I’m waiting.”

      A moment of cryptic silence hung between them, until Aeron finally said, “Kallie’s still alive.”

      If that was the kid’s only takeaway, Garrick wanted to smack him. But he self-corrected; after all, Kallie was the reason they were all here in the first place.

      “He would’ve come right for us if he already had the power, right?” Aeron asked. “He needs the dragon’s essence to become godlike, and he needs Kallie as a sacrifice to somehow bind her soul to the dragon’s. So she’s gotta be alive. And if we can make it up there—”

      “Then we can save her,” Garrick finished for him. “And put an end to Lord Valdis’s unnatural existence once and for all.”

      “Agreed,” Mehta joined in, and Kent nodded.

      “You’re sure the platform won’t move?” Garrick asked Kent again, this time more calmly.

      “Positive.” Kent set the cannon down in the center of the platform and drew his ice-forged sword.

      “And it won’t go back down, either?”

      “Not that we would, but no, it will not move either way. I tried.”

      “Then we’ve got a fight on our hands.” Garrick faced the army of fell beasts surrounding them. Eagerness crawled up his spine, and he shifted the hammer in his hands. “Circle up. Let’s kill some bad guys.”

      They formed a four-person defensive circle and held their weapons at the ready.

      A glowing, green film formed a barrier in the opening over their heads, and its light gave some structure to the things behind the eyes. Pointed ears, small in stature, lithe. Stirring and writhing with tension. Wielding jagged swords, spears, clubs, and chipped axes.

      The glowing yellow eyes didn’t move at first. Then an ear-splitting screech sounded, and a horde of goblins burst from the darkness, shrieking war cries and running straight toward the Blood Mercs.
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      Mehta had faced multiple enemies before, in quick succession, but there had to be at least a hundred goblins storming toward them. And it would only take one errant sword or spear to catch Mehta unaware.

      But on the plus side, the goblins were small—even smaller than Mehta—and frail, too. Hardly any weight to them whatsoever. Even so, he didn’t want to engage all of them up close with his knives, so he opted for an alternative.

      “Kent, dagger!” he called.

      It flew out of Kent’s hand a second later, and Mehta caught it. He held the ice-forged dagger, a part of his grandfather’s legacy, in his right hand and held one of his ice-forged knives in his left hand, its blade pointing down. With a bit more range in his right hand, he would unquestionably fare better.

      The nearest goblin raised his cracked old sword to strike, but instead, he earned himself a swift kick in his chest from Mehta’s boot. The goblin careened backward into a bunch of his comrades, taking them down with him, and freeing Mehta to fight only half the number that had charged at him.

      He danced and dodged and ducked and wove between attacks, always counter-attacking with extreme force. Several times they’d come close to pricking or cutting him, but they lacked any real fighting prowess. They telegraphed their movements and hurled pitiful attacks.

      Ferne, a nine-year-old girl, was more dangerous than any one of these wretches. After all, she’d not only defended herself against a Xyonate High Cleric but also delivered a fatal blow to him. These goblins’ sole strength was in their numbers.

      In almost every encounter, Mehta felled goblins with one vicious blow. The dagger cut through them as if they were made of feathers and twigs, and before long, partially frozen carcasses piled up around Mehta.

      He caught a glance at the others and saw similar carnage around them, only in greater numbers. He attributed it to the reach advantage that their weapons all had over his—that, and the fact that Kent’s magic had frozen a chunk of the goblins’ force solid.

      The entire battle only lasted about five minutes. When the last goblin perished, courtesy of a blow from Garrick’s hammer that all but reduced the goblin to a splatter of black slush, the blue light around the platform began to glow again.

      “Well, now we know how that works,” Garrick grunted.

      “Let’s not waste time,” Aeron said.

      “Agreed.” Kent bent down and placed his palm onto the stone, and it began to ascend once more.
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        * * *

      

      They stopped at each floor, gradually ascending toward the top of the tower, and with each new stop, Aeron’s frustration multiplied. This was a stupid series of traps and battles, but it effectively delayed them from reaching Lord Valdis and rescuing Kallie.

      The only plus side was that he had ample opportunities to vent his fury on a wide range of foes on each floor.

      On the third floor, the Blood Mercs took out a nest of black, helmet-sized insects that Garrick called “Scorpers.” Apparently, he’d encountered them before, and he made it known that they weren’t to be trifled with.

      The name actually fit them pretty well—they looked to be half-scorpion, half-spider, but bigger than any version of either type of bug Aeron had ever seen. They had eight skittering legs, spider-like fangs, and scorpion pincers.

      Aeron found that stepping on them worked best if he managed to get their heads. The few times he hadn’t, the scorpers refused to die, and they’d just screech at him and try to grab onto his boots or his leg armor.

      Aeron’s naginata didn’t help much, but thanks to Kent’s magic and some torches on the walls around the third floor, they burned up pretty quick. Toward the end of it, Aeron had taken to just kicking them across the platform so Kent could incinerate them en masse.

      The blue light reappeared, and the platform ascended once more.

      On the fourth floor, a few dozen undead skeleton warriors—skulks, Garrick called them, because he apparently had a name for everything—attacked, and the Blood Mercs dispatched them in short order.

      Floors five through eleven yielded a variety of other threats, ranging from a pair of rock golems (easily destroyed with Garrick’s hammer) to a flock of dog-sized spiderbats—yet another moniker chosen by Garrick—that were just as nasty as their name suggested.

      Knocking the spiderbats out of the air was unnerving, to say the least. Several times, Aeron had needed to knock them away from his fellow Blood Mercs before they could latch on and sink their dripping fangs into flesh. And the others had done it for him probably just as many times.

      But no one got bitten, and they advanced upward yet again to the twelfth floor, where they encountered a horde of orcs.

      Until that point, Aeron had only heard of orcs. He’d never actually seen any. In the army, Aeron had learned that Xenthan had the largest population of orcs in all of Aletia. Almost all of them roamed the bitterly cold northern region of Xenthan, well north of Tebaryx and most of Xenthan’s other cities, towns, and villages.

      Aeron counted twenty orcs in all, each about as large as Kent, only bulkier, but none approached Garrick’s size. They carried weapons like those of the goblins—chipped, cracked, poorly crafted and likely forged with junk iron, but considerably bigger in size.

      Aeron had batted the goblins around with no trouble. They’d hardly weighed anything, and his naginata carved them into pieces easily enough, so they’d gone down fast.

      The orcs, however, proved far more resilient—almost maniacal.

      The first orc that Aeron faced didn’t falter until the naginata blade stabbed through his face and out the back of his head. Aeron had already cut multiple deep gashes into the orc’s exposed torso and limbs, but the wounds had only slowed him down.

      With the next orc, Aeron blocked an overhead blow that should’ve rattled his naginata, but the ice-forged metal dissipated the shock to his hands right away. The orc’s sword shattered against the blow, then Aeron delivered a hard crack to the orc’s jaw with the pommel at the base of the naginata.

      The orc staggered back a step, and Aeron swung the naginata blade hard and fast at the orc’s head, and it cut clean through the upper half of the orc’s skull. This time, the orc dropped immediately, and Aeron turned to the next one.

      When they’d fought the goblins, Garrick had torn through them like a tornado, flinging their shattered bodies every which way. The orcs, however, neither flew as far nor gave in as easily, though Garrick still felled every one that came at him. Kent’s swordplay and magic handled a handful of others.

      But Mehta had, by far, done the most damage. He’d returned Kent’s ice-forged dagger to him prior to the beginning of the battle and drawn his new knives once more. The orcs moved so much slower than Mehta that he slipped past their attacks with ease and delivered fierce, brutal counterattacks with incredible speed.

      A line of six dead orcs lay behind Mehta, and he quickly slew the next two in line. Aeron took down another orc himself, and then Kent’s sword finished off the last orc with a devastating hack that split the orc’s chest wide open.

      The blue light around the platform glowed once more, and they ascended yet again, but it still wasn’t fast enough for Aeron.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Garrick said to Aeron between breaths. “Lord Valdis didn’t account for our weapons. We’ll get there in time. I swear to you, we will.”

      Aeron nodded. Of all the Blood Mercs, Garrick had been the least engaged with the idea of rescuing Kallie thus far. Sure, he’d gone along with it, but to hear him so adamant about saving her now resurrected Aeron’s hope that they could succeed.

      The platform stopped, and on the thirteenth floor, they dealt with colored, floating orbs that spewed various types of magic at them. Then they headed up to the fourteenth floor.

      The gauntlet of battles and sinister enemies persisted until the eighteenth floor. By that point, they could see only one more floor above them. The pale green light sealed it off as it had with all the others, but the knowledge that they were so close to the end set Aeron’s heart thrumming with anticipation.

      On the eighteenth floor, the remainder of Lord Valdis’s soldiers came for them. Compared to the orcs and the goblins and all the other terrors they’d faced, the soldiers proved the most challenging yet. They were trained, intelligent fighters with good weapons, and there were at least two-dozen of them.

      The thought of having to kill so many men just to save his sister turned Aeron’s stomach, but these men had made their choice and sided with evil. Aeron would do what he had to do to save Kallie.

      The fight lasted longer than any of the others before it. Aeron’s naginata got to work and destroyed the weapons of the first half of his opponents, all of whom looked at him with fear and confusion at the sight of their weapons breaking after too many blows against the ice-forged steel.

      When they stopped attacking him, as if unsure how to get past his naginata, Aeron went on the offensive, and he went hard. Slashes and strikes and lunges and stabs cut down the first five soldiers with relative ease.

      One of the remaining three who’d encircled him managed to strike Aeron’s shoulder with his spear, but the blow glanced off his armor. He retaliated and skewered the soldier right through the three-horned ram sigil on his armored chest. Ice crystals burst from the wound, and the soldier went down hard.

      The other two soldiers rushed Aeron, but he ducked away from their blows and slid the naginata blade from the dead soldier’s chest in one smooth motion. A few parries, a strike at the first soldier’s leg, a brutal slam of the naginata’s pommel against the other soldier’s head, and they both went down.

      They pleaded with him to spare them, but Aeron knew he couldn’t. Not if he wanted this platform to keep moving up. Once the others finished off the remaining soldiers, the blue light glowed once more, and the platform ascended to the nineteenth and final floor.

      When the platform stopped moving and its light went out, Aeron couldn’t see anything at first. The entire floor was dark, and only the light glowing from their weapons revealed anything was there at all.

      Lord Valdis was somewhere on this level, and so was Kallie. And so was the dragon, which made Aeron even more nervous than the thought of facing Lord Valdis.

      By now, the last shroom he’d taken had worn off, and fatigue and back pain alike had taken their toll on him. Aeron plucked a final shroom from one of the pouches at his waist, and he devoured it.

      The shroom wouldn’t do much for his fatigue, if anything, but he preferred to face Lord Valdis and the dragon with as little back pain as possible. He inhaled a deep breath and refocused on his dark surroundings.

      “See anything, Mehta?” Garrick muttered.

      “No,” he whispered. “More of that magical darkness, like before.”

      “What do we do?” Garrick asked.

      As Garrick said it, Aeron noticed the faintest bit of orange light off to his right. It glowed from behind some sort of form, outlining it in flickering glimpses. One flicker caught just right, and he made out the shape of what appeared to be a woman seated in a chair.

      “Kallie…” he whispered. His heart thundered. “She’s over here!”

      As the others tried to call him back, Aeron charged toward her, abandoning all caution. He knew it could be a trap, and it probably was, but he didn’t care. With his ice-forged naginata, no trap on the continent would keep him away now that he’d found her again.

      The closer Aeron got to her, the more of her he could see. She sat facing away from him, drawing slow breaths—that alone set Aeron’s troubled heart at ease. Her tousled blonde hair hung loose down her back, and she wore the same simple clothing from the day they’d left Mehta’s village.

      As Aeron approached, the orange light flickered out, and only the soft blue light from his weapon illuminated the space. Behind him, the tentative footfalls of his fellow Blood Mercs approached.

      “Kallie,” Aeron said, his voice hushed. “It’s me. Are you alright?”

      Her head lolled a bit, and she moaned. Aeron drew closer, scanning the oppressive darkness for potential threats.

      “Careful, Aeron,” Kent said from behind him.

      Aeron reached out. “Kallie?”

      When his gloved hand touched her shoulder, it felt unnaturally hard, not soft and fleshy. Confused, he peered around to have a look at her.

      She turned her head toward him and stared up at him with two burning coals for eyes, outlined by scorched black skin that spread up to her forehead and down to her cheeks.

      It wasn’t Kallie.

      It was Falna.

      She laughed and whirled toward him, her hands ablaze in blistering flames, and hurled a maelstrom of red fire straight into Aeron’s chest.
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      The first time Falna had blasted Aeron across a room was at his parents’ house back in Govaliston.

      He hadn’t known anything about her then, nor did he have any idea that she was about to kidnap his sister and forever change Aeron’s life. She was a complete stranger, a harbinger of flame and violence who left only ash and sorrow in her wake.

      Back then, a simple fireball had been more than enough to get the job done, and he’d only survived thanks to his breastplate. This time, she’d hurled an inferno at him, and the flames dug under his armor and swirled across his skin, trying to char his flesh black.

      It didn’t work. The blast launched him backward, just like at his parents’ house, but as he skidded to a stop along the floor, the fire dissipated in a cloud of smoke. His arms, legs, and face stung with fresh, but minor, burns, and all of his clothes and armor had somehow remained intact, too.

