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      Elbriarien stood her ground as the giant ice demon rushed towards her and the other two Ice Elves standing on either side of her. The three of them struggled to hold the monster back in the wintry maelstrom. They’d used a major spell to create the net-like barrier that held back the beast, and its blue ice magic glowed strongly in the swirling snow. However, the net dimmed every time the beast threw itself at it.

      Pellets of sleet abraded Elbriarien’s cheeks. Shrieking winds as well as the demon’s howls scoured her ears. Elbriarien used a cantrip—a tiny bit of magic that came naturally to the Ice Elves—to keep her body warm, as the bitter cold was harsh enough to freeze a Human in place.

      The three Ice Elves couldn’t hold the demon in place for much longer. Even the protective shields they had each spelled into being wouldn’t save them.

      Behind Elbriarien hulked a giant war machine of Dwarvish manufacture. It generated a steady stream of ice and snow that the Elves controlled. The storm it created was more natural than the magical cold manifested by the demon. The three Elves gathered the machine-generated cold and directed it, driving back the unnatural winds and sleet.

      Fighting ice with ice.

      This latest demon attack had started further south than usual. Not quite properly into the territory claimed by the Ice Elves, but close enough that Elbriarien could possibly visit her parents, as it would only take a few days to get to her home city from this location, instead of the months it took from the usual front line.

      The ice demon raged at the Elves standing in its way, roaring with fury, the beast intent on claiming this area as is own. It pushed toward them, desperate to dig in and force its frost into the earth, ensuring that the ground wouldn’t melt again, not even in Elbriarien’s lifetime.

      It was actually a good sign that the demons had grown so desperate as to encroach on land this far south, places that would see a summer, albeit short. It meant that the demons’ own territory was growing crowded, that the Elves had been successful at keeping the demons from expanding further.

      In addition, there had been fewer attacks during this past year than in the previous decades. The demons might eventually be defeated. The elders had grown hopeful that the Great Mistake, the awful spell which had brought the ice demons into the continent of Annund in the first place, was finally weakening.

      Elbriarien planned to prove herself to her master with this latest battle. She needed to earn the title of Ice Mage so she could make her way in the world. Maybe she could travel south, out of the frozen lands and see the sights that the bard Gytha had told her of.

      No one would hire a mere apprentice. Not anywhere, north or south. No matter how talented she might be. Plus, the King’s Law said that anyone who wasn’t a Mage or a Master couldn’t use magical spells. Cantrips, yes. Spells, no. At least not by themselves, without the guidance of a Mage.

      It wasn’t a popular law, but magical communities—particularly the Elves—ruthlessly enforced it.

      It had been an Elf who hadn’t worked his way up to Mage who’d caused the Great Mistake in the first place. He’d been trying to create a magical portal. He hadn’t had the training to control the spell, and the demons had hijacked it. It continued running, five hundred years later.

      While Elbriarien’s companions held the attention of the demon and kept it at bay, she cast her next spell, aiming it at the war machine, getting it to belch out a large amount of ice and snow. She sent the huge ball straight up instead of attacking with it.

      In a few moments the barrage of ice and snow from the war machine abated. She could finally see the ice demon with her eyes.

      Like most of its kind, it had the head of an eagle, with white feathers, a yellow beak, and glaring golden eyes.

      However, the head by itself was taller than Elbriarien, who stood a good six foot two.

      A long, snaking neck connected the head to a massive four-legged body. The white feathers gave way to silver scales which were imbued with magic and almost impossible to penetrate.

      The stout body rippled with muscles. At its shoulders, the beast stood twelve feet tall. Diamond-hard silver talons tipped its claws. A single swipe from one paw could take out an entire house if the creature were allowed into a village.

      Instead of wings, it had a mass of black tentacles streaming from just below its shoulder blades. Each one of those ended with a hard spike, crackling with magic and cold.

      Even an Elf wouldn’t survive being skewered by one of those.

