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      May strode along the silent battlements, her sharp eyes sweeping out to search the night. Stars sprinkled the sky and torches lit the frozen stones beneath her feet. Darkness gripped the world, concealing the wasteland to the north.

      Her short sword slapped against her leg as she walked and her breath misted in the winter air. The cold enveloped her, eating its way through her thick woollen coat. Ice crunched beneath her boots as she made her rounds.

      Shivering, May picked up the pace.

      Ahead, a guard looked up at her approach. A thin frost sprinkled his white beard, but the smile he flashed her was genuine. Lowering the giant war hammer he carried, he stood to attention and offered a short salute.

      “Commander May, what brings you to the outer wall at this time of night?” He spoke in a gruff voice, but the tone was soft.

      May smiled back. “At ease, Alan.” The man was a familiar face in the fortress, and a legend amongst the Lonians. Tales of his exploits as a youth had been circulating for weeks, and if even half of them were true, May was glad to have him. “If anything, I should be saluting you.”

      She moved to stand beside him, looking out into the darkness. After a moment’s silence, she addressed his question. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “The reinforcements will come,” the old soldier offered.

      May glanced at him, raising an eyebrow.

      Alan laughed. “It doesn’t take much to guess what would keep the commander of Fort Fall up at night.” His smile faded as he looked to the north.

      May followed his gaze, unable to find a response. Men and women had been trickling in for weeks now, answering Jurrien’s call to arms. Alan had been amongst the first to appear—an old man with his hammer. Yet his arrival had been greeted with a hushed silence. Even at sixty years of age, Alan dwarfed most of the garrison, and he was a legend amongst the Lonians. In his youth he had strode these very walls, and ridden out to quash the small rebellions amongst the banished. Tales of his exploits were still told around the campfires of the young.

      “What if they’re not enough?”

      “They will be,” Alan replied.

      Listening to his confidence, May could almost believe him. Silence fell then, and together they stared into the empty darkness. Except they both knew it was not truly empty. Somewhere out in that wasteland, the banished waited. Centuries worth of criminals and exiled, those deemed unworthy of living amongst the citizens of the Three Nations. Yet left on their own, those banished had formed a civilisation of their own, of sorts. Towns had grown from the rocky hills, the inhabitants surviving on what little water and food they could find.

      That was all well and good. As far as May was concerned, they could have their lawless civilisation. So long as they kept to the north. Far from the Three Nations, they could do whatever they wished.

      Unfortunately, she knew things could never be that simple. North of Fort Fall the land was a wasteland, barren of life. The people there craved something better, to escape the deathly plains of their existence. They wanted the land of the Three Nations for themselves.

      And it was her duty to stop them.

      At least with the massive walls of Fort Fall, that task had never been particularly difficult. Three walls stood between the towering citadel and the northern wasteland, each higher than the last. With the standing guard of five hundred men, few enemies had ever come close to mounting a successful attack. It would take an army ten times the number of defenders to breach these walls.

      Only once had the unthinkable happened—the last time Archon marched south.

      And now whispers spoke of Archon’s return.

      May shuddered, struggling to find the courage that drove men like Alan to join such a war. She glanced at the big man, and found herself caught in his grey eyes.

      He smiled. “Is that the sword?”

      May’s eyes widened, her thoughts thrown off by the question. “What?”

      “The sword, missy. The one the king gave you. Is that it?”

      May looked down at the short sword sheathed at her side and nodded. “Yes, it’s the one King Fraser gave me when I was awarded this appointment,” she sighed. “The sword of the Commander. It seems so long ago now.”

      “Good.” She looked up at the tone in his voice. “A magic sword might be useful right about now.”

      May stared as he reached down and pulled the horn from his belt. Before she could speak, he lifted it to his lips. Three long, pealing blasts rang out through the night. Lowering it, he flashed her a grin.

      “Just doing my duty.” Tossing aside the horn, he picked up his war hammer.  “They’re coming, Commander. Best prepare yourself.”

      Even as Alan’s horn sounded, May had caught the glint of metal below, reflected from the light of the defenders’ torches. She nodded back at Alan, the hackles on her neck rising. Reaching down, she drew her blade as the first of the enemy appeared.

      Torchlight flickered on the grizzled faces, revealing matted beards and unkempt hair. Hard eyes stared up at them, alerted by the horn, their lips drawn back in scowls. Scar-crossed hands gripped hard around the hilts of swords and axes.