      Falna’s blast should have incinerated Aeron instantly, but it hadn’t. Fjorst’s blessing had protected him.

      But he also knew he couldn’t take another hit like that; the burns he’d sustained demonstrated the truth of that. Falna’s rage had seared right through the blessing, and now Aeron was no longer immune to fire or to the cold, he assumed.

      For now, though, he was alive, and that was good enough.

      Kent and Mehta hurried to help him to his feet.

      “I’m fine,” he replied. “I shouldn’t be, but I am.”

      “Fjorst,” Kent said.

      Aeron nodded. The blast had threatened to aggravate his back, but the shroom he’d just taken was still working, still fighting the pain.

      He used his naginata to brace himself as he stood fully upright, and he stood there, facing Falna once again. The chair she’d been sitting in was completely gone, reduced to ash thanks to her blast.

      Kallie’s old clothes smoldered on Falna’s body, gradually burning away to nothing. She wore the same black armor underneath, marked with Lord Valdis’s sigil, and her arcane steel swords hung from her belt, this time one on each hip.

      All the while, Garrick hadn’t moved from his spot. He’d stood his ground, unshakeable, holding his ice-forged hammer and staring at her, no more than ten feet away.

      “Hello, traitor.” Falna stared right back at him with twin fires raging in her eyes.

      At first, Aeron thought she was referring to him. He’d re-acclimated to hearing Commander Brove call him a traitor during their excursion into Fjorst’s temple. But she wasn’t—she was talking to Garrick instead.

      “You said you like a decisive man,” Garrick countered. “And I’ve decided I’ve had enough of your bluster. We’re gonna settle this once and for all, like I should’ve done back at that pub in Etrijan.”

      “Except this time, you’ll burn.” Falna flared with wild, untamed heat. She raised her arms and hurled another inferno at Garrick, but he was ready for it.

      He dodged to the side and ran with abandon as her flames chased his frantic footsteps. In all the time Aeron had known Garrick, he’d never seen him run so fast.

      Kent pointed his ice-forged sword at Falna, and a wide swath of blue-white ice burst from its blade.

      Falna saw it coming and redirected her fire. Flames collided with the ice in the middle of the space between them, and both blasts stalled in the center for a long moment.

      Aeron glanced at Kent, who stood there clutching his sword with both hands, gritting his teeth, and pouring everything he had into the beam. Across from him, Falna’s fiery eyes flared even brighter, and her mouth hung open in a soundless scream as she forced the fire forward.

      Then, to Aeron’s horror, the fire began to advance on Kent’s ice.
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        * * *

      

      How is this possible?

      Kent saw it happening, but he couldn’t believe it. Fjorst had imbued him with more power than he’d ever known, so much so that he could sustain this ice magic indefinitely without getting fatigued.

      But somehow Falna was not only able to match him but was actually overpowering him. Falna was dangerous—Kent had learned that quickly enough from their first encounter—but he’d received a blessing directly from a god. He should’ve been able to overwhelm her in no time.

      The fire crept ever closer, and Kent had already unleashed the full force of his magic into the sword, but to what end? If Falna was stronger, what good would his magic be against her?

      By that point, Falna had all but become a living flame. Fire wreathed her entire body and billowed out of her eyes as she cast her fury at Kent. If Kent’s magic couldn’t stop her, what could? Should he try to use Fjorst’s cannon on her?

      Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Mehta cutting to the side. He meant to flank Falna while she was distracted. If Kent could keep her attention on him for long enough, it might work.

      But instead of darting in for an attack, Mehta hurled all four of his shuriken at her.

      Falna noticed.

      She abandoned her blast at Kent and instead constricted all the fire around her into a fiery shell. It burned hot, and neither Mehta’s shuriken nor Kent’s ice beam could break through. Mehta’s shuriken reflected off, then they careened back to him, wobbling in the air as they flew.

      Then Garrick provided the answer. He ran back toward Falna and slammed his ice-forged hammer against her barrier of flames.

      The blow knocked Falna and her shield back several yards, and she skidded to a halt, still maintaining her protection against Kent’s attack. She arched down, pulling the flames around her even tighter. Then she jerked upright and thrust her arms out to the sides with a wrathful scream.

      Her flame barrier expanded rapidly, scorching the stone ceiling, the floor, and the wall near her. It sizzled toward the Blood Mercs, and Kent’s magic could do nothing to stop its advance.

      “Run!” he yelled. “To me!”

      The Blood Mercs heeded his cries and returned to Kent. He drove the point of his sword into the stone floor and pumped all of his magic into it. A barrier of ice sprang up, encasing them inside its protective shell.

      Fire washed over their barrier, cracking long fissures into it and sending droplets of frigid water running down onto them. Kent immediately shored up the barrier’s weaknesses with new ice magic.

      The flames continued to dig into the ice shield, but it held. Without Fjorst’s blessing, they all would’ve perished by now—Kent never could’ve maintained such power for so long otherwise.

      When the flames finally let up, Kent let the barrier shatter, and they emerged from it like four hatchlings crawling out of a frozen egg. Falna stood across the room from them, still ablaze, but less dramatically so.

      “Looks like you got stronger, handsome,” she crooned between labored breaths.

      “You too,” Kent replied, trying to catch his own breath. “Tell me your secret.”

      “Let’s just say that Lord Valdis knows how to treat a girl right.” She glowered at Kent and Garrick. “Unlike some other men out there.”

      “We cannot all be monsters willing to sacrifice young women for personal gain,” Kent said.

      “And wealth, and power,’” Falna quipped. “Face it: you’re just a bunch of nobody mercenaries who are way out of your depth. The girl will die, Lord Valdis’s ritual will succeed, and you won’t live to see the sun rise tomorrow. If you give up now, I’ll make your deaths quick—though I can’t promise they’ll be painless.”

      She blew them a kiss and winked, both very strange sights to see, given the charred skin around her fiery eyes.

      “We may only be mercenaries, but we are also the only ones who can stop this atrocity from happening,” Kent replied. “And we will either succeed, or we will die trying. We will never yield, not until we draw our final breaths. So if you wish to surrender, do so now. I promise to make your death slow and thoroughly miserable.”

      Falna shook her head and sighed. “All this time, I thought you were a noble, highborn gentleman, yet now you threaten a lady.”

      Kent scoffed. “You are no lady. You never were, and we will see to it that you never will be.”

      The flames burning along Falna’s arms and shoulders swelled to their previous levels of brightness, and she shook her head again. “I’m gonna enjoy turning you four jesters into carbon shadows.”

      She drew her arcane steel swords, and their red blades ignited with fire just like the rest of her. Then she started toward them.

      The Blood Mercs brandished their weapons anew.

      “Be careful, Aeron,” Kent muttered just loud enough for them to hear him. “Everyone else, too.”

      “I will,” Aeron replied. “Nothing’s gonna stop me from getting to Kallie.”

      “We’ll fight her together,” Garrick said. “The four of us can bring her down.”

      “Divide her focus,” Mehta added. “No matter how powerful she’s become, she can’t fight us all at once.”

      Kent nodded. “Then let us extinguish this harpy once and for all.”
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        * * *

      

      There was no question in Garrick’s mind that Falna was faster than him, but she wasn’t stronger. So when she tore across the floor in a whirlwind of fire and fury, he met her strikes with calm, reserved blocks with the shaft of his hammer. Her flaming swords sizzled and hissed against the ice-forged metal, but neither weapon yielded.

      To Garrick’s surprise, her attacks hit harder than he’d been expecting—possibly a result of whatever Lord Valdis had done to enhance her power. They actually made Garrick stutter-step backward to properly absorb her blows.

      But he knew his role in this fight: he needed only to withstand her so the others could find a way to break past her fiery defenses to bring her down.

      Mehta’s four shuriken flashed at her, but she swatted them from the air with her swords as if they were nothing but flies, all without missing a beat in attacking Garrick. The shuriken zipped back to Mehta the next instant.

      Aeron swung his naginata at her from the side, but she deflected the blow and nearly cut him in half at his waist with a sizzling counter-slash. She missed by mere inches.

      But it was Kent’s swordplay with Falna that impressed Garrick the most. They traded blows like sword-fighting instructors, somehow both vigorous and casual at the same time.

      When Garrick had fought Kent back in Mehta’s village, he’d gotten close to winning, but it was only because he’d been wielding the phantom steel weapons that now hung at his hips. Garrick literally couldn’t feel fatigue when he was using them, so he’d maintained a breakneck pace that had all but worn Kent out.

      But now, with the four of them battling Falna at one time, Kent had no trouble keeping up with her. It would only be a matter of time before they overpowered her.

      Or at least, that’s what Garrick thought.

      He managed to sneak in a jab with the top of his hammer that knocked Falna back a few steps. Instead of rushing forward to reengage them, she crossed her arms in front of her face and slashed downward on a diagonal. Two pillars of fire, shaped like an X, scoured the floor and ceiling as they burned toward Garrick and the other Blood Mercs.

      He tried to dive clear, but he was too late. The blast hit him in his flank and knocked him to the side. He felt the heat scorch up his arm to his shoulder, trying to sear his skin and his face, and he landed hard on the stone floor.

      Garrick looked up in a hurry. Kent had erected an ice shield that stopped most of the flaming X’s progress, but doing so had isolated Garrick and Falna. She rushed toward him, wearing a wicked smile on her face.

      But he was no coward. He rose to his feet, ready for her. She’d doubtless scorched some of Fjorst’s blessing away, but one good blow from Garrick’s hammer would end the fight.

      Falna threw an onslaught of fiery blows, and Garrick met them all with his hammer in the cleanest display of defense and parrying he’d ever mustered. He’d hoped to find an opening to strike back, but nothing presented.

      Just hold her off, Garrick reminded himself. You’re not alone.

      Behind Falna, Mehta’s shuriken streaked through the air toward her once again. Somehow she knew they were coming, and she slid under them and away from Garrick in the same smooth motion.

      Now the shuriken sliced at Garrick instead. Fjorst’s warnings filled his mind, and he raised his hammer to deal with them.

      He parried two of the four away with his hammer, and the third went wide. The fourth hit him clean in his shoulder, and he winced. As all four shuriken swooped back toward Mehta, Garrick glanced down at his shoulder.

      A rivulet of blood trickled down from a tiny nick where the shuriken had struck him. The wound wasn’t anything of concern itself, but the meaning behind it alarmed him: Falna’s most recent fire attack had severely diminished Fjorst’s blessing.

      Had he lost the entire blessing, not even his durable skin would’ve fended off a god-forged weapon. It hadn’t been a glancing blow, either—the shuriken had hit him square, but it had barely penetrated.

      It was enough to put Garrick even more on guard, and it reinvigorated his desire to end the fight as soon as possible.

      Falna had retreated away from Garrick and now sparred with Kent, Aeron, and Mehta. Somehow she managed to keep up with all of them—even with Mehta, who could move faster than anyone Garrick had ever seen. But neither side seemed to be winning.

      It was probably a bad idea, but something had to give. And if that meant Garrick had to risk a bit more to make sure it happened, he would just have to go for it.

      So Garrick abandoned his concerns about his dwindling blessing and rushed forward, ready to unsettle the balance in their favor.
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        * * *

      

      The sight of Garrick thundering into the battle with Falna truly excited Mehta. He ducked under a savage hack from Falna’s arcane steel sword, then he loosed a shuriken at her again.

      As before, Falna batted it away with ease, but it had cost her the slightest instant to respond to Garrick amid everything else they were throwing at her. She managed to turn back in time, and she brought her swords around in a fiery arc as she did, but Garrick’s mass and momentum proved too much.

      Falna’s swords clanged against Garrick’s hammer, and the force from the collision sent Falna tumbling backward, end-over-end, into the nearest wall with a loud smack.

      The sight of it gave Mehta an idea.

      He turned to Kent. “Launch me.”

      Kent squinted at him, and so did Aeron.

      “Launch me,” Mehta repeated. “I still have Fjorst’s blessing. Your ice magic has prevented her flames from reaching us. Launch me at her with your ice magic.”

      Kent’s eyes brightened. “And my magic will shield you as you move forward.”

      “Exactly,” Mehta replied. “Be ready to move in once I strike.”

      Garrick continued to advance toward Falna, who’d recovered again and started to build another shell of fire around her.

      Kent pointed his sword at Mehta.

      “You sure this is gonna work?” Aeron glanced between them.

      “We’re running out of options. Do it now.” Mehta turned to face Falna and Garrick and shouted, “Move, Garrick!”

      Before the last syllable could escape Mehta’s lips, an icy jolt hit him from behind, bitterly cold, but tolerable. His feet left the floor, and he soared along a ribbon of blue and white light toward Falna with his ice-forged knives ready.

      Over the years, Mehta had experienced a myriad of weird thoughts whenever he’d faced death in the past. This time, the memory of riding a spinal column toward Lord Glavan resurfaced in his mind, and Mehta wondered if this was becoming some sort of odd recurring strategy he’d continue to employ in future battles.

      He wrote it off as coincidence. If it succeeded, maybe he’d give it more consideration then.

      Garrick turned back, ducked, and rolled out of the way, and Mehta streaked past him. The beam of ice hit Falna’s fiery barrier and turned to steam upon contact, and the instant before Mehta hit it as well, he realized he was about to die.

