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Inkeri and Rhodren and his troop reached the citadel of Saet’Idros Archais only to discover sorcerers and wyre waited there.

While they do rescue those held prisoner, Rhodren loses more men. Inkeri kills the sorcerer, and his shape-shifting wyre abandon the citadel. The arrival of three Lucent Fae counters the threat still lurking from the Dark Fae.

Yet before they can retreat to the desert, two more men are killed, attacked by a venomous lindworm. The flightless dragon is a greater threat than anything Inkeri, Rhodren, and his men have ever confronted.
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Yannik’s death and Gerro’s disappearance portended greater trouble.

A dragon had escaped the Wastes.

Inkeri pushed through the soldiers crowded at the door, craning their necks to see into the kitchen. She bumped into Hessel. The big sergeant glanced down then stepped aside, using a stout arm to shove a couple of men out of her way. He didn’t attempt to shift Marshal Gaulter. He tapped the man’s shoulder. When the veteran looked around, she saw Rhodren standing beyond him.

A knot in her chest unraveled. Her heart’s steady thump added to the flood of reassurance.

Gaulter stepped to the right, opening a space for her to pass. She squeezed through.

Without looking around, Rhodren reached back for her, catching her forearm to draw her to his side.

The three Fae stood ahead of him, examining the far wall. Her father Rossik looked grim. Ysagrael stood in front of his commander, the shining light of his drawn sword casting back the kitchen’s shadows. Huon glanced between Rossik and Ysagrael.

More than an arm’s length separated them from the Fae, but the jittery energy that Inkeri sensed had to come from the young sentinel, not from her father or the stoic Ysagrael.

No enemy lurked in the kitchen. No gaping maw revealed how the lindworm had accessed the space. No sign provided a trail to find Gerro. And Yannik lay in the gallery abovestairs, dead from the lindworm’s venom.

Rhodren watched as Ysagrael advanced deeper into the narrow kitchen. The veteran Fae shifted his sword to shine the bright light of its silvered steel against the far wall and the darkest corner. His grunt expressed the disappointment of all. “No sign, still?”

Rossik didn’t turn around, didn’t even acknowledge the question.

“How do we kill it?” Rhodren persisted.

When the Fae commander didn’t respond, Huon jutted his sharp chin forward and looked down his nose at Rhodren, a baron of note in the Argent realm, a meaningless status to a Fae. “We defeated the dragonkin before. We will do so again.” His gaze slid behind Rhodren, to Marshal Gaulter, the sergeants, and the soldiers clustered in the doorway.

Inkeri winced at that emotionless look. She guessed the young Fae already counted them as casualties against the lindworm. Mundane men, lacking any power, would be fodder for the dragonkin. Lacking Fae quickness and strength, devoid of the strong Fae steel and armor, the lindworm’s acidic venom would eat through all their protections.

Do the Fae have special protections against that insidious whisper that slipped into minds, into Rhodren’s mind, and into my mind? How many men hear the dragon? The lindworm designed its words to weaken and confuse, to foil their defenses and lure them into a trap.

Fierce hatred rolled over her. She didn’t know if it birthed in her or came from the dragon. She knew only that the Dark Fae had allied with evil, and that gave the dragon a powerful ally.

“We need to track it to its lair.” Rhodren dropped his grip on her arm and stepped closer to Rossik. “We need to kill it.”

Rossik jerked around, an obvious sign that Rhodren had surprised him. A Mundane man had surprised the Fae. How many Mundane had failed Rossik in the past for him to be so clearly surprised now?

Even the thought of those failures saddened Inkeri. In battles against evil, against sorcerers and the dragonkin, how many of their past allies had held back, letting the Fae front all of the danger? The Fae wielded magicked steel and elemental power, strong advantages against dragons, but men had courage and bravery.

Or had the brave all died in the last battles against the dragons, leaving only the weak and the selfish?

Pride warred with mortification for those human fighters who were generations gone.

Metal clattered, shocking everyone to stillness. While the men peered about for the threat, Inkeri stepped to the hearth and swung the great pot off the fire. The lid stopped jumping. The men, Fae and Mundane, chuckled at themselves.

She stayed by the hearth, for the firelight cast back more shadows than the beam of light from Ysagrael’s sword. The dark corners held no secrets. Puzzlement colored her question. “But how did the lindworm come in here? I see no other doorway or portal.”

“Only the one doorway.” Rhodren pointed at the door behind him.