      The final ring of the horn faded, returning the night to silence.

      Then, almost as one, the men below charged.

      Staring down at the enemy, May struggled to guess their numbers. In the darkness the task was impossible, the enemy beyond count. May sent a quick prayer for the Gods to grant her soldiers speed. Half the garrison slept in the barracks at the foot of the outer wall. In her mind’s eye she pictured them leaping from their beds and pulling on their chainmail; sweeping up swords and helmets as they rushed for the door. With luck they would reach the battlements in minutes.

      In the meantime, it was up to the night guard of fifty to see off the first attack.

      Returning her attention to the invaders, May clenched her sword tight in her fist. She glanced at Alan, surprised to find his presence comforting.

      She smiled. “Are you ready, soldier?”

      Alan hefted his hammer. “Always.”

      Light burst across the plains below as the guards tossed bales of hay into their flaming barrels. The glow caught the shadows of the men below, revealing the stark truth of the challenge they faced. May forced herself to stand still as she heard whispers from the men around her.

      “Stand strong!” she called out over the thumping of the enemy’s boots.

      Turning her eyes to the force below, May swallowed hard. This was no raiding party, that much was clear. They were too numerous and too well-equipped for that.

      Where did they get chainmail and steel weapons?

      Sharing a glance with the aging warrior beside her, she gave him a nod. She could trust him to hold the men together here. Her presence would be needed elsewhere; to add steel to the backbone of the defenders. Turning, she strode along the battlements, shouting encouragement to her men as she went.

      Sixty feet down the line May found a space and stepped back up to the crenulations. Mouth dry, she cast a glance to left and right. The fifty men of the guard lined up either side of her, their faces grim but determined. She felt a rush of pride when she saw their fear had retreated behind masks of courage. Whatever challenge they faced, these men and women would stand to the last against the enemy.

      Below, the enemy roared and rushed across the last patch of ground before the wall. Swords and axes crashed against shields and a wave of sound swept over the defenders.

      May stepped up as a grappling hook clunked onto the stone battlements. Sword in hand, she waited until the rope went taut before slicing down. A shout came from below as the rope split on the second swing, sending the climber toppling back into his companions. All along the wall, the other guards did the same.

      Moments later, the first scream of a defender split the night. She looked up as two axemen leapt over the battlements and dispatched a guard to her right. They had clambered up one rope while he sliced at another, taking him unawares. Another foe appeared at the top of the rope and more would no doubt be following. If they were not stopped now, the wall would be lost long before the reinforcements arrived.

      Screaming a battle cry, May leapt at the nearest axeman. Grinning, he watched her come, axe held loosely in his thick hands. May allowed herself a smile of her own, glad to be underestimated. But you did not become commander of Fort Fall without earning the position.

      As the man hefted his axe May moved to the side, ducking his first clumsy swing. Then she slid beneath the man’s guard and stabbed out with her short sword. The blade crunched through the gap in the chainmail beneath the man’s arm.

      The man swore and swung his gauntleted fist, but swift as a cat May retreated out of range. He tried to follow, but only managed two steps before he collapsed to the ground, blood bubbling from his lips.

      May sprang past the man, eyes already studying the second axeman. The man on the rope joined him and they eyed her warily, apparently realising now the threat she posed.

      Smiling, May beckoned them forward. Blood pounded in her skull, adrenaline feeding strength to her limbs. In her three years as commander, she’d had little practice in real combat. She had almost forgotten the thrill that came with it.

      As the axeman stepped towards her, May danced sideways out of range, eager to engage the smaller swordsman first. The axeman made to follow her, but instead he collided with his comrade. The swordsman stumbled, pushing back as he turned to swear at the larger man.

      May’s blade slammed into his exposed back and the words never left his mouth. He toppled without a sound.

      The remaining fighter roared and swung his double-headed axe, forcing May back a step. But the man was a novice and the force of the blow carried the blade past, burying it in the body of his fallen comrade. Another curse echoed through the cool night air, but he tore the blade free before May could close on him.

      The thug eyed her closely now, edging back to give himself room to swing. May laughed, hoping to ignite the rage she glimpsed behind the man’s eyes. She was not disappointed.