      As he broke through her shield, a wave of heat unlike anything he’d ever experienced washed over him. Pain seared every inch of his skin, and against all of his Xyonate training, he screamed. He couldn’t have stopped himself—it was an inescapable response to the sensation of being burned alive.

      But his body kept moving forward, and somehow he could still see his target.

      And he’d managed to hold onto his knives.

      He stabbed his two ice-forged blades at Falna, but one of them missed.

      One of them didn’t.

      It plunged into the top of her shoulder, and she shrieked.

      Ice crystals sprouted from the wound around the knife and promptly evaporated into nothing, then Mehta’s knife tore out of her. Blood spurted from her shoulder and hissed in the superheated air as it bubbled away to nothing in the next breath.

      Mehta hit the floor and rolled onto his side. He continued the roll and bounded up to his feet, ready for more.

      He was alive. Steaming like a chunk of meat over a campfire, but alive nonetheless.

      Mehta glanced down at his bare arms and hands. They were burned, but not badly. He touched his face next and found similar minor burns there. The pain had been excruciating, and he’d fully expected to find his flesh charred beyond repair, but Fjorst’s blessing must’ve been just enough to sustain him.

      Falna, on the other hand, faltered. Her fiery shell must’ve gone down when Mehta hit her because he’d rolled through the back half of it—or where it should’ve been—without enduring further burns.

      And when her shell went down, Aeron was there, driving his naginata forward.

      Falna managed to parry the attack, but not entirely. The naginata speared through her armor and into her thigh, and she screamed again.

      Kent’s sword struck next. Falna only managed a feeble block, but Kent’s sword still pierced her armor and dug into her lower gut.

      She gasped as ice crystals bloomed from both wounds. As before, they melted, but slower this time.

      With rage and pain and a hint of fear in her eyes, Falna slumped to her knees and then onto her side. Her arcane steel swords clattered to the floor next to her and extinguished, now emitting smoke instead.

      Aeron and Kent yanked their weapons out, and Falna gasped again as a relative silence filled the room. She clutched at her abdomen with her hand, now drenched in crimson blood, and glared at them with her twin fireball eyes, now less vivid and bright.

      But she refused to quit. Falna braced herself up on her free arm, released her grip on her wounded gut, and conjured fire out of nothing—something she shouldn’t have been able to do, as far as Mehta understood magic.

      The flames danced on her hand, and as Mehta joined Aeron and Kent, he could see the blood bubbling and evaporating along her fingers.

      “You…” she inhaled a sharp breath and winced. “You will never defeat… Lord Valdis.”

      Her charred eyes flared with wild, untamed fire, and she pointed her fiery palm at the three of them.

      CRUNCH.

      Garrick’s hammer caved in the three-horned ram sigil on Falna’s breastplate—along with her chest—and she dropped back, wide-eyed.

      Her mouth hung open as if she were gasping for air, but she made no sound. The fire on her hand snuffed out, and her eyes slowly reverted back to their normal blue color, but still outlined in charred skin, as she stared at Garrick in shock.

      “Consider that a goodnight kiss,” Garrick quipped.

      Falna blinked once, then she lay back, totally still. Her eyes glazed over, and she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron’s sense of relief that Falna was finally dead was short-lived. Neither Kallie, Lord Valdis, nor the dragon were anywhere to be seen. The nineteenth and final floor was empty aside from the Blood Mercs and Falna’s corpse.

      Frantic, he looked at Kent for answers.

      Kent stared back at him, answers absent from his gaze. He didn’t know what to do, either. Neither did Garrick or Mehta. They all just stood there in the quiet, unmoving, uncertain.

      Aeron started to speak when a blue light began to radiate from both the ceiling above them and the lift in the floor. Then the light cut down the center of the ceiling, and the stone parted in the center, revealing a hidden twentieth floor.

      Aeron locked eyes with Kent, who snatched up the ice cannon and rushed to the center of the platform. The others followed, leaving Falna and her arcane steel weapons behind. Then Kent activated the lift, and it ascended to the twentieth floor.
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      The platform settled in the center of a wide, well-lit space with a lofted ceiling. Aeron remained where he stood, but he searched the chamber for Kallie with his naginata raised high. What he saw horrified him.

      Kallie hung in the air, suspended in a shaft of eerie orange light. Her eyes were closed, and she wore a white robe embroidered with golden flames.

      She looked as if she were floating there with her body perfectly still. Aeron saw no movement whatsoever—not even breaths drawing in and out of her.

      Was she already dead? He couldn’t identify any signs of trauma or wounds from his vantage point twenty-something feet away.

      He wanted nothing more than to rush over to her and check her wellbeing, but the sight of another form hovering next to her in a much wider shaft of orange light kept him rooted to the platform.

      A mammoth beast hung next to Kallie, also motionless. Two massive wings protruded from its back, both folded in like Wafer did with his wings. But this reptile had forelegs where Wafer did not, as well as rear legs and a long tail.

      Obsidian scales armored every inch of its body, and black, demon-like horns jutted out from the sides of its head and curled backward. Black spikes and bones lined its hide and accentuated the exterior of its elbow joints, and they ran down its tail as well.

      Talons curled out of its toes, and a long, thick snout extended from its wretched face. Though its mouth wasn’t open, white teeth poked out from its scaly maw, and its red eyes stared into the void, stuck halfway open.

      It looked exactly as Aeron had always imagined a full-blown dragon would look, just a lot more black. It dwarfed Wafer in size by at least double—maybe triple—and Aeron doubted it was full-grown. After all, it had hatched only a month ago.

      Wyverns grew fast, but they didn’t grow that fast. Aeron didn’t know of any beast, real or legendary, that did. Either Lord Valdis had done something to accelerate the dragon’s growth or dragons just developed that fast.

      Between the dragon and Kallie stood a glowing green crystal the size of two men. Aeron immediately recognized it as scorallite, the stuff they’d seen lining the walls in the dungeon under the Crimson Flame temple in Muroth.

      Two more chunks of scorallite framed them in, one to the left of Kallie and one to the right of the dragon, both comparable in size to the one in the center. The shafts of orange light emanated from somewhere between the scorallite crystals, but Aeron couldn’t identify a true source for either of them.

      Between the Blood Mercs and Kallie stood Lord Valdis. He wore robes like Kallie’s, adorned with golden flames along the sleeves and elsewhere, but his robe was black instead of white.

      His eyes smoldered with the same dark energy as before, only his usual impassive expression had crumpled into stern anger—or perhaps it was frustration? Or annoyance?

      Aeron leaned toward it being one of the latter two emotions. Thus far, Lord Valdis had only viewed them as tools to accomplish his bidding or as interruptions to his plans.

      But he also didn’t know that they’d come prepared with weapons capable of killing him.

      Aeron shifted the naginata in his hands. Well, he’s about to get a rude awakening.

      “Ice-forged weapons,” Lord Valdis said to them. “How interesting.”

      Aeron’s breath caught in his throat. Maybe Lord Valdis did know what their weapons were, but that was beside the point.

      “Do you seriously believe that the lot of you can contend with me?” Lord Valdis shook his head, still frowning at them. “Just because you have some weapons forged by a god? And one of the lesser gods, at that?”

      So Fjorst is a lesser god after all?

      “Even a lesser god is more powerful than you,” Aeron countered.

      “Even if that were true, is Fjorst here? Will he be fighting alongside you?”

      “We don’t need him to defeat you,” Aeron stated.

      “You are mistaken, of course.” Lord Valdis pressed his palms together and bridged his fingers apart. “Furthermore, you are too late. The ritual has already begun.”

      “She’s not dead yet,” Aeron said. “Get her out of… whatever that is.”

      “I’m afraid that is quite impossible. Her soul is tethering to the dragon’s as we speak,” Lord Valdis said. “It is feeding on her essence, gaining strength as it bonds with her. Before long, they will become one being—and then I will take that being’s essence for myself. To stop that process now would only ensure madness and chaos.”

      “Why would we believe you?” Garrick grunted. “You’re a liar and a fiend.”

      “When have I ever lied to you, Garrick?” Lord Valdis asked, his demeanor calm.

      “You sent Falna along when Kent and I had to go back and find the girl for you. She tried to kill me on your orders.”

      “Yet here you are, alive, as evidence to the contrary,” Lord Valdis said.

      “I said she tried to kill me.”

      “Nevertheless, I gave no such orders, nor did I ever lie to you about it or anything else,” Lord Valdis continued. “If anyone here is a liar, it is you, who now stand with my enemies despite swearing to rectify your past failures.”

      Garrick’s face hardened. “Call it a change of heart. I couldn’t justify bringing an innocent girl back to be slaughtered.”

      “No one is innocent, Garrick,” Lord Valdis said. “Least of all you. That girl is not innocent, nor is she being slaughtered. The process of draining her essence is painless. She can’t even feel it happening due to the ritual’s effects. And through her sacrifice, I will wield power unlike anything mortal man has ever possessed.”

      “It still ends her life.” Kent set the ice cannon down on the floor and held his ice-forged sword. “We cannot and will not stand for it. Nor can we abide someone like you wielding such terrible power.”

      Aeron glanced out one of the three narrow, rectangular windows cut into the stone walls that curved up to form the ceiling. He hadn’t seen them when he and Wafer were flying reconnaissance around the tower to search for ways inside, but they were there, sure enough.

      He could see clear out into the sky, now black and full of stars but absent the moon’s usual silver glow. Night had fallen, and the new moon loomed somewhere overhead.

      Was Lord Valdis right? Were they already too late?

      “And what reason can you possibly give for denying me access to it?” Lord Valdis stared at Kent with those eyes plagued with darkness. “Is it not mine by right, simply because I am capable of taking it for myself? Power is only truly gained through the exertion and application of preexisting power. Why should I not claim mine?”

      “I know how dark magic works,” Kent countered. “The power and wealth you have acquired over the years are rooted in death and destruction. How many souls have you condemned in your quest for greater power? How many men, women, children, beasts, and other living beings have perished for your personal gain?”

      “Many,” Lord Valdis admitted. “Too many to count. But they all perished in the service of something far greater than themselves, whether they knew it or not.”

      “Your enrichment and your quest for ‘godlike power’ do not justify your actions,” Kent stated.

      “On the contrary, they’re the only proper justification for my actions,” Lord Valdis replied. “To do what I have done just for the sake of doing it, or because I enjoyed it, would have made me the hellion you believe me to be.

      “But I have never once lost sight of my focus, never once forsaken my goal for any reason. This power is mine alone to claim because I have done what must be done to claim it. I have earned it, and nothing will keep me from obtaining it.

      “Yet now here I am, on the precipice of success, being challenged by four insects with icepicks.” Lord Valdis’s voice took on a menacing tone. “You can’t imagine how thoroughly infuriating it is to get so far, to have everything go so right, only to be delayed and thwarted by lesser beings right at the very end. Twice.”

      “Real sorry to have to piss on your campfire,” Garrick said. “But we’re here to stop you. We tore through your little tower to get here, and now we’re gonna bring you down and save Kallie, even if it’s the last thing we do.”

      Hearing Garrick say it aloud filled Aeron with confidence anew. He’d said it how Aeron wanted to say it himself, but he never could’ve come up with the words.

      As determined as he was to rescue Kallie, Aeron had to admit that Lord Valdis still scared the skin off of him. Were he alone, he never would’ve made it this far, and he certainly wouldn’t have any real belief that he could save Kallie.

      But together with his fellow Blood Mercs—his brothers—there was a hope of success. A chance. One final shot.

      “As I said, you are already too late,” Lord Valdis repeated. “And in your fruitless pursuit, you have accomplished nothing. You’ve slain my men, betrayed my trust, and forfeited your very lives, all for naught.”

      “If we kill you, it will still have been worth it,” Mehta said from the back of the group.

      They each turned to look at him, and he met each of their eyes with a resolute gaze.

      “At last, the Xyonate speaks,” Lord Valdis said. “Yes, I know who you are. I know who all of you are. After our last encounter, I delved deeply into your pasts and learned everything there is to know about each of you. With time and coin, you can learn anything you wish.

      “I know your strengths and weaknesses, and I know precisely how to harm you. And when I am finished harvesting your essences in preparation for taking the power that is rightfully mine, I will see to it that your families and loved ones perish.” Lord Valdis added, “That is, unless you leave now, and leave me to my destiny.”

      “He’s worried,” Garrick said. “He doesn’t make deals like this. He knows we’re going to kill him, so he’s trying to threaten his way out of it.”

      “Believe whatever you wish, Garrick,” Lord Valdis said. “This is no bluff. Much about this world will change once I achieve godhood, but it doesn’t have to include unnecessary carnage.”

      “You’re about to experience some necessary carnage.” Garrick raised his hammer. “Enough talk. Let’s stomp this sack of serpents once and for all.”

      “Agreed.” Kent stepped to Garrick’s side and pointed his ice-forged sword at Lord Valdis.

      Aeron exhaled a deep breath, stepped to Garrick’s other side, and gripped his naginata tightly. He still believed he could save Kallie, but whether or not that was true, he would see to it that Lord Valdis paid for what he’d done.

      Then Mehta vaulted over Garrick’s head and threw all four of his shuriken at once.
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        * * *

      

      As Mehta’s shuriken zipped forward, Kent pumped magic into his sword. He was the only one of the Blood Mercs who still harbored Fjorst’s full blessing, and he intended to use it to its fullest advantage against Lord Valdis.