“My lord, more rooms open off the hall.” Gaulter turned to give orders for searching two by two.

Rossik used his sword to point to a faint shadow on the stone floor. “Look you. A trail left by the lindworm.”

Ysagrael shone the sword’s beam across the stain. “Did the lindworm come through a trap door?”

Rhodren tried to sidestep Huon, but the Fae wouldn’t let him pass. “That looks like blood. Drying blood. Gerro must have wounded it.”

Huon snorted. “Only Fae steel can cut through a dragon’s hide.”

“Then it’s Gerro’s blood.” Rhodren’s finger pointed out the faint trace smeared on the wall above the hearth, to the ceiling.

They all looked up.

The ceiling remained in shadows, even when Ysagrael lifted his light-reflecting sword.

Rossik grunted. “Sorcery. Huon.”

The younger Fae scrambled up the bricked wall, using hand- and toe-holds that wouldn’t have supported a Mundane man. Ysagrael shined the beam upward, but the ceiling’s shadows defeated the silvery light.

Huon drew a dagger with a glassy orb topping the hilt. He murmured a liquid word that Inkeri didn’t quite catch. Light burst from the orb. He cast it over the ceiling.

A hole gaped in the top of an blackened arch. It looked large enough for a man to crawl through—large enough for a lindworm carrying a man to crawl through.

A dark smear covered one side of the hole.

More blood.

“Should I follow it, Commander?”

“I do not think yon passage will lead us straight to the dragon’s nest. And we must battle it with more than one sword. We wait.”

Thinking of evil creeping upon them, Inkeri shuddered. “We cannot leave that opening into this building.”

“I will close this opening, Daughter of my Seed. Huon, escort them to the stair. Ysagrael, I will need your light.”

“Gaulter, fetch the men back,” Rhodren ordered. “We don’t need to search down here.”

“Aye, my lord.”

As Huon climbed down, the men clustered in the doorway began to edge back. Ysagrael maneuvered his sword until the light shone straight at the opening. It didn’t penetrate the black maw of the opening.

Last to be herded out, Inkeri tried to see the power her father used. She sensed rock grinding and fire burning, but Rhodren crowded her through the door before she saw the elemental spell that her father flung upward.

Nor did she have an opportunity to see the power her father used to block the stairs to the lower floor with its kitchen and service rooms. They were hustled to the ground level. Her own power churned and roiled, echoing the great power he wielded.

Gaulter posted double guards.

The rescued men had revived a little, but he commanded them to rest the night and build their energy. That order stretched the men original to the troop, but they were still more alert and wary than the ones who had survived imprisonment.

How hard must that have been? Inkeri wondered, sipping at the jafeh someone had brewed. The men’s numbers had dwindled day by day, one by one, food for the dragon, with never a hope of rescue. She tried to keep her mind from swirling over that, but the thoughts intruded every time the worry about the dragon stopped spinning.

When Yannik had appeared, gasping about the lindworm, covered with its venom, Inkeri had pelted down with the able-bodied men to discover what had happened below. When the threat had vanished, she returned upstairs.

The men had covered Yannik’s body with blankets. Venom had eaten holes in the wool. Of the rescued men still in the gallery, Haman and Kharr were strong enough to roll his body onto another blanket then pull it to another room along the hall. She poured cleansing water, infused with power, onto the floor where Yannik had fallen and along the trail to his new resting place. Even in the cold, the water dried quickly, seeping into the floor tiles.

She peeled back the blanket. Acid had eaten into his face, devouring his nose and mouth, exposing his teeth and the muscles underneath the flesh. She quickly replaced the covering.

The former captives had set guards, ready to fight any incursion. She could do nothing for them. Yannik’s destroyed face kept flashing. Sitting with jafeh would not still that vision. She returned downstairs, hoping for a strong distraction.

And now she was back, sipping jafeh that had gone cold, watching as the men settled into their bedrolls. They stayed away from the doorway, where Yannik had died.

A tap on her shoulder woke her from a stupor.

Rhodren was passing with Gaulter. He crooked his finger. She sprang up, abandoning her cup, and trailed behind as they crossed to the three Fae gathered at one end of the long gallery.

Ysagrael shifted over to offer room for them. Huon gave up a little space.

She sank down beside Rhodren and tried to keep her focus off a dead soldier with a half-dissolved face.

Rossik motioned to the veteran sentinel. “Again. In words these men will understand.”