      In silent fury he leapt, axe raised in a two-handed grip. May almost laughed again, pleased by the man’s lack of skill. While someone had taken great effort to arm these men, their preparations had obviously not extended to training. Stepping sideways to avoid the blow, she thrust out with her blade. The tip slipped beneath the man’s guard and sliced through his exposed throat.

      As she leapt past, the man gave a gurgling cry and staggered backwards. He managed a single step before his feet gave way beneath him and he collapsed to the bloody ramparts.

      Looking around, May grinned as she saw another guard had reached the rope. Steel rang on steel as he fended off the next man attempting to reach the battlements. She moved towards him, eager to offer him aid, but the man suddenly reared backwards. He staggered, the sword slipping from his fingers as something pushed him back from the ramparts.

      May swore as he twisted, revealing the dagger buried in his throat. She reached out to catch him, but she was still too far away and he pitched to the ground. He gave one last gurgling cry, and lay still.

      Turning to the rope, May felt an icy hand wrap about her heart. A figure clambered into view, pausing to straighten and survey the battlements. Black robes flapped in the wind, revealing the pale flesh of the creature beneath. Black eyes stared out from a deathly face and a host of shadows clung to the figure, rippling against the light of the torches.

      Demon.

      The word sent a tremor through May’s soul, but there was no denying the truth. The creature standing atop the wall wore the body of a human, but there was no humanity left in those eyes. Her mind reeled at the implications.

      The demon turned, its black eyes finding hers, and grinned. Its head tilted to the side in detached curiosity.

      “Commander,” it said, gravelly voice carrying through the night. “What brings you here on a night like this?”

      May shuddered, and gripped the sword her king had given her tighter.

      The creature laughed, the sound sending dread down to the pit of her stomach. Her knees shook, but she stood her ground, determined to do her duty to the last.

      The thing cackled again and stepped towards her.

      With a roar of defiance, May shook herself free of her fear, and attacked. Silently she prayed whatever spells had been cast over her blade would be enough to combat the creature’s power.

      A sword slid into the demon’s hand and shot out to parry May’s attack. Steel screeched on steel and she felt a reverberation go through her arms, but the sword held firm. Surprise flashed in the demon’s eyes and it drew back, suddenly hesitant.

      Drawing courage from its surprise, May pressed the attack, unleashing a string of blows that drove the creature backwards across the wall. But its hesitation was short-lived, and with supernatural speed its blade moved to fend off her attacks. Then it spun, black cloak sweeping out around it, and its blade flashed for her stomach.

      Twisting, May threw herself sideways, but even her speed was not enough to avoid the blow. A sharp pain lanced from her side and then she was clear, dancing backward out of range. Instinctively, her hand dropped to her hip. It came away streaked with blood, but she was relieved to find the wound was not serious.

      Keeping her eyes on the creature, May began to circle. It smiled and mimicked her, wary too of the skill she had shown. Her eyes narrowed as she studied it, seeking a chink in its defence. She was confident now this was not one of Archon’s more powerful demons—she would be long dead if that were the case. Nevertheless, its skill with the sword was phenomenal, and who knew what other magic it might possess. She needed to finish it now, before it could work any further mischief.

      Sliding into a fighting stance, May beckoned the creature forward. It growled and leapt for her. She sprang to meet it and their blades rang as they came together, flashing in the firelight. Stepping to the side, she made to stab for the dark thing’s head.

      As the black sword swept up to parry her blow, May pulled back, then hurled herself at the demon’s legs. Her shoulder struck first, driving straight into the creature’s knee. She heard a satisfying crack as the joint shattered beneath her weight. Then her momentum carried her forward, sending the two of them toppling to the ground, limbs and weapons flailing.

      Gritting her teeth, May fought to free herself from the entanglement. A hand clawed at her neck and the demon’s iron fingers grasped at her wrist, but she refused to give in. The thing had not made a sound as its leg broke. The demon within was well beyond the realm of mortal pain, but the damage had still done its job, crippling the demon’s movement.

      She swung her sword again, and the blade finally found flesh. Roaring, the demon released her and she broke free, rolling away and scrambling to her feet. She fumbled to bring her sword to bear as the demon writhed on the ground. It struggled to regain its feet, but the shattered knee would no longer take its weight and it collapsed back to the stone.