      A shaft of blue-white ice beamed forth, chasing Mehta’s shuriken. Garrick, Aeron, and Mehta charged forward, all with their weapons drawn and ready.

      Lord Valdis repelled it all with an eruption of pale green fire that burst forth from his body. The shuriken careened away, the beam of ice deflected up and struck the lofted ceiling, and each of the Blood Mercs flew back and skidded along the stone floor.

      Kent could tell it was the equivalent of a warning shot. He’d seen another dark mage named Eusephus conjure a similar barrier of pale green fire back in Goldmoor, the capital of Inoth. Lord Valdis was doubtless capable of much worse.

      The Blood Mercs made it to their feet in record time, and Mehta’s shuriken returned to him from four random directions. Apparently, Mehta had enough of Fjorst’s blessing left to catch them without being harmed.

      But to Kent’s dismay, Lord Valdis hadn’t even moved. The green fire had burst outward, but he hadn’t so much as flinched in the process.

      Worse yet, as they tried to advance, Kent sensed an overwhelming, unseen pressure pushing against him. The ice-forged sword in his hands, once so light and natural in his grasp, multiplied in weight, and Kent’s legs and arms weakened as if strong foes were holding him back. His advance slowed as he struggled just to remain upright.

      The others didn’t fare any better. Even Garrick, the strongest of them all, had to lean on his hammer to stay on his feet.

      “It’s him,” Garrick managed to say as the pressure forced him to one knee. “We have to pull back.”

      Kent’s head felt like it was going to explode. His sinuses rebelled against him, and he squinted to keep his eyes from bulging out of their sockets. His lungs strained for air like they had when the avalanche had buried them in that cave back in Etrijan.

      He reversed his trajectory and backed away from Lord Valdis one labored step at a time. It took awhile, but he eventually got back to the far wall where the pressure wasn't so severe, and the others joined him.

      Lord Valdis still hadn’t moved, but his hands began to glow with vivid red light. Blood magic. Kent had seen that effect before, but elsewhere.

      “What do we do?” Aeron asked.

      “I don’t know,” Garrick replied. “He did it to me before, and no matter what I did, it was still too much.”

      “I have an idea, but we must prepare for the aftermath if it works.” Kent pulled a white crystal out of one of his pouches.

      Back in Inoth, when Kent had helped bring down Eusephus, the dark mage, Ronin Shroud had used a crystal to resist Eusephus’s blood magic attacks. Then, months later, Kent had used a crystal to fight against Kymil in the final battle before he fled Inoth with Aeron and Wafer.

      He doubted it would aid them in overcoming Lord Valdis’s pressure, but they might need it to repel whatever blood magic Lord Valdis had prepared for them.

      Kent touched the blade of his ice-forged sword and drew ice onto his hand from it. His magic erected a barrier made of ice, clear and hard as stone, and he formed it around them.

      “God-forged weapons and an ice-based blessing are not worth much if we cannot leverage them to our advantage,” he said. “Now we will learn precisely how much they are worth.”

      Together, with the ice barrier ahead of them, they advanced into the range of Lord Valdis’s pressure once again.

      As they walked, the barrier cracked, sending long fissures across their field of vision. Kent continually fed the barrier as he had when they’d faced Falna to reinforce it.

      Lord Valdis’s pressure broke off the outer edges of the barrier with each new step, but overall, the barrier was working. Thanks to Fjorst’s blessing, Kent wouldn’t soon run out of ice magic, and the barrier—damaged as it was, absorbed the majority of Lord Valdis’s pressure.

      “The ice is going to break.” Kent’s voice shook more than he would’ve wanted it to. “Prepare to attack him again.”

      A deafening crack sounded, and the barrier shattered.

      The Blood Mercs rushed forward again, ready to engage in battle.

      This time, Lord Valdis moved.

      He extended his hands toward the Blood Mercs and hurled bolts of blood magic at them.

      Kent shifted his magic into the crystal instead, and Lord Valdis’s red bolts collided with a previously invisible crystalline wall that spread just wide enough to protect each of the Blood Mercs. The bolts dissipated along the wall in a prism of red hues.

      Mehta cut hard to the right, and Garrick went left, both trying to flank Lord Valdis. He didn’t stop them.

      But as they closed in on him, a wave of pale green fire burst forth from Lord Valdis’s body once again, flinging the four of them back once more.

      Mehta recovered first and hurled his shuriken again, all the while advancing.

      With a wave of his left hand, now coated in the same green fire, Lord Valdis deflected them. The shuriken careened away and then returned to Mehta a moment later.

      Kent and the others recovered their footing next and started toward Lord Valdis again.

      Both of Mehta’s ice-forged knives leaped into his hands, and he lurched toward Lord Valdis. They met in a clash of blue ice and green fire, with Lord Valdis barely moving except for his fiery arm and occasionally to reposition his feet.

      Meanwhile, Mehta slashed and stabbed and drove his knife into a smaller barrier that moved along with Lord Valdis’s arm. With every one of Mehta’s strikes, the barrier rippled with pale green fire, but no matter what he did, he couldn’t break through.

      As Mehta relentlessly attacked, Lord Valdis etched a quick rune in the air with his right hand. A glowing violet blade extended from the rune, made of dark magic and swirling with angry energy. It hung in the air until Lord Valdis clasped it in his right hand.

      “Mehta, watch out!” Kent yelled as he continued to press forward. He would’ve shot another beam of ice at Lord Valdis if he could’ve, but with Mehta in the way, he didn’t want to risk it.

      Whether or not Mehta had already seen the blade, he reacted well. Lord Valdis slashed with his violet blade, but Mehta ducked under the attack and returned with a trio of vicious attacks that thudded against Lord Valdis’s barrier once again.

      Garrick and Aeron came at him from two different angles, separate from Mehta. Lord Valdis sidestepped Garrick’s mighty hammer swing, his violet blade clashed against Aeron’s naginata, and his left hand still defended against every single one of Mehta’s attacks without missing a beat.

      As his companions fought, Kent studied the scorallite crystals and the orange light that suspended the dragon and Kallie. If Lord Valdis was telling the truth, then attacking the dragon could wound or even kill Kallie in the process. It wasn’t something Kent was willing to risk.

      More troubling still was the idea that Lord Valdis was using scorallite at all. Scorallite drew magic out of mages in uncontrollable ways, so Kent hadn’t dared touch any of it in the dungeon in Muroth for fear of what it might do to him, but clearly Lord Valdis wasn’t concerned about—

      Kent’s eyes widened, and he inhaled a sharp breath. Had Lord Valdis somehow found a way to make the scorallite work to his advantage? Was it amplifying Lord Valdis’s ritual? Or was it holding the dragon and Kallie in stasis, keeping them locked in their unnatural slumber?

      Whatever the scorallite’s purpose, it had to be essential to Lord Valdis’s plans. Therefore, if they could destroy it, perhaps they could disrupt the ritual without harming Kallie in the process.

      “Kent!” Garrick shouted. “Down!”

      Red flashed in Kent’s periphery, and he saturated the crystal in his hand with magic anew. Spears of red light—blood magic—struck his crystalline shield once more and broke apart, harmless.

      Lord Valdis loosed another burst of green fire, and the other three Blood Mercs tumbled across the stone floor, repelled yet again. The blast knocked Kent back as well, but the green flames merely gnawed at the fringes of Kent’s clothes and threatened to sear his skin.

      As far as he could tell, it hadn’t caused any serious damage to the other Blood Mercs either, but it had done well to keep them from harming Lord Valdis.

      With all the Blood Mercs on their backs again, each a bit slower to rise this time, Lord Valdis once again had the advantage. And this time, he pressed his advantage.

      With a roar that shook the entire tower, Lord Valdis tore his garments away from his chest, dug his fingers into the meat of his flesh, and started ripping his skin open just under his sternum.

      Kent watched in horror as Lord Valdis gouged his fingers deeper and deeper into his own body. Blood stained his robe and spattered onto the stone floor at Lord Valdis’s feet, but he continued to tear at his own flesh, shrieking, until a gaping hole yawned open at the Blood Mercs.

      Finally, when Lord Valdis stopped screaming, something emerged from inside his chest. It poured out and hit the floor with a wet smack—dark-purple, writhing, and covered in blood.

      Another one fell out, then another. The formless things squirmed on the floor in a pool of blood, seizing and shifting and reshaping themselves as the Blood Mercs watched, unsure what to do.

      Violet light glowed from Lord Valdis’s hands, and his torso slowly knitted itself together. The sight was even more repulsive than seeing him peel it open in the first place, and before long, only the blood on Lord Valdis’s hands, chest, and robe indicated anything had ever been wrong.

      The three forms sucked up all the blood on the floor, leaving it bone-dry, and shifted into humanlike shapes. Now they slowly rose to their full height—each of them just as tall as Lord Valdis.

      They mimicked the image of his body, his facial structure, and even sprouted hair like his on top of their heads. The dark-purple color faded to a pink-gray pallor, and they stared at the Blood Mercs with sunken eyes made of black coal.

      They were naked until shadow itself wreathed their bodies in black robes like Lord Valdis’s, but without the gold flames embroidered on them—instead, the flames were silver. Aside from their sickly appearance and their robes, they looked like perfect copies of Lord Valdis.

      What kind of magic was this? Some sort of blood magic? Were they blood clones of Lord Valdis?

      Each of them drew intricate runes with the fingers of both of their hands, and three pairs of glowing violet blades materialized, each identical to the one already in Lord Valdis’s hand. Now armed, the blood clones advanced forward, as did Lord Valdis himself.
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      Two of the blood clones split off to fight Garrick and Mehta while Kent dueled the third. As such, the task of facing the real Lord Valdis had fallen to Aeron. The thought of facing him alone terrified Aeron, but if winning meant freeing Kallie, he would do it.

      He would die for her if he had to.

      So Aeron fought the hardest he’d ever fought to save her.

      Lord Valdis moved like a seasoned warrior—easily the best Aeron had ever encountered. Most of the time, Aeron barely managed to defend himself, let alone throw in an attack or two of his own.

      It took all of his concentration just to keep Lord Valdis from hitting him with that violet blade or skewering him with those red spears from his fingertips.

      Lord Valdis abruptly broke away from the fight and stepped back. “You cannot succeed. I will harvest your essence and consume your soul.”

      “Then do it already,” Aeron fired back. He jabbed his naginata at Lord Valdis’s head.

      Lord Valdis parried it with a burst of green fire from his left hand, then he whirled around and lashed the violet blade at Aeron’s head in return.

      Aeron brought the naginata up just in time to block the strike, but Lord Valdis proved too strong. No matter how hard Aeron resisted, even with both of his hands, the blade pushed closer and closer to his face.

      All the while, Lord Valdis’s dark eyes flared with that haunting, otherworldly energy, and he sneered at Aeron. “You are weak. Useless. A fraud. You will fail, just as you always have.”

      In that moment, Aeron saw Commander Brove’s face instead of Lord Valdis’s, and rage billowed to life in his chest.

      Instead of pushing back, Aeron back-stepped and redirected Lord Valdis’s blade down and across his body. Its tip slashed across Aeron’s breastplate, carving a deep gouge into the metal, but Aeron felt no pain. It either hadn’t hit his flesh, or he just hadn’t felt it yet.

      Now, with Lord Valdis off-balance, Aeron lunged for a killing blow. His naginata blade shot forward, perfectly aimed and perfectly timed.

      This was it. This was the moment.

      Then Lord Valdis knocked it aside with a simple wave of his other hand. Pale green fire rippled along the invisible shield coating his arm, and Aeron’s naginata hit nothing.

      This was not the moment.

      A storm of red tendrils sprung from Lord Valdis’s left hand and screamed toward Aeron, now off-balance himself. To avoid them, Aeron leaned into his lack of balance and dove to the floor.

      His armor skidded along the stone surface for a couple yards, and he quickly jumped up to his feet. He stole a glance at Kallie. She hadn’t moved, and he still saw no indication that anything was happening between her and the dragon.

      But he couldn’t focus on her now. Lord Valdis was still coming after him.

      Aeron raised his naginata and continued to fight.
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      No matter how many wounds Mehta managed to inflict on the blood clone, it was never enough to bring it down. He’d carved dozens of brutal lacerations into the blood clone’s body and limbs, but it kept coming for him, kept attacking.

      By now, several of Mehta’s attacks should’ve severed some of the tendons in the blood clone’s body. Without properly functioning tendons, the blood clone shouldn’t have been able to continue to fight, even if Mehta couldn’t figure out how to kill it.

      Yet it persisted nonetheless, pursuing Mehta relentlessly wherever he went, slashing those violet blades at him, trying to end him once and for all. And even if Mehta could’ve found a way to kill the blood clone, what would prevent Lord Valdis from simply creating another one?

      So Mehta abandoned the blood clone and joined Aeron in dueling with Lord Valdis.

      Mehta threw strike after vicious strike at him, and green fire rippled along Lord Valdis’s left arm with every blow. Aeron dealt with his other side, but only briefly as the blood clone Mehta had been fighting returned and soon attacked him instead of Mehta.

      But now Mehta had his chance. With the blood clone busy, perhaps he could do what Aeron could not. Perhaps he could find a way to sift Lord Valdis and finally end this conflict.

      Fighting Lord Valdis differed wildly from fighting Lord Glavan. Whereas Lord Glavan had relied heavily on ranged magic and necromancy to do battle, Lord Valdis engaged Mehta face-to-face and fought him up close.