Ysagrael nodded. “This nest, we must find it. The lindworm, if a female, she needs flesh to form her eggs.”

“Ask not for more trouble,” Rossik warned. “We know only that we face a lindworm.”

“The nest—.”

“We find it, and we find the lindworm.”

Inkeri shuddered again, wishing she could control that evidence of her fear. “We cannot track it in the dark. That’s madness.”

“Hunt it and kill it, in the morn,” Rossik agreed.

“We’ve lost the trail,” Gaulter ground. “We blocked off that hole the lindworm used. Be hard to find the trail again. Be luck if we do.”

Rossik pointed a long finger at Gaulter. “We cannot focus solely on the lindworm. You forget, we have another great danger fronting us. A Kyrgy is loose in the Archais. Once she knows that we Lucent Fae have joined against her, she will use any spell to strike at us.”

“A spell infused with her own blood,” Inkeri muttered. “She used her blood to fuel the sorcerer’s spells.”

“Caution must be the watchword,” her father continued. “We will seek both lindworm and Dark Fae at sunrise.”

“What if that lindworm comes through somewhere else?” Gaulter asked what Inkeri wanted to. “There’s a dozen different rooms on this floor, more abovestairs.”

“Did you not post good guards? We must depend upon them to warn of the lindworm. My spells protect us from the Kyrgy and her sorcerous allies. They will not bother us tonight.”

But with the dawn? she wanted to counter him. Her father was clearly dismissive of any trouble in the remaining watches of the night ... while she remembered the wyre who had attacked.

Rhodren asked how to fight the lindworm, but again Rossik deflected any questions. “Foolish it is to think we can plan before we find the nest,” and he would not consider any other proposal.

This council of battle had devolved into futility. Disappointed, depressed, Inkeri returned again to her bedroll. She seized up her scrip of herbs and tinctures and went to check the rescued men.

She was bent over one man, diluting a cough remedy in his jafeh, when she sensed someone loom behind her. The man looked up. She turned around to see her father.

Fae rarely showed emotion, but his face looked especially controlled. He was not pleased.

“Daughter of my Seed, I would have words with you.”

The formality grated on her. He claimed a relationship that he’d abandoned more than a decade ago. He’d waited ten years; he could wait a few hours. “These men need physicking, Rossik. We can talk in the morning.”

His mouth pinched. Anger or frustration, both were emotions that Fae did not reveal to a room full of Mundane. Yet Rhodren and his men had had no dealings with any Fae until her. They wouldn’t look for those tiny giveaways that revealed so much.

“I know that you have no healing powers, not like your mother Drakeri.”

She winced and hated that he saw it. “She taught me what anyone can learn, which is more than these men know. Baron Rhodren has no healer with his troop. I can give them a little ease.”

“Do that, then. I will wait until the dawn, as you ask. We will speak, Daughter of my Seed.”

Yet he stayed with her, which kept the men from speaking easily. Does he think one of these men will attack me? Their mind would have to be taken over by—she stopped, remembering how easily the watcher had slipped thoughts into her own mind. Yet Rossik’s presence kept men from asking for remedies. With the tall Fae behind her, they merely shook their head when she offered salves or balms or tinctures.

Ysagrael and Huon watched them, silent, drinking a Fae tea that smelled strongly of fennel.

The marshal was speaking to Naklon, an archer. She winced, wondering if Naklon would replace Timote as a sergeant. Timote would be missed, more for his humor than for his skill with the crossbow.

Grief drowned her. She sagged beside the man who was dutifully coughing for her. He must have thought she tried to hear something in his cough, for he hacked away, producing no sputum.

That distracted her grief. As she dug into her scrip for another remedy, she let herself remember Timote’s ready grin, the humor he tossed into tense moments, lifting morale without the need of an inspiring speech.

The troop had lost so many that her tears would be a freshet flood if she released her grief. She patted the man’s back. “I hear no rattling. Good air will see that cough vanish in a couple of days.”

He grinned at the hope she gave.

And she wondered if a venomed lindworm or a sorcerer’s spell or a crazed Kyrgy would cause his death.

Rhodren had intercepted Rossik and questioned him. They were near a window, away from the men, away from the other Fae. Will he get the information he wants? She doubted it.

What did Rhodren ask Rossik?

That worried her.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png
WrtTeRs TNK BOOKS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
SPELLS OF WATER BOOK 3

“VENOM
OF DRAGONS

(_> FAE MARK'D WORLD <)

REMI BLACK





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