      Springing forward, May drove her blade through its back. She felt a satisfying crunch as the tip slid home. A hideous cry shattered the night, ringing from the towers of the citadel. May clapped her hands over her ears as pain sheared through her skull, the high-pitched scream cutting to her very soul. Strength fled from her legs and she sank to her knees.

      When the noise finally ceased, a fragile silence fell over the ramparts. Across from her the demon had rolled onto its back, driving the blade through its chest. The black eyes found hers, its face twisted with hate. Its chest still rose and fell, but she could see it was finished, its energy spent.

      May edged closer, drawing the dagger at her side. It watched her approach, breath still coming in ragged gasps.

      When she reached its side she raised the blade, ready to plunge it through the black skull. Before she could strike, a pale arm shot out to catch her by the shirt. She gasped at the icy touch, struggling to free herself, but even dying its grip was like iron. It pulled her closer, a deathly grin on its pale lips.

      Sucking in a breath, May ceased to resist the demon’s pull. She still had the dagger and she raised it to strike.

      The demon laughed and released her.

      May hesitated, the dagger hovering over the creature’s face.

      Their eyes locked and a shudder went through her soul. There was no fear in the depths of its black stare. Instead, she saw triumph.

      “Archon has come.” The words slid from its lips like death itself.

      Almost without thought, May plunged the blade into the demon’s skull. But she felt no joy at the victory now, no pleasure. Despair crept through her heart, the demon’s words hovering like a ghost in the air. She did not hear its last gurgling gasp. Her mind was already far away, lost on a tide of dread.

      The demon’s words meant the end of peace, the end of the Three Nations, the end of life as they knew it.

      The cries of the reinforcements as they finally reached the wall came from around her as the defenders swept the last of the enemy from the battlements. May hardly noticed, her mind consumed, lost in the grip of the demon’s final words.

      Archon has come.
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      Eric staggered as a stray root caught his boot. Before he could right himself he found himself falling, toppling to the muddy ground. The breath whooshed from his lungs and he choked, thrashing in the puddle he’d landed in. When he finally managed to suck in a breath of air he swore, pulling himself to his knees.

      Climbing back to his feet, he tried to wipe the brown muck from his clothes. It coated him from head to toe now, the result of days spent trekking through the untamed wilderness. Looking around, he took stock of his progress up the steep hill.

      Thick forest rose all around him, making it difficult to determine how far he’d come. Lichen clung to the branches overhead, thriving in the cool damp climate of Witchcliffe Island. Dense ferns dominated the undergrowth and low-lying vines threaded their way through the mossy carpet, making movement anywhere within the forest a constant battle.

      If he’d had a choice, Eric would have been a long way from the cursed island by now. Yet over a week had passed since he’d slain the demon, the cool days giving way to freezing nights, and still he remained. His clothes were torn and filthy and he’d hardly eaten for days, but he refused to quit. He would not leave his friend, would not abandon Enala to the forces that had taken her.

      Of course, she was more than a friend now—though he doubted he would ever adjust to their true relationship.

      “Sister,” he whispered the word to himself. “Where are you?”

      Even now the revelation still shocked him, though there were more pressing concerns to distract him from that now.

      Despair clutched his heart. It had grown with each passing day, weighing on his soul as he marched through the dense forest, clambering up the muddy hills and searching the empty forest. In the week that had passed, he had not glimpsed a single sign of his sister, not a footprint or stray thread of clothing.

      Nothing.

      He saw again the burning temple, his last glimpse of the girl as she disappeared into the trees. Earth magic had radiated out around her, surging from the Soul Blade clutched in her hand. Its power had taken her, and Eric had been powerless to stop it.

      Shuddering, he prayed for the thousandth time that he would find her in time. The longer the magic held her in its thrall, the less chance there was Enala could be saved.

      For all he knew, it might already be too late.

      Pushing down the thought, Eric sucked in a breath and started off again. The pommel of the sword strapped to his back struck him in the neck with his first step, forcing him to reach back and readjust it. As his fingers brushed across the leather grip he felt a crackling of power race down his arm.

      He flinched back, his chest constricting with fear. He’d almost forgotten it was the Sword of Light he carried, not some ordinary blade. The weapon possessed power far beyond his understanding, and was not to be taken lightly. Only members of the royal bloodline of Trola could touch the blade—though their direct line had now come to an end.

      Thankfully, Eric and Enala were distant relatives.