      He threw the occasional red spear or arrow Mehta’s way, each of which Mehta avoided, but for the most part, they battled mere inches from each other. And Mehta still couldn’t land even a single blow on him.

      “How does a Xyonate come to target me, exactly?” Lord Valdis asked between attacks. “Who commissioned you to do so?”

      “No one.” Mehta held his knives up, ready for whatever Lord Valdis might throw at him next.

      “It was not a final commission from your high cleric, Ghazal?”

      Mehta squinted at him. How does he know that name? “No.”

      “Then you took it upon yourself to ‘sift’ me, as your people say?”

      Clangs and grunts sounded around them as Kent, Aeron, and Garrick continued to engage the blood clones.

      “Yes.”

      “So it wasn’t your grandfather’s idea?” Lord Valdis’s mouth curled into a sinister grin.

      Mehta’s heart shuddered in his chest, and his thirst demanded vengeance even for the mention of his grandfather.

      “Or your sister?” Lord Valdis prodded. “Or… what is the girl’s name?”

      Mehta held his tongue, and every muscle in his arms, legs, and chest tensed.

      He can’t know. He’s guessing. There’s no way he could know.

      “Ferne, wasn’t it?” Lord Valdis finished. “It’ll be a shame what happens to her when I’m done with you three.”

      Mehta’s thirst screeched in his mind, ordering him to loose the entirety of his fury on Lord Valdis, to hurl himself forward with abandon, regardless of the consequences. It took all of Mehta’s focus to remain composed.

      “Don’t worry,” Lord Valdis taunted. “I’m sure she’ll make nearly as talented of a Xyonate as you’ve proven to be.”

      Mehta’s composure snapped, and he yielded to the thirst.

      He launched forward in a series of attacks, fast as lightning and just as unforgiving. His knives moved in a whirlwind of fury, hacking, slashing, stabbing.

      None of it fazed Lord Valdis. He deflected every blow with clean alacrity, although he didn’t counterattack once during Mehta’s onslaught.

      Until Mehta’s rage made him overreach.

      Lord Valdis’s left fist, wreathed in green flames, met the side of Mehta’s face in a stunning blow that nearly sheared the flesh off of his skull. He slammed to the ground, his face burned from the fire and his head spinning from the blow.

      His cognition reignited as Lord Valdis’s violet blade lashed down at him for a killing stroke. By the time Mehta realized it, it was already too late.

      But then an ice-forged hammer whipped into view instead, delivering what might’ve been the only real blow Lord Valdis had taken thus far.

      The hammer hit Lord Valdis’s chest and knocked him back just far enough that his blade gouged into the stone floor instead of Mehta. For the heft Garrick had put into his swing, it should’ve done far more than that, but more of that same green fire had shielded him.

      “Get up, kid,” Garrick grunted to him. Then he charged Lord Valdis once again.

      Still dazed, seared, and generally miserable, Mehta rose to his shaky feet. As he did, he heard a loud crunch. Then Garrick landed next to him, stunned, but still clutching his hammer.

      The sight of it disheartened Mehta, but he couldn’t falter now. If Garrick was down, Mehta had to pick up the slack.

      His face burned with pain, and he considered pressing one of his ice-forged knives against it to cool it off, but he didn’t really know what that might do. As Mehta contemplated his next move, he realized that now two of the blood clones were coming for him rather than just the one Garrick had been fighting.

      Aeron and Kent had, for whatever reason, joined forces against the other one, and Lord Valdis had pulled away from the battle and opted to let his blood clones do the work for him. That meant Mehta had to find a way to defeat both blood clones on his own—or at least he had to keep them away from Garrick.

      If they reached Garrick, they could easily kill him and drain his essence with their violet blades. Without Garrick, the Blood Mercs stood no chance of winning. Mehta had to do something.

      His ice-forged knives should’ve been enough, but they weren’t. He couldn’t get close enough to Lord Valdis to deliver a killing blow, and he’d failed to even determine how to kill the blood clones. Garrick had battered one of them mercilessly with his hammer, and that still hadn’t killed it.

      Mehta considered snatching up the hammer and wielding it, but it would’ve been too heavy for him. The added reach and power wasn’t worth the cost of the added weight, and if Garrick hadn’t killed his blood clone with it, Mehta wouldn’t be able to, either.

      So what other options did he have?

      You know what you must do, the thirst whispered into his mind. There is only one option.

      Mehta glanced down at the phantom steel weapons hanging from Garrick’s belt. If he grabbed them, his thirst would take over, possibly forever, but they might be the key to taking out the blood clones.

      When he looked up, the blood clones were nearly upon him, and only he stood between them and Garrick’s death—possibly all of the Blood Mercs’ deaths.

      So Mehta made a choice. He sheathed his ice-forged knives, whirled around, and grabbed the phantom steel battle-axe and flail from Garrick’s belt.

      Mehta’s vision plunged into a sea of red, and rage and mayhem boiled in his blood, just as they had when he’d first taken hold of these weapons back in the fortress where the Govalians had held them captive. Fire burned under his teeth, and he clenched them tight.

      His thirst took over, bonding with the phantom steel weapons’ pull. The pain in his face from Lord Valdis’s punch faded to a tingle, and the various aches throughout his body evaporated.

      Mehta managed only one command before his body began to move on its own, now a slave to his thirst and the weapons’ influence: Turn away from Garrick.

      His body listened. He spun back around and brought down the first blood clone in an onslaught of absolute devastation. The phantom steel weapons drained the essence out of the blood clone with each strike until it shriveled away to a mound of dust.

      And with each strike, Mehta inherited more power. Soon the tingling on his face stopped entirely, and he could only feel the unbridled desire to destroy.

      The second blood clone fared no better. It succumbed to his unrelenting attacks even faster than the first and also crumbled to dust.

      Then Mehta turned toward his next target.

      The final blood clone rushed toward him, away from Aeron and Kent, whom Mehta still recognized, even though he was merely a passenger watching his body annihilate the remaining blood clone. When he finished, he shouted at his thirst to turn its attention toward Lord Valdis, just as it had shouted at him so many times over the years.

      To his surprise, it listened, and Mehta turned to face the man responsible for killing his parents, for making him a killer, for turning him into a living weapon incapable of anything but death and destruction. If sifting that man meant sacrificing himself to the whims of his thirst and these weapons, Mehta would gladly pay the price.

      But as he began to approach Lord Valdis, the pull of the phantom steel weapons overwhelmed him, and a new voice entered his head.

      Lord Valdis’s voice.

      You didn’t really think my own weapons could harm me, did you?

      He laughed, and the sound of it sickened Mehta to his core.

      Those weapons are mine, as is the power that drives them.

      And now you’re mine, too.

      Then Mehta turned away from Lord Valdis, toward the Blood Mercs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Kent and Aeron had just finished helping Garrick to his feet when Mehta finished slaying the final blood clone.

      At the moment the last blood clone went down, the shadowy robes from each of them drifted back to Lord Valdis. They coated his arms, legs, chest, and back, replacing his robe with tortured black armor made of shadow itself.

      But Lord Valdis didn’t matter nearly as much as Mehta, who now stormed toward them. At first, Kent had hoped Mehta might be able to turn Lord Valdis’s weapons against him.

      Instead, dark fury now emanated from every part of Mehta. The way he looked, the way he walked—even the way he drew breath had changed. Nothing about him resembled the old Mehta aside from the flesh and bone walking toward them.

      The only question in Kent’s mind was whether or not Mehta was still in there at all. Kent had to believe he was.

      “What do we do now?” Aeron’s voice had a weary, forsaken timbre to it.

      “We have survived thus far.” Kent mustered all the courage he could scrape together and injected it into his response. “That alone is a grand victory. Now we must finish this.”

      Garrick grunted something unintelligible and started toward Mehta, but Kent caught him by his arm.

      “I will handle him,” Kent said. “Aeron, kill Lord Valdis if you can, but if you cannot, at least keep him busy. Garrick, help him—or at least make it appear that you are helping. Destroy those scorallite crystals instead.”

      “Why?”

      Kent paused to erect a wall of ice around Mehta, who’d closed to within twenty feet of their position. A series of muted hacks and chops sounded from within it. The wall wouldn’t hold him for long.

      “Lord Valdis is powerful on his own, but if we disrupt his ritual, it may tip the odds in our favor.”

      “What if it kills Kallie?” Aeron asked.

      “At this point, we don’t have much of a choice, kid,” Garrick said.

      “I fear Garrick is right.” Kent hated having to admit it, but the chances of defeat dwarfed those of their victory, no matter how confident he pretended to be. “If we cannot defeat Lord Valdis, we must at least prevent him from becoming a god. If that means Kallie may die, then we must risk it.”

      Aeron hesitated. “I swore I would give my life for her if it came to it.”

      Kent gave him a sullen grin. “You may yet get your wish, Aeron.”

      The wall of ice shattered, and Kent quickly erected a new one and enclosed Mehta in it once again. More hacking and chopping followed.

      “We cannot overcome Lord Valdis. Our god-forged weapons have proven ineffective thus far, but if he is drawing power from those crystals, we may yet find a way,” Kent explained. “I want to save Kallie as much as you, but the truth is, we do not know what will happen. We can only try.”

      Aeron hesitated again, but he nodded to Garrick. “Alright. But if you hurt my sister, I’ll kill you before Lord Valdis gets the chance.”

      Garrick leered down at him. “If he’s gonna kill us anyway, I’ll let you do it. Then you can brag to all your idiot friends in the Underworld about how you killed a giant before you died. Just be quick about it.”

      Mehta burst through the wall of ice again, truncating their conversation. Aeron and Garrick split to opposite sides, leaving Kent alone to face Mehta.

      At first, it irritated Kent that they’d abandoned him, but ultimately they’d only done what he’d instructed them to do. So he raised his sword, summoned his magic, and engaged Mehta in battle.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron would’ve preferred to face Lord Valdis with Wafer, but hearing and feeling Garrick’s lumbering footsteps plodding alongside his own filled him with a unique and welcome reassurance.

      Lord Valdis literally wore shadow as armor. Did it provide him with extra durability? Could he conceal himself in dark areas better? Would it somehow improve his fighting prowess?

      If it were any of those three, Aeron couldn’t fathom how it would work. After all, shadows had no power in and of themselves. They were just… shadows. Was it an intimidation tactic of some sort?

      Lord Valdis smirked at them as they split apart and approached him from opposite directions. “Enough games. You’ve made your best moves. Now I will make mine.”

      He clapped his hands once, and all of the torches around the room extinguished.

      Aeron cursed. At least his naginata still gave off some light, as did the scorallite crystals and the orange light suspending Kallie and the dragon.

      Even so, he couldn’t see Lord Valdis at all anymore. His armor had cloaked him from sight.

      A whisper of rushing wind sounded behind Aeron, and he whirled around.

      Something hard smashed into his cheek, and it almost knocked him off of his feet. The tang of copper filled his mouth, and he caught sight of Lord Valdis’s grinning face just before he vanished again.

      Garrick grunted immediately afterward, and Aeron saw him double over.

      Then Aeron’s feet kicked out from under him—or rather, something swept them out from under him. He landed hard on his back but still gripped his naginata.

      How had Lord Valdis moved so quickly? Garrick and Aeron were at least thirty feet apart, but Lord Valdis had closed the distance multiple times, one instant to the next.

      Was it his shadow armor? Did it enable him to move faster through shadows?

      Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. Aeron had a job to do, and he wasn’t doing it. He had to occupy Lord Valdis to give Garrick a chance to smash the scorallite crystals.

      He forced himself up to his feet in time to see a silhouette knock Garrick to the floor. It stood over him with a shadowy spear outlined in dark blue light.

      “Hey!” Aeron called.

      Lord Valdis turned toward him, and Aeron could barely see his pale face against the backdrop of darkness.

      “Pick on someone your own size.” Aeron held up his naginata. “You wanna fight with sticks? I’ve got a match for you right here, guaranteed.”

      Lord Valdis laughed, and it reverberated all throughout the chamber. Aeron blinked and found Lord Valdis standing before him, twenty-five feet closer than he’d been before.

      Lord Valdis’s spear jabbed at him, and Aeron jerked backward out of reflex and batted it away with a quick swat. The shadow spear returned from the side and nearly skewered Aeron’s gut. He shifted his positioning, and the spear glanced off of his breastplate armor instead.

      But when Aeron swung for a counterstrike, Lord Valdis was gone.

      Another whisper of wind sounded behind him, and Aeron spun around with his naginata raised.

      Lord Valdis’s spear clanged against it in a clash of shadow and ice.
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        * * *

      

      The longer he fought Mehta, the more Kent shifted his mentality from trying not to kill him to wondering if killing him was even possible.

      He’d started by merely parrying the flurry of attacks Mehta had thrown at him with his sword. When Mehta proved too quick and crafty, Kent had resorted to erecting haphazard ice barriers to rebuff him, but he soon subverted those as well, either by avoiding them, anticipating them, or outright smashing through them.

      The battle had progressed at a frightening pace until Kent had escalated to trying to freeze Mehta’s body in place, knowing full well that it might kill him in the process. But even that hadn’t worked. Whenever Kent froze Mehta, he just broke out of it using sheer, crazed strength.

      Now, with the torches in the room extinguished, Kent barely managed to stay ahead of Mehta’s attacks. Mixing those barriers, swordplay, and beams of ice did just enough to keep Mehta at bay for the time being. But beyond holding Mehta off, Kent had no idea what to do next.

      He froze one of Mehta’s legs to the floor with a fresh beam of ice, anchoring him in place for a moment.

      “You need to stop this, Mehta,” Kent said. “We are not enemies. Lord Valdis is your enemy.”

      Mehta bashed the flail against the ice around his ankle, and it shattered, freeing him to move once again. He immediately attacked.

      Kent parried the first blow and ducked under the second. He formed another ice barrier, but this time he shoved it toward Mehta instead of waiting for him to attack. The barrier lifted Mehta off his feet and pinned him to the nearest wall.

      It gave Kent a chance to breathe and another opportunity to try to break through to Mehta. With Garrick, he wouldn’t have even tried. Garrick was too pig-headed.

      But with Mehta… Kent believed he could reason with him. And if he could, perhaps he could get Mehta to drop the weapons and rejoin the fight on their side.

      “Listen to me, Mehta,” Kent said. “Release the weapons. You want to kill Lord Valdis for the sake of your family and Ferne. Do not feed into his power. You are nothing but his pawn. You must resi—”

      The ice shattered, and Mehta lunged at Kent yet again. Kent defended everything, but he didn’t know how much longer he could keep this up.

      Garrick needed to destroy those scorallite crystals now.
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        * * *

      

      If nothing else, Garrick believed Aeron to be a reckless, immature, attention-grubbing, shortsighted idiot. He’d proven that much and more when he’d snatched the first dragon egg out of Garrick’s hand back at Valdis Keep.

      Now he’d proven it again by distracting Lord Valdis so Garrick could recover and take a swing at the scorallite crystals with his hammer.

      At least we’re all finally playing to our strengths, Garrick mused.

      He pushed himself to his feet, hefted his hammer over his shoulder, and hurried to the nearest scorallite crystal. It stood nearly as tall as him and almost twice as wide.

      Garrick glanced over his shoulder more than once to make sure Lord Valdis wasn’t going to stab him from behind, then he drew back for a swing and delivered a mighty blow to the scorallite.

      CRACK.

      In Garrick’s periphery, both the dragon and Kallie wobbled. He hadn’t been imagining it—it had happened, clear as crystal.

      What’s more, a series of fissures spiked out from a central depression where his hammer had struck the scorallite. Not broken yet, but close to it

      A yell sounded behind him—definitely Lord Valdis’s voice.

      Garrick turned back for a look, and for a brief moment, their eyes met, and the sight of him renewed Garrick’s disdain.

      Lord Valdis had manipulated him with words and coin and influence for years, gradually twisting Garrick into a different person—an evil person. And Garrick had allowed it to happen, for every wrong reason.

      Now he would repay Lord Valdis’s power games with a different kind of power—brute force.

      Garrick wound up for another swing and delivered.

      With a flash of green light, the scorallite crystal shattered.
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        * * *

      

      At the sound of the crystal shattering, Lord Valdis faltered. Aeron saw it happen, but by the time he tried to take advantage of it, Lord Valdis had already recovered.

      Aeron stabbed at him with his naginata, but Lord Valdis managed a haphazard parry with his shadow spear then quickly reengaged Aeron in battle. Then he charged forward with a primal yell and slammed the shaft of his spear against Aeron’s, forcing him backward.

      Thus far, Lord Valdis’s attacks had been fluid and clean, with a degree of precision and finesse that Aeron had never seen from anyone before, not even Mehta. Between Lord Valdis’s ability to jump through the shadows and his prowess with a spear, Aeron had barely managed to survive.

      So when Lord Valdis charged, it caught Aeron off-guard, and he tripped over his own feet and fell. He raised his naginata to defend himself, but Lord Valdis was already gone.

      Aeron searched the surrounding darkness for any sign of Lord Valdis but saw none at first. However, he noticed both Kallie and the dragon wavering in the shafts of orange light that suspended them. They’d been perfectly still before.

      Was their plan working? Or would it ultimately harm Kallie, as Lord Valdis had said?

      Whatever the case, Garrick had already raised his hammer at the next one.

      Then a shadowy form materialized behind Garrick, and Aeron recognized the shape of a spear, outlined in dark blue light, in his hand.

      “Garrick, behind you!” Aeron shouted.

      Garrick whirled back just in time to block Lord Valdis’s attack, but he struggled to keep up with Lord Valdis’s speed.

      Aeron ran over and joined the fracas.
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        * * *

      

      Mehta should’ve been able to sift Kent by now, but he’d proven craftier and more resourceful than Mehta could’ve ever imagined. He’d always known Kent had a brilliant mind, but Mehta was faster, more skilled, and a more ruthless fighter.

      Yet now, with his thirst and the phantom steel weapons ruling his actions, Mehta couldn’t understand how Kent had managed to survive as long as he had. Mehta had crushed every one of Kent’s magic shields, deflected every pitiful attack he threw, and otherwise dominated every aspect of the fight.

      But Mehta could tell Kent was growing fatigued. He knew, objectively, that although Kent’s ice magic would never let up, thanks to Fjorst’s blessing, his body would give out at some point. And with the phantom steel weapons guiding his movements, Mehta wouldn’t ever get tired.

      Eventually, he’d break through Kent’s defenses. He would sate his thirst and feed the weapons’ hunger for more power—and taking Kent’s essence would make Mehta unstoppable.

      “You must resist their pull, Mehta,” Kent urged.

      Mehta heard the words, but they didn’t matter to him. He’d relinquished all of his control, and now only the next kill mattered.

      Kent hurled more ice, this time in the form of hundreds of jagged spikes jutting up toward Mehta on an angle from the ground. They spanned about twenty feet across in total, and they didn’t move. They just sat there, a frozen river of peril separating Kent from Mehta.

      He couldn’t jump over them, not even with a running start, but he’d get through them eventually. Mehta alternated swings with his flail and his battle-axe, crushing the spikes before him, gradually carving his way across.

      All the while, Kent continued to petition him to see reason.

      But there was no reason to be seen—only death, and essence, and power. Mehta would have them all, and in increasing amounts. These weapons ensured at least that much. And no reason Kent could give would deter him from his course.

      “You must listen to me!” Kent shouted. “This is not you. You must see the truth!”

      Mehta smashed another ice spike and pressed forward. Flecks of ice hit his face, but they barely registered against his rage, just like Kent’s words.

      He shattered the last several spikes and lurched toward Kent, but the rows of ice spikes lifted off the floor and folded around him, forming a wall ahead of Kent. Then those walls of spikes began to close in on Mehta.

      It was a trap, and Mehta had walked right into it.

      “I will kill you if you cannot remember why we are here,” Kent’s voice called from beyond the ice. “You must examine your motivations. You are a Xyonate no longer. Do not let Lord Valdis pervert you into becoming one again.”

      Mehta ignored him. He was too busy fighting off the spikes jabbing at him from both sides, cracking off their pointed ends with his weapons and backing up as quickly as he could.

      He couldn’t break through to Kent right now, but he could fight out of this trap, take a new approach, and attack again. All Kent had managed was to delay his inevitable end. Mehta would sift him, and then he’d move on to Aeron and Garrick next.

      Ice rained down on Mehta as he crushed spike after spike, all the while pulling back. As he did so, the rows of spikes continued to shift and move toward him, always pursuing him, never granting him any rest.

      When he finally cleared the last of the spikes, the remainder of the ice walls shattered as well, and Mehta’s entire field of vision returned. But Kent wasn’t where Mehta had left him. Even with Mehta’s enchanted vision, he couldn’t see Kent anywhere in the shadows ahead.

      Then Mehta realized why.

      He whirled around, swinging his battle-axe with untamed fury behind him. It stopped abruptly when its shaft clacked against a pillar of ice. Except it wasn’t a pillar—it was Kent. He’d turned himself to ice like he’d turned himself to stone back at Lord Glavan’s estate, and then again in Lord Valdis’s throne room.

      Kent’s left hand clamped around the shaft of Mehta’s battle-axe, and the last thing Mehta saw was Kent’s right hand—also made of ice—careening toward Mehta’s chin.
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        * * *

      

      Kent stripped the battle-axe and the flail from Mehta’s unconscious grasp, careful to maintain a barrier of ice between his hands and the weapons. Then he hurled them aside and buried them under a mound of ice near one of the walls.

      As he gradually thawed back to human flesh, Kent silently thanked Fjorst for the blessing. Transforming into stone had served him well several times before, but he’d never considered trying to turn into ice. With Fjorst’s blessing, Kent might’ve been capable of staying in ice form indefinitely.

      For the time being, though, he had achieved what he’d needed to achieve, and he didn’t want to risk facing Lord Valdis in an unfamiliar state, so he let the ice magic dissipate from within his body.

      “I am sorry, friend,” Kent said to Mehta’s unconscious form. Kent had hit him pretty hard, but hopefully it wouldn’t leave any lasting damage. “When you wake up, join us. We are not yet finished.”

      Then Kent drew his ice-forged sword from his belt and hurried toward Lord Valdis, Aeron, and Garrick.
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        * * *

      

      Garrick had taken more than a few blows from Lord Valdis, and Aeron had taken a few as well. None were fatal, but all of them hurt. Lord Valdis’s shadow spear proved quicker than Garrick’s hammer, and he’d inflicted a few cuts and lacerations on Garrick’s arms and legs.

      He’d taken several solid punches and kicks, too. Garrick’s jaw hurt, his ribs ached, and his body wasn’t healing any of it like it normally did. Lord Valdis’s shadow magic was negating his usual quick recovery.

      Worse yet, no matter what Garrick did, even with Aeron fighting Lord Valdis, he couldn’t get away for long enough to attack the two remaining scorallite crystals. Destroying the first one had clearly affected Lord Valdis, or else he wouldn’t have been attacking them with such ferocity and abandon.

      Garrick swung his hammer at Lord Valdis, but he vanished into the darkness yet again, only to reappear behind Garrick. The hammer kept spinning Garrick around, but it didn’t connect with anything because a blast of ice hit Lord Valdis from the side and knocked him away.

      Kent had rejoined the battle.

      “Go for the scorallite, Garrick!” Kent yelled.

      Garrick gladly obliged. Maybe now they could end this.

      “You’ll kill her!” Lord Valdis shouted as he recovered his footing and shook off the ice that covered his left side. “You’re condemning her to the very death you swore to save her fr—”

      Aeron’s naginata cut off Lord Valdis’s warning with a hard slash that clanged against the shadow spear.

      Garrick ran toward the nearest scorallite crystal as Kent ran to help Aeron with Lord Valdis. Garrick stole a glance at Mehta, who lay on the stone floor in the distance, no longer holding those cursed weapons. He was starting to stir, which meant he wasn’t dead.

      Good. They needed him.

      When Garrick made it to the scorallite, he glanced up at Kallie. She continued to hover in the orange light with her eyes closed, but she was no longer still. She slowly bobbed up and down, side to side, back and forth.

      Time to wake up. Garrick hefted his hammer high and swung it at the scorallite crystal again.

      CRACK.

      Lightning streaked through the crystal, but like the first one, it didn’t break right away. Above him, Kallie’s unconscious form wobbled again. Garrick readied his hammer for another swing.

      “Look out!” Mehta’s voice sounded from his right.

      Garrick turned back, ready for an attack, but it never reached him.

      Lord Valdis vaulted toward him with his spear extended, but Mehta collided with him from the side and knocked his trajectory off. Instead, they both tumbled into the wall, hard.

      Lord Valdis recovered first and stabbed down, but Mehta kicked off the wall, rolled away from the strike, and got up to his feet all in one fluid motion. A blast of ice hit Lord Valdis again, temporarily pinning him to the wall, but he broke through it with ease.

      Garrick didn’t miss his chance. He swung the hammer again, and the scorallite crystal shattered.

      In the distance, Lord Valdis roared.

      Then something stabbed into Garrick’s back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Aeron was powerless to stop it from happening. When the second scorallite crystal shattered, Lord Valdis hurled his shadow spear at Garrick.

      It plunged into Garrick’s back, on the left side, just above where his heart should’ve been—at least, Aeron hoped it had landed above his heart. He went down immediately.

      “No!” Aeron shouted.

      “Help him!” Kent ordered. “Mehta and I will handle this.”

      Mehta just continued to fight.

      Aeron rushed to Garrick’s side. As he arrived there, the shadow spear dissipated in a puff of dark blue magic, but the wound remained.

      Garrick lay there clutching his chest—the spear had plunged all the way through his leather armor, into his body, and pierced out his chest and leather breastplate. His hammer lay next to him. He wheezed and gasped, wide-eyed as he stared up at Aeron.

      “Come on, Garrick,” Aeron said in a voice far more calm than what he felt. “This won’t kill you. You’ll heal.”

      Garrick shook his head and managed to say. “Not from shadow magic.” He gasped. “Not the same.”

      A pool of dark blood formed under Garrick’s body.

      “I’ll help you.” Aeron frantically worked at the straps on Garrick’s breastplate, but Garrick’s free hand clamped onto Aeron’s wrist.

      “Hammer…” He wheezed and sucked in another labored breath. “Finish this…” Another gasp. “Don’t screw it up.”

      Garrick placed Aeron’s hand on the shaft of his ice-forged hammer.

      Aeron looked at him, stunned. Was… was Garrick going to die?

      “Don’t look at me… like that,” Garrick wheezed. “Just do… the job. Now.”