      Even so, he had hesitated to touch the blade since his battle with Archon’s demon. Its power was overwhelming and only his desperation had given him the strength to wield it. Now though, fear made him pause. He had no wish to suffer the same fate as his sister.

      Worse yet, the demon’s second Soul Blade slapped at his side. That he had absolutely no desire to touch. It contained the Storm God, Jurrien, and if Enala’s transformation was anything to go by, to touch it meant a fate worse than death. Enala had awakened the Earth magic of the other Soul Blade in time to heal them, but before she could release it, the God magic within the blade had overwhelmed her.

      Willingly or not, she had sacrificed herself to save him.

      Eric could not let that stand.

      Reaching out, he tore aside another fern frond, anger fuelling his limbs. For days he had eaten nothing but berries and beetles; in his desperate flight from Kalgan, he had not thought to pack supplies. At least the two years he’d spent in self-imposed banishment had taught him how to survive in the wilderness.

      Pressing on, he reached out with his senses—sight, sound, magic. He was desperate to catch any whiff of Enala or the magic controlling her. Even inexperienced as he was, he had sensed the magic of others before and knew its taste. Yet he had felt little of the God magic within the Soul Blade—only flashes of power now and then. It gave little hint of his sister’s location.

      Eric smashed his way through the trees, unconcerned by the noise he made. As far as he could tell, Witchcliffe Island was deserted. That was probably why the traitorous King Jonathan had hidden the Sword of Light here in the first place.

      A breeze rustled the branches overhead, catching in his hair, and he was again tempted to fling himself skyward. His own magic gave him power over the weather, and with a little effort the wind could carry him high above the island. Unfortunately the island’s dense vegetation made searching from the air an all but impossible task.

      Eric stumbled again as the ferns ahead of him gave way to an open field. He breathed a sigh of relief, pleased for a moment’s break from the fight with the dense undergrowth. He strode forward, eyes searching the open grass.

      He paused as the hairs on his neck rose in sudden warning. Closing his eyes he reached for his magic, felt its power rising at his touch.

      “Don’t,” a voice challenged from the treeline opposite him.

      Goosebumps pricked Eric’s skin. He hesitated, searching the trees. “Why? Who are you? Show yourself!”

      Movement came from across the clearing as men stepped from the trees. Eric’s eyes raced over the men, counting ten in all. Each held a bow with arrows nocked, their tips pointing in Eric’s direction.

      Except for one, he realised, his eyes returning to the man at their centre.

      His white robes had been stained by the muck of the forest, but there was still no mistaking the markings of a priest of the Light. His face was lined with the beginnings of age and his fiery red eyes were locked on Eric. He wore a sword at his side and Eric guessed from his stance he knew how to use it.

      “Who are you?” he asked again. Despite the presence of the priest, he was not about to trust the strangers. He had been betrayed too many times for that.

      “Who are you?” the man in the white robe replied. His voice was gruff, but Eric recognised it as that of the original speaker. “You are trespassing on royal land.”

      Eric hesitated, uncertain of his next move. The priest was clearly a Magicker—and he had already sensed Eric reaching for his magic. There was no way to know what powers he might possess, but from prior experience he knew it was best not to guess.

      Then, of course, there were the archers.

      Still, despite his fear of the weapon, he had the Sword of Light. Its magic was more than enough to deal with a Magicker, and its power would incinerate any arrow before it came close. His fingers twitched as he weighed up his options.

      “I warn you, trespasser, our patience is short. We have other matters to attend to. Tell us your name, now.”

      Eric grimaced, making his decision. For all he knew these were Archon’s men, or King Jonathan’s. Quick as lightning, he reached up and drew the Sword of Light clear. The blade ignited at his touch, bathing the clearing in its brilliant light. Heat washed across his face as he pulled it down and held it in front of him.

      He swallowed as the first wave of magic washed through him. White fire swept up his arm, spreading to fill his body, to flood his mind. It burned within him, lighting up the darkest confines of his mind, illuminating his every secret regret. Eric shrunk before its strength, withering beneath its glare.

      Then his own magic flared, its stormy blue glow erupting outward to mingle with the white. The sight gave him strength. He had mastered that dark force—now he would use it as a weapon against this new power. Reaching out with his mind, he gripped his magic and pulled it to him, twisting it into ropes of power.