      Aeron nodded, and he picked up the hammer. It was heavy, but a bit lighter than he’d expected. He looked down at Garrick again.

      “Go,” was all Garrick said.

      Aeron would’ve stayed with him, but Garrick was right. Destroying the first two crystals had done noticeable harm to Lord Valdis’s wellbeing—even if it was only his mental stability. And they’d made a difference in what was happening to Kallie and the dragon, too.

      So Aeron ran toward the final scorallite crystal.
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        * * *

      

      Moments earlier, Mehta had wanted nothing more than to carve Kent into a dozen pieces and harvest his essence. Now he again fought at Kent’s side against their true enemy, Lord Valdis. Mehta had never been more grateful for getting punched in the face.

      Kent’s ice magic thwarted Lord Valdis’s attacks at every turn, just as it had when Mehta had tried to attack him with the phantom steel weapons. Combined with Mehta’s speed and his rededication to ending Lord Valdis’s reign once and for all, they had actually managed to keep Lord Valdis focused on them instead of on Garrick and Aeron.

      Until Lord Valdis caught Kent with a wild strike to his chest.

      Kent had constructed another ice shield to fend off Lord Valdis’s attack, but this time, Lord Valdis’s fist drove through the barrier and slammed into Kent’s sternum with crushing force.

      Kent flew backward and skidded to a halt, gasping and holding his chest.

      Mehta had seen such blows kill grown men before. A sharp strike to the chest, particularly to the heart, could prove fatal. Had Kent’s ice shield not been there, he might’ve died as a result.

      Then Lord Valdis’s wrath shifted to Mehta.

      Mehta slipped his first two attacks—one with his shadow spear, now re-conjured into his hand, and the next with his fist. A pair of counterattacks from Mehta’s ice-forged knives yielded him nothing, but neither did Lord Valdis manage any effective counter-attacks of his own.

      When Mehta slashed at him a third time, Lord Valdis vanished. Mehta immediately swapped his knives for his shuriken and took aim at Aeron, who now hauled Garrick’s hammer toward the final scorallite crystal. The instant Lord Valdis appeared, Mehta loosed all four shuriken and yelled Aeron’s name.

      Aeron spun to face Lord Valdis and managed to wield the hammer well enough to defend a barrage of initial attacks. Then all four shuriken struck Lord Valdis from behind, carving ice-blue slits into Lord Valdis’s shadow armor.

      He grunted and went rigid for an instant. Had Aeron been holding his naginata instead, he might’ve been able to land a killing blow. But with Garrick’s hammer in his hands, he couldn’t do much but swing it as hard as he could.

      Lord Valdis disappeared before the hammer could hit him.

      As the shuriken returned to Mehta, Lord Valdis reappeared before him with a pair of shadow knives in his hands. Mehta stashed the shuriken in his belt and drew his ice-forged knives, ready to duel.

      Then Lord Valdis disappeared again, and Mehta ran toward Aeron.
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        * * *

      

      This time, Aeron was ready for Lord Valdis to reappear. When he popped into view, Aeron was already swinging the hammer. It struck Lord Valdis’s left shoulder, and his shadow armor crunched underneath the blow.

      The hammer knocked Lord Valdis off-balance, but he recovered fast and lunged. Aeron managed to bring the hammer’s shaft up in time, but the attack still knocked him onto his back.

      Lord Valdis went down with him, and only the hammer separated Lord Valdis from Aeron. Aeron abandoned his grip on it and instead caught Lord Valdis’s shadowy wrists in his hands.

      It wasn’t enough.

      One of Lord Valdis’s shadow knives plunged into Aeron’s left shoulder, and he screamed.

      Just as Lord Valdis moved to stab him with the other knife, Mehta collided with him and knocked him off of Aeron.

      Aeron’s shoulder burned from the inside out. The knife had gone in near where his shoulder met his torso, and though it wasn’t a deep wound, it hurt. The shadow knife was still in it, but as Aeron reached for the knife, it dissipated just as the spear in Garrick’s back had done.

      Mehta and Lord Valdis rolled around on the floor, jockeying for position and slashing at each other with their knives. Aeron wanted nothing more than to lie there and be wounded, but he couldn’t. He was at the final scorallite crystal, and Garrick’s hammer lay next to him, ready to do its work.

      So Aeron gritted his teeth, forced himself to his feet, and picked up the hammer once again. His shoulder ached, and the hammer sagged in his grip. At first, he didn’t know if he’d be able to heft it at all.

      Then he looked up and saw Kallie suspended there. If doing this would save her, he’d endure any pain to make it happen.

      So he pushed through it, raised the hammer, and struck the scorallite.

      Nothing happened.

      Aeron grunted. He didn’t have even a fraction of Garrick’s strength, and his shoulder was wounded… but seriously? It didn’t look like he’d even struck it. There wasn’t a mark on it, from what Aeron could see.

      “Gods, give me strength,” he muttered. Then he raised the hammer again, reared back, and swung it as if he were back working in Pa’s forge.

      The hammer clanged against the scorallite, and a pang of agony lit up Aeron’s shoulder, but a small crack appeared where he’d struck the crystal. A weakness. A beginning.

      Mehta and Lord Valdis continued scuffling, but Mehta would only last so long. So Aeron raised the hammer and poured all of his disdain for Lord Valdis into his next swing.

      The crack in the scorallite deepened, and his shoulder ignited with pain. He ignored it.

      Misery is temporary. You’ll get through it, or you’ll die. Either way, it comes to an end.

      Aeron thought of Commander Brove and all the wrongs he’d committed, and he swung again.

      The crack turned into a fissure that spread across most of the scorallite, and it had started creeping upward, too.

      He thought of Faylen and what might’ve been, and he swung.

      The fissure grew larger.

      He thought of Falna, who’d taken Kallie and destroyed his parents’ home, and he swung again.

      Then he thought of the Crimson Flame cultists, and he swung. Of the wyvern knights who’d sided against him, and he swung. Of the lives he’d taken because he’d had to take them, and he swung.

      A network of fissures filled the scorallite crystal now. Mehta and Lord Valdis continued their fracas, and Aeron saw blood pooling underneath them. There was no time.

      He glanced up at Kallie and the dragon, both of whom trembled in the orange light, drifting somewhere between sleep and waking. If Aeron did this, he’d be releasing that dragon, too. Even if they managed to defeat Lord Valdis, they couldn’t hope to kill the dragon, too—not in the sorry condition they were in.

      But maybe they could buy Kallie enough time to get out, at least. That would have to be enough.

      Aeron thought of his father. He resurrected all of his memories of the cruel things Pa had said and did, of the way he’d treated Aeron over the years, of how Aeron had never measured up to Pa’s impossible standards. He gathered all of that angst into one final effort.

      And he swung.

      The scorallite shattered in a flash of green light.
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        * * *

      

      When the final scorallite crystal went down, Mehta released his death grip on Lord Valdis. He’d latched onto him, digging his ice-forged knives into Lord Valdis’s body wherever he could, forcing them through his shadow armor when possible.

      In return, Lord Valdis’s shadow knives had raked across Mehta’s arms, chest, and even his face, leaving several bleeding lacerations, some of them serious. Pain was his world, now, but it had been worth it. Aeron had destroyed the final crystal.

      Lord Valdis shoved away from Mehta and made it to his feet, covered in blood as well. He stood there, staring at the shafts of orange light as they faded to nothing, clenching his shadow knives in his fists. Then the torches around the chamber reignited, filling the space with soft, golden light.

      “You fools,” Lord Valdis uttered. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      Mehta watched, unwilling to move as the dragon and Kallie both fell to the floor, dazed but very much alive. Neither showed any interest in or even awareness of their surroundings. Meanwhile, Aeron dropped Garrick’s hammer and hurried over to Kallie.

      Lord Valdis turned back to face Mehta and Aeron. “You have accomplished nothing beyond inconveniencing me yet again. You stopped the ritual, but you could not overcome me. All that remains now is to try again in a month, on the next new moon. And next time, none of you will be around to stop me.”

      Mehta’s eyes widened. Was Lord Valdis telling the truth? Had they really only succeeded in forcing him to try again?

      Mehta didn’t know what to believe. All he knew was that Kallie was very much alive, and Aeron was tending to her. Mehta had held Lord Valdis at bay long enough to accomplish that much, at least.

      The dragon stirred and shook its head at about the same time that Kallie stirred and shook hers.

      Mehta noticed it and found it odd, but then again, the ritual had functioned, in part, to bond them together. It made sense on that level, at least.

      But Lord Valdis’s claims troubled Mehta the most. Though he didn’t feel he could manage it, he pushed himself up to his knees and then slowly rose to his feet. Blood trickled from his plethora of wounds, and he felt lightheaded and weak, but he gripped his ice-forged knives tightly in his hands and faced Lord Valdis yet again.

      Mehta didn’t know what condition Kent was in, Garrick was down and possibly dead, and Aeron couldn’t stop Lord Valdis alone. Mehta had to try to help.

      Lord Valdis looked him over. “You really are something to behold, Xyonate. I sincerely wish we had met under different circumstances. With all that you are capable of, I could’ve made you rich.”

      Mehta wanted to respond that he never would’ve worked for someone like Lord Valdis, but deep down, he knew that wasn’t true. As a Xyonate, he would’ve blindly followed orders whether there was coin involved or not.

      So instead, Mehta just motioned Lord Valdis forward, hoping he’d find a way to bring him down.

      Lord Valdis just laughed and shook his head. “You really don’t understand, do you? You’ll never win. It’s impossible.”

      As Mehta watched, the icy blue slits and cuts and punctures along Lord Valdis’s armor sealed up, replaced by perfect, black shadow. Then that shadow armor abandoned Lord Valdis’s body entirely, revealing the same black robe he’d worn earlier.

      There wasn’t a scratch on him.

      They’d done all that, and accomplished nothing, as Lord Valdis had said. Either he had healed himself, or the only blood in their altercation had been Mehta’s.

      Defeat filled Mehta’s chest. Lord Valdis was right. He had failed. They all had.

      His legs weakened, his arms slumped, and he crumpled to the floor, just breathing. There was no way to win, and nothing he did mattered.

      Mehta’s thirst assaulted his mind, cursing him for giving up, for quitting. But it wasn’t giving up if there had never been any chance for success to begin with.

      He reached into the top of his tunic and pulled out the triangle-shaped pendant from Ferne. He wouldn’t be able to keep his promise to her after all. He prayed she would find a way to forgive him.

      Mehta’s limbs went limp, and he lay there, on his side, watching as Lord Valdis turned toward Aeron and Kallie, unable to intervene.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron couldn’t believe it. Everything he’d fought for, all the trials and struggles he’d endured, all the battles he’d fought, and all the men he’d killed to save his sister had amounted to nothing. He’d once again freed Kallie from Lord Valdis’s grasp only to prove himself totally incapable of keeping her from slipping back into his possession.

      She was going to die a month from now, in the same ritual, and Lord Valdis would still gain unspeakable power. All Aeron and the other Blood Mercs had done was delay it at the cost of their own lives.

      Lord Valdis strolled toward Aeron with a devilish grin on his face, and a familiar blade made of glowing violet magic extended from his right hand.

      “Aeron?” Kallie’s voice filled his ears.

      He looked at her. She was in good shape, overall—not malnourished, not injured or wounded. Her big blue eyes gleamed with recognition, then they shifted to terror as they searched the chamber around them. When she noticed Aeron’s bleeding shoulder, her gaze fixed on it.

      “Your shoulder…”

      “I’m fine, Kallie,” Aeron said.

      Lord Valdis drew ever closer.

      “Kallie, we don’t have much time together.” Aeron tried to resist the tears that stung at the corners of his eyes, but he couldn’t. They streamed down his cheeks as he told her, “I tried, Kallie. Gods, how I tried. If you only knew…”

      She cupped his face, and tears stained her cheeks as well. “I know, big brother. I know.”

      “…but I failed you,” Aeron continued. He struggled to maintain his composure. “I… I couldn’t save you.”

      Kallie stared at him, her face contorted with sadness just like his. “It’s alright, Aeron.”

      “I’m sorry.” Aeron sniffled and cleared his throat. “I guess I get to die for you after all.”

      Lord Valdis stopped before them, still wielding the glowing violet blade. “If it’s any consolation, you may take comfort in knowing that you will walk the path of shadows together. Your essences will be forever joined in service of my ambitions.”

      Aeron’s tears stopped, and he glared up at Lord Valdis. His voice flat, he said, “It’s really not.”

      Lord Valdis shrugged. “Too bad.”

      “You can’t hurt him.” Kallie pulled Aeron back and positioned herself in front of him. “I won’t let you hurt him.”

      Next to Aeron and Kallie, the dragon twitched and moved. It was waking up, too. Aeron briefly considered it might be better to let the dragon kill him instead of Lord Valdis. At least it would make for a more epic death.

      But when Aeron glanced over and met the dragon’s red-eyed gaze, he reconsidered. The sight of the dragon regaining its cognition terrified him, and he decided that dying by Lord Valdis’s blade was preferable after all.

      “That isn’t up to you,” Lord Valdis countered. “Now move aside, or I will move you.”

      “I said,” Kallie’s voice took on a dark tone, “I won’t let you hurt him.”

      “And I said, move.”

      Something dark and black and huge shifted in Aeron’s periphery. He didn’t dare glance over again. Gods, what have I awakened?