      Staring at the white flame, Eric gathered his courage and unleashed the threads of his magic. They raced from him, wrapping about the power of the Sword. Flashes of white erupted through his mind as it fought for freedom, blinding his inner eye, but he held strong. Slowly, the strands of blue wrapped around the white, binding it to his will.

      At last Eric opened his eyes. Though only a second had passed, the clearing had changed, bathed now by the white fire of the Sword.

      “I am Eric,” he announced.

      As one, the men who faced him dropped to their knees, heads bowed.

      Eric blinked, turning to look behind him to ensure it was not a ploy. But the clearing remained empty but for himself and the kneeling men.

      He turned back to the leader, the Sword gripped tight in his hand. He could feel its power writhing within, fighting at its bonds.

      “Who are you?” he growled through gritted teeth. “I will not ask again.”

      The priest looked up from the ground. “I am Christopher, priest of the Temple of the Light. I am here representing the Trolan council,” he waved at the other men. “We are here to find King Jonathan and the girl known as Enala. The Magicker, Eric, too—though I guess we have found him,” he trailed off. “But how? How is this possible?”

      Shaking his head, Eric allowed himself a smile. He could hardly think with the power wrapping about his insides.  Without another thought, he extinguished the Sword’s flames and sheathed it.

      “That is a long story—but the short of it is Enala and I are twins, separated at birth by our parents to protect Aria’s line. When Jonathan betrayed us and injured Enala, I was forced to take up the Sword.”

      The man stood as the light of the Sword died away, his head still bent. “I am sorry; we did not know. Please, allow us to start over. I am one of the few remaining councillors left in Kalgan. We were sent to rein in our wayward king. But we had no idea how far he had sank.”

      “I would say he was far more than wayward,” Eric growled.

      Christopher raised his hands. “I would have to agree. From the signs I saw at the temple, it appears he tried to steal your… sister’s magic. We found his body and guessed one of you had put an end to him,” a hint of uncertainty hung in his voice.

      Eric almost smiled. If they had been to the temple, they had also seen the forest created by Enala as she fled. It had taken him an hour to cut himself free; even healed he’d been too exhausted to use his magic. More than enough time for her to vanish.

      “I killed him,” he answered Christopher’s unspoken question. “He didn’t leave me much choice. He stabbed Enala in the chest and would have done the same to me if he’d had the chance.”

      Whispers spread amongst the men and Christopher bowed his head again. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      “My loss?” Eric shook his head. “Enala is not dead. She saved us both. She was able to use the Earth magic trapped within the Soul Blade carried by Archon’s demon to heal us.”

      Christopher frowned. “So that’s where the trees in the temple came from, why there was such evil in the air. I could not begin to decipher what had happened there. Where is she then?”

      Eric clenched a fist. “Lost. She has not even learnt to use her own magic. The God magic in the Soul Blade overwhelmed her and she fled before I could stop her. I have been searching for her, but…” he trailed off, his voice trembling.

      Christopher glanced at his men. “I might be able to help you. I have felt the power shaking through the island. From its strength, I thought it was the Sword at first. But it moved too quickly and did not feel like Light magic. Together, I’m sure we could track it though.”

      “I’ve tried,” Eric ran a hand through his hair. “I have only sensed flashes. And there’s been no trace of her anywhere.”

      “Like I said, together we may have more luck,” Eric looked up as the priest stepped closer. “A magic like that cannot hide, not while it possesses your sister. We will find her.”

      Eric felt a surge of hope, but crushed it down. “Why should I trust you?”

      King Jonathan had warned them about the council, and though obviously his word meant little now, Eric was still wary.

      Christopher’s face darkened at Eric’s implication. “I don’t know what our dear king told you of the council, but they have done their best to fill the void left by his melancholia. While he vanished with the Sword, we have provided Trola with what leadership and guidance we could. And when Jurrien came to us, desperate for aid, we mustered our armies and sent them north. Did you not notice Kalgan is all but abandoned?”

      Eric nodded, remembering the empty corridors of the citadel.

      “I was one of the only Magickers left in the city. Without me, the Kalgan is all but defenceless to magic, but I came all the same.”

      Eric took a breath and nodded, shamed by the fire in Christopher’s eyes. He could read the truth there, his sense of betrayal that Eric and Enala had fled their custody. Jonathan had tricked them all with his lies. Thinking back, he remembered the kindness the guards had shown him, the comfortable room he’d been left in. They had not even taken his sword.