      “No,” Kallie replied, her voice as hard as dragon scales.

      Lord Valdis snarled and bent down and reached for her with his left hand.

      Then the dragon lunged, and Aeron couldn’t help but watch his own death coming.

      But rather than attacking Aeron, the dragon snatched Lord Valdis into its massive jaws instead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Lord Valdis tried to resist the dragon’s jaws. He flared with green flames, he jabbed at it with his violet blade, and he hurled red barbs at it from his free hand. But he was already in the dragon’s mouth, and it was already too late.

      The dragon chomped down on Lord Valdis again, and blood squirted from his torso and splattered along the floor. He shrieked as his bones snapped.

      Still lying on the floor, weak and fighting to stay conscious, Mehta watched as the dragon devoured Lord Valdis in three bites—the first bite where it had snatched him away from Kallie, one to break his body once and for all, and then one more to ferry Lord Valdis to the Underworld via its stomach.

      When the bottoms of Lord Valdis’s boots disappeared down the dragon’s throat, Mehta smiled wider than he’d ever smiled before. But when the dragon roared afterward, his smile vanished.

      Then the dragon rumbled around violently, shaking the floor and the walls in a fit of rage.

      Aeron and Kallie scrambled away as the dragon slammed its meaty paws onto the floor. It arched its serpentine neck and belched a stream of fire at the lofted ceiling.

      Was Lord Valdis somehow doing this? Was he alive and trying to break out of the dragon’s gut?

      Or was it something else?

      Mehta’s relief at Lord Valdis’s demise vanished, replaced by an ancient fear ingrained in every human soul—the fear of an alpha predator seeking prey.

      And they were all prey.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron led Kallie across the chamber, and together they helped Mehta to his feet and over to Kent, who was still alive but not faring well.

      “Where is Garrick?” Kent clutched at his chest.

      “Dead, maybe,” Aeron replied. “I don’t know for sure. It didn’t look good.”

      “Lord Valdis is dead,” Mehta replied.

      “Yes, I saw.” Kent winced as he sat up, gingerly. He nodded toward the dragon. “Though our predicament does not seem to have improved.”

      “I’m sorry…” Kallie said. “I thought I could control it.”

      Aeron stared at her. “What do you mean?”

      “The dragon. We’re bonded… sort of.” Kallie touched the mark on the back of her neck. “I can feel it, and it can feel me. Our essence is shared now.”

      Aeron marveled at her. Lord Valdis had been telling the truth about that much, at least. But did that mean… “So you told the dragon to eat Lord Valdis?”

      Kallie nodded. “I’m sorry. There was nothing else I could do.”

      “Don’t be sorry!” Aeron grabbed her by her shoulders. “You saved us both.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I made everything worse. So much worse.”

      Aeron looked past her at the dragon. It had noticed Garrick’s body and was nudging it with its snout. Garrick wasn’t responding, and the sight of it sickened Aeron.

      “You have to kill it,” Kallie said.

      Aeron blinked at her. “How?”

      “Fjorst’s cannon,” Kent replied. “We must put that bolt of ice right through its black heart.”

      Aeron glanced between Kent and Kallie. “But if we kill the dragon, does that mean…?”

      Kallie didn’t respond, nor did Kent or Mehta.

      Aeron shook his head. “No. Lord Valdis is dead. He’s gone. I’m not letting you die, too.”

      “It must be done,” Kent said.

      “I’ll get the cannon.” Mehta forced himself upright and staggered toward where it lay on the floor, near one of the walls.

      As Mehta moved, the dragon abandoned its study of Garrick’s limp form. Instead, it approached the nearest wall with a window, reared up on its hind legs, and slammed against it with its paws. The entire tower shook again, and the wall gave way by at least a foot.

      Aeron’s shoulder ached, and his back pain threatened to resurge as well. But he would deal with all the pain in the world if only it meant there was another way.

      “Kallie, I can’t let this happen.” Aeron’s voice shook with emotion once again. “You don’t know what I did to try to save you.”

      “I know, Aeron. I know you moved mountains and slew great beasts and risked everything for me, even if I don’t know the specifics, yeah?” Kallie gave him a big, crooked-toothed smile, and Aeron realized how much he’d missed seeing it. “I know. I promise you, I know, and it means everything to me that you did it.”

      Mehta returned with the cannon and passed it off to Kent, who had managed to get back up to his feet and now leaned up against a wall with the cannon atop his shoulder. He aimed it at the dragon.

      “Wait,” Aeron said. “Stop. We’re not doing this. We’ll find another way.”

      The dragon rammed its paws against the wall again, and the stones gave even more. One of them dropped out of sight from near the window.

      Kallie shook her head. “There is no other way. If that dragon escapes, it’ll torch the entire continent. I can’t control it, so we have to stop it, and we need to do it now.”

      “No.” Aeron clenched his fists and looked at Kallie. “I’m not letting this happen. I swore I would save you, even if it cost me my life. This isn’t how it’s supposed to work.”

      Kallie took Aeron’s face in her hands again, and she planted a kiss on his cheek like she always did. “Aeron, big brother… Don’t give your life for me. You’ve already done that. I want you to live your life for me instead.”

      Once again, tears streamed down Aeron’s face. How could he let his little sister, eleven years younger than him, give so much more than he ever could?
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        * * *

      

      Even trying to stand was hard for Mehta. He no longer trusted his legs, especially with the dragon slamming against the floor and the walls. Between the blood loss and the commotion, he barely managed to stay upright.

      As the discussion about what to do continued, he touched the pendant Ferne had given him again. If Kent could kill that dragon with the cannon, Mehta may yet get to see her again—if he survived the trip home.

      But Kallie—she’d be gone forever.

      The dragon pounded on the wall again, and it shuddered but still didn’t break.

      Aletian craftsmanship and architecture, Mehta mused.

      It didn’t sit well with Mehta what they would have to do, but the thought of never seeing Kallie again bothered him the most. He’d wasted so many opportunities to talk to her, to let her know what he felt. Now it was too late.

      Almost too late.

      There was still time. Kent and Aeron were still arguing about what to do. This was Mehta’s chance—his final chance—to do what he feared most.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat, faced her, and said, “Kallie?”

      She looked at him with sadness in her eyes, and it nearly killed him to see her that way.

      Worse yet, Kent and Aeron stopped their fight and turned toward him as well.

      Mehta almost gave up right then and there, but he didn’t. He ignored them and kept his focus on Kallie.

      “I just want to say…” He’d thought about his words for a month. Rehearsed them. Fine-tuned them. Sharpened them.

      And now, of course, he couldn’t remember any of them. But Xyonates—and former Xyonates—were good at thinking on their feet, so he improvised.

      “I’m sorry I never talked to you,” he said. “I always wanted to, but I was afraid. I wish I hadn’t waited so long. I would’ve liked to get to know you better.”

      The sadness in Kallie’s gaze brightened with a shock of hope, and she smiled her beautiful crooked smile at him. “I would’ve liked that, too. Maybe in the next life.”

      Mehta’s weak heart thrummed to life, and he smiled back at her. “Maybe.”

      On the far side of the room, the dragon changed tactics and blasted the wall with fire, as if reminding them it was still there.
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        * * *

      

      “Aeron,” Kent adjusted the cannon on his shoulder, “we have no other choice.”

      The dragon slammed its paws into the wall again where it had just breathed its fire, and this time it knocked a huge section out the stones. They had to act now, or it would be too late.

      “Do it,” Aeron said. He immediately regretted saying it, but they were all right. It had to be done.

      “I do not have a clear shot,” Kent said. “Can you get it to turn around? Someone?”

      Mehta’s shuriken sliced through the air and carved small lacerations in the dragon’s scales. It gave a short, higher-pitched roar, and it turned back as Mehta’s shuriken returned to him.

      Then it lowered its head and charged toward them with its wings flared out.

      Aeron tensed, and he took hold of Kallie’s hand. “Take the shot, Kent.”

      The dragon hurtled toward them, growing larger with each hammering step. It opened its mouth wide in a deafening bellow, and its molten throat glowed orange and yellow. The floor quaked with each of its heavy footsteps.

      Aeron cursed. “Take the shot, Kent!”

      Stark white light gleamed from the cannon, and then a bolt of brilliant blue streamed forth. It shot past the dragon’s head and struck the center of its torso.

      The dragon screeched and immediately crashed to the floor. It skidded to a halt no more than twenty feet from the Blood Mercs’ position, then it exhaled a final breath of smoke and went still.

      Kallie gasped, then her hand went limp in Aeron’s. She, too, fell to the floor.

      “Kallie!” Aeron shouted.

      Mehta caught her before she could hit her head, and Aeron kicked himself for not being ready to catch her himself. He dropped down next to her and grabbed her out of Mehta’s bloody arms.

      Blue light the color of ice gleamed from her chest, and the golden-bronze mark on her neck glowed as Aeron reached to support her head.

      “Kallie, no…” Tears poured from Aeron’s eyes, and he trembled. “Kallie…”

      She smiled up at Aeron with her crooked teeth, and her blue eyes blinked.

      “Remember,” she said. “Live your life for me.”

      Then she closed her eyes and exhaled her last breath. The blue light in her chest faded to nothing.

      Aeron buried his face in her neck and wept. He cried long and loud, and he didn’t care that Kent and Mehta heard him. They’d both lost loved ones, too. They understood.

      Then Kallie gasped again and went rigid.

      Aeron jerked his head up, no longer crying but shocked and wide-eyed. She was still alive?

      Kallie’s head arched back, and she screamed and clutched at her chest as if in unbelievable pain. The blue light returned, now blindingly bright.

      “Kallie?” Aeron yelled over her screams. “Kallie?”

      Somehow, she shot out of Aeron’s grasp and glided across the floor toward the dragon, whose black body also glowed with stunning bright blue light. Kallie’s body struck the wound in the dragon’s chest. Its head reared up, and it loosed a menacing roar.

      Bolts of blue lightning arced around the dragon and Kallie, and it roared again and spread its wings. Snow and ice swirled around them like a blizzard, and wind howled along with the dragon and Kallie. Aeron had to shield his eyes from the light, and even then he couldn’t keep it from burning his eyes.

      Then it all snapped to an end. The light faded, the wind stopped, and Aeron opened his eyes once again.

      The dragon was still there, but it had changed.

      Instead of being covered in black scales, now scales as white as snow covered its underside, and the darker gray and blue scales armored its top. Horns and spikes still protruded from the dragon’s back, tail, head, and some of its joints, but they had turned to a crisp ice-blue color instead. They all glowed, and its teeth and talons matched.

      In place of its red eyes, dark blue eyes studied its surroundings, including Aeron and the Blood Mercs, with a keen understanding, even calculating. It comprehended them on a level it hadn’t before, and that realization crippled Aeron from the inside out.

      The dragon opened its mouth for another roar, but its voice sounded distant, hollower than before. Instead of molten orange and yellow, the inside of its throat glowed icy blue.

      Something had gone terribly, horribly wrong. Kallie was gone, the dragon was alive and well, and it had become something different—something worse.

      And it was twice the size it had been before.
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        * * *

      

      Kent didn’t know what to believe anymore. The cannon had not only failed to kill the dragon but also sapped Kent of most of Fjorst’s blessing. Worse still, it had transformed the beast into an ice-born dragon that now stared down at him with cunning blue eyes.

      He contemplated attacking it with his sword, but Kent knew he couldn’t harm it with ice. He also considered grabbing fire from one of the torches nearby, but by the time he thought of it, it was already too late.

      The dragon loosed a stream of icy breath at them, and Kent erected a frozen barrier around them in record time.

      When the blast stopped, Kent could still see the dragon through the multiple new layers of ice packed around them. Instead of pursuing them further, it turned back toward the broken wall and barreled through the opening, taking a huge chunk of the wall with it.

      Kent looked at Mehta, who swayed as if he were about ready to pass out, then at Aeron, whose face conveyed the exact shock and dismay that Kent now felt.

      But before any of them could speak, the floor shuddered under their feet and dropped out from under them. With shouts and hollers, they fell along with the rest of the tower, and Kent cast every bit of magic he could muster to keep them from being crushed in the process.

      When the quaking finally subsided, Kent stopped his magic. The ice shield had protected them yet again, but to what end? Aside from the light of his sword, everything around them was perfectly dark. It was still nighttime, and for all Kent knew, they were buried under tons and tons of rubble.

      But Mehta was fading. They had to get him help before it was too late.

      “Cover your heads,” Kent said to Aeron and Mehta. “And stay near me.”

      He raised his hands, touched the ice over their heads, and flooded the last of Fjorst’s blessing into it. Ice shot up from their circular barrier in a gigantic spike, and the barrier followed, carrying the Blood Mercs and plowing through layers of debris and wreckage.

      The barrier cleared the remnants of the tower and landed with a jarring thud on the ground, and it cracked open enough for the three of them to spill out. The impact and the strain amplified the hurt in Kent’s chest, but he would live.

      As he stood to his feet and helped Mehta and Aeron up, Kent noticed an icy blue light in the eastern sky. It had wings, and it was flying toward Tebaryx, the capital city of Xenthan.

      The dragon.

      The three of them had survived, but at a considerable cost. And now far more people would pay the price for the choices they’d made.

      Kent glowered at the sky. I should have crushed its head with my boot when I had the chance.

      Aeron turned to Kent. “What are we going to do now?”
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