      Shaking his head at his own stupidity, Eric met Christopher’s gaze. “I’m sorry. I should have guessed the truth.”

      Christopher gave a sad smile. “He fooled us all, had us believing he was a broken man when all along he was scheming,” he waved a hand. “But we must put that in the past. Come, tell me all you know of Enala and this Soul Blade. If she remains on Witchcliffe Island, we will find her. You have my word.”

      Nodding, Eric began to tell him their tale.
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      Elton stifled a yawn and then swore as the horse shifted beneath him. The creature was eager to return to its stable and it took a firm tug of the reins to put the animal back on track. In truth, he could not blame the gelding’s nerves. They were close now, and even his own heart had begun to thump hard in his chest.

      Raising a hand, he squinted up the hill, seeking for a glimpse of their quarry. The first rays of the morning sun peaked over the horizon behind them, casting shadows across the rolling hills. Below, their ship still bobbed at anchor, awaiting their return. The ride across the lake had been rough, the winter winds tearing at their clothes and flinging freezing water over the sides. It was a relief to escape, though it did not seem to have helped King Fraser’s mood.

      He stared at the king’s broad back, wondering again at the change in the man. His temper on the journey across the lake had set the men on edge. Glancing around, Elton glimpsed nervous fingers lingering close to swords and swore silently to himself. This was not the disposition one would expect of a welcoming party.

      Especially not when treating with creatures as sensitive as gold dragons.

      Swallowing, Elton resolved to ignore the tingle of warning raising the hairs on his neck. Memory of the dragons’ arrival was still fresh in his mind. Their appearance over the waters of Lake Ardath had sent panic through the ranks of men manning the city walls. Unsure of their intentions, the city defenders had come within seconds of firing on the dragons. Only his friend Caelin had prevented the disaster.

      If only he had done it without bloodshed. Elton closed his eyes, seeing again the body of Katya, the blood pooling around her. The king’s rage at the woman’s death had been terrifying to behold. In his anger he had locked away Caelin and his companions, at least until their true allegiance could be determined.

      Shaking his head, he returned his thoughts to the present. Before the dragons had departed they’d invited the king to join them and plan for the war to come. Elton had expected King Fraser to meet with them within a day, but it had now been over a week since their arrival. He hoped the dragons did not consider the delay an insult.

      Ahead the winding trail was finally approaching the top of the hills surrounding the lake. Long grass grew up on either side of them and the mud-streaked trail had made the trek difficult for the horses. It had clearly not been used for some time. Even so, the trip had taken less than an hour and the scouts reported the dragons were nesting at the top of these hills.

      A low growl came from overhead and Elton felt a tremor run through his horse. Craning his neck, he looked up at the ridge and saw a massive head rise into view. Sunlight glittered off golden scales as the blue globes of its eyes shifted to stare at them. Another rumble carried down to them as the jaws opened, revealing rows of sword-like teeth. It shifted again, dragging one giant claw into view, then another. Bit by bit the lumbering body appeared as it pulled itself onto the ridge.

      Stretching out its wings, the dragon watched their approach, intelligence glistening in its eyes.

      Elton’s horse shied as they drew level with the ridge. He tugged at the reins, struggling to keep the horse in line, and cursed as it jostled against his control. Around him the other guards were experiencing similar problems. Glancing at the dragon, he swore he caught a glint of amusement in the curl of its jaw.

      The king’s horse had no such problems. It trotted between the scattered guards and drew up beneath the dragon. The king glanced back from the saddle, anger in his eyes as he surveyed them.

      “When you’re ready, men,” he growled.

      Elton ignored the king’s barb and kicked his horse forward. The others followed, white fists now wrapped tight around their sword hilts. Elton resisted the urge to copy them, his nerve wilting beneath the shadow of the dragon.

      “Dragon!” Fraser boomed. “I am King Fraser. I have travelled here to meet with your leader. He is called Enduran, I am told.”

      Elton winced at the king’s lack of courtesy. A rumbling came from the dragon’s throat as it lowered its head to their level.

      We do not have leaders, King of Men, the dragon’s voice vibrated through their minds. But Enduran seems to have developed a patience for your kind. At that, the dragon turned away and moved down the other side of the ridge. A patience I do not share, its voice carried back to them.

      The king dismounted from his horse, muttering under his breath as the others moved to join him. Elton hoped the man would keep his temper—it would not do to alienate their allies any further than they already had. They needed all the help they could muster against Archon’s forces, and the dragons were more powerful than most.

      Climbing down from his own horse, Elton handed the reins to another of the guards and walked to the edge of the ridge. His mouth dropped as he looked down the other side. Dragons lay strewn across the open field below, basking in the warm rays of the morning sun. Gold glittered wherever he looked, all but blinding him, but he thought he counted around forty of the beasts.

      The dragon who had greeted them had already disappeared amongst the crowd, but another now climbed towards them. Though there was little to differentiate between the creatures, Elton felt a tingle of recognition. This could only be Enduran, the dragon that had spoken to them on the wall.

      “He’s coming,” he turned back to the king.

      Fraser nodded and waved for him to join the other guards. Elton hesitated a moment, wondering if he should offer his assistance, but a scowl from Fraser sent him on his way.

      King of Man, Enduran’s voice echoed in their minds as the dragon reached the ridge. You are late.

      “My apologies, dragon,” the king replied. “I had pressing matters to deal with. We have a war to fight, after all.”

      Elton winced at the abrupt tone to Fraser’s voice. There were courtesies to be observed when speaking with the gold dragon tribe, and the king had all but ignored them.

      Enduran gave a slight nod. Very well, he turned, surveying their company. Elton shrank as the eyes found him. You, I know you. You were on the wall. Where are the others, the ones I spoke with in Dragon Country?

      “They could not be here,” the king answered for Elton. “They send their regards.”

      Smoke puffed from the dragon's nose. You are a busy people, it seems, Enduran paused, staring down at the king. So how can my people assist in the war to come?

      Fraser waved a hand. “A good question. You are mighty creatures, but it seems your numbers are few. How many of you remain?”

      Forty-five joined me in this journey. There are others, old or with child, who remained behind. But we are a great deal more steadfast than you brittle creatures.

      “I have no doubt,” Fraser nodded. “Even so, I must consider how best to employ your people. Our armies have gathered, but we have not yet decided on the best course of action.”

      A rumble came from Enduran’s chest. It was our understanding that Jurrien wished the armies of the Three Nations to march north, and defend Fort Fall against Archon’s forces.

      “Yes,” Fraser snapped. “But that was before the Storm God went and got himself killed and left us without the protection of the Gods.”

      A dim growl escaped Enduran’s jaws, and there was no missing the flash of anger in the dragon’s eyes. The king’s tone clearly did not agree with it. The great head lifted back, the globes of its eyes studying the king.

      The passing of the Gods only means the rest of us must stand together, Enduran rumbled. You cannot hope to defeat Archon alone?

      The king smiled. “As I said, dragon, we have not yet decided. But our plans are our concern, not yours.”

      An awful silence stretched out at the king’s words. Elton exchanged a quick glance with his fellow guards and saw his own confusion reflected there. The king’s anger was clear, his tone brisk. But whatever the reason, the stakes were too great for him to address Plorsea’s ally in such a fashion.

      And then there was the matter of his plan. Did he truly mean to hold their army back?

      Elton shook his head. He knew this man, had served under him for years. He would not abandon the other nations in their time of need.

      A wave of heat swept over them as the dragon let out a long breath. Its eyes glittered and Elton saw the anger there, bubbling beneath the surface. The great claws shifted, slicing massive grooves through the soft ground.

      Very well, Enduran’s words came at last. When you decide your course, we would be pleased to know your plans. But do not delay long, king. We will not wait forever.

      “Very well, dragon,” Fraser nodded his head. “Until next time.”

      Without another word, Fraser turned his horse and rode back down the hill. Elton stared as the king passed through the men, searching for sign of… what? He kept waiting for the man he knew to appear, the kind soul edged with strength, the man who had ruled Plorsea for more than a decade.

      Can this truly be the same man?

      Their eyes met as he rode past and for an instant Elton thought he glimpsed a smile on the king’s lips. His stomach clenched with anger, and he felt a desperate need to speak his mind, but he held back. Fraser would not welcome open criticism, and it would not do to alienate himself now. He had already seen what became of those who crossed the man.

      Yet doubt clung to the back of his mind. Questions whirred through his thoughts, feeding his uncertainty.

      He shook his head
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