      A barb tipped its tail too, though with a spade-like end that immediately froze whatever it touched.

      Elbriarien waited as the creature roared its challenge at her, its golden eyes focused on the prey immediately in front of it. It took a step back, then charged at the net. The blue magic crackled like ice breaking, growing black and weak in spots. The demon bellowed as it struggled, sensing its victory was near, believing that it could break free if it just pushed hard enough.

      It didn’t notice the two Elves sliding to either side, creeping closer to it in the periphery.

      The beast snarled as it eyed Elbriarien, ready to make a final charge. It paused as it gathered itself together.

      With a downward motion of her hand, Elbriarien dropped the mass of snow and ice that had been gaining altitude all the while.

      The snow thudded down onto the demon, forcing its head to the ground, burying just that part of the monster while the rest of its body remained clear.

      The two Elves rushed in from the sides. The most vulnerable location on an ice demon was where the feathers on the head transitioned to scales on the neck. The Elves attacked with spears they had enhanced with ice magic. The black spearheads looked frail but were actually strong enough to shatter stone walls.

      Before the demon could free itself from the snow that covered it, the Elves struck, slicing the demon’s head from its body.

      The storm around Elbriarien instantly abated. Snow started to delicately drift down. The air grew still and hushed. Though it wasn’t warm, it was no longer bitterly cold. She took a moment to revel in the natural weather.

      “Some help here?” Hangorior said, his tone as dry as the air around them.

      “Coming,” Elbriarien said, ignoring the part of her that bristled at his words.

      A “thank you” would have been nice. Appropriate, even. With her help, they’d been able to dispatch the demon quickly, before they’d had to cast any more magical spells or use any more costly ingredients, like the rare glowing angleworms that they’d used for the net. It wasn’t as if she’d been standing there doing nothing the entire battle.

      She knew better than to expect appreciation from these two, though.

      The three Elves worked together, chanting a spell that created a shield that encased the demon’s body, preserving it. Ice Mages had many uses for the magic stored in the remains. Left alone, the ice demon’s body would have quickly dissolved into a huge, dense snowbank.

      “Nice trick with the ice,” Bengaliemin said eventually.

      “Thank you,” Elbriarien said, glancing pointedly over at Hangorior as the three of them worked together, floating different parts of the shield around the beast.

      Hangorior shrugged. “I never thought this plan would work.”

      “What, you didn’t think you could skewer a demon that had been immobilized? Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Elbriarien teased. “Or were you doubting Bengaliemin’s skills?”

      That earned her hard glares from both Elves.

      Eventually Hangorior said, “I am surprised that you were able to stop a demon by dropping snow on its head.”

      “Then why let me try it?” Elbriarien asked. “I could have been killed.”

      Though Elbriarien stomped down on her internal frustration of always being doubted, she knew that her death had always been a possibility. Perhaps the massive amount of snow dropped on the demon’s head wouldn’t have been enough. Or maybe it wouldn’t have landed in the right place and the other Elves wouldn’t have been able to skewer the creature’s neck. In the worst-case scenario, she wouldn’t have dumped the snow and ice in time, and the demon would have killed her before she could have done anything else.

      It wasn’t as if she could try the move a few times on a practice demon.

      “I let you try it because you’re the most expendable,” Hangorior said with a shrug. “Nothing personal.”

      Elbriarien kept her sigh to herself. That was the problem with being a mere apprentice. Far too many Elves worked at their craft for centuries and never advanced to being an Ice Mage, let alone becoming a Master Mage. She had a single black magical band around her left wrist, marking her status as an apprentice, unlike Hangorior and Bengaliemin who had two silver bands, showing that they were Ice Mages.

      Though Elbriarien knew her odds weren’t great, she still believed that a single fifty-year apprenticeship with Dragon Azutjengaban would be sufficient to advance. She wasn’t like the other apprentices Azutjengaban had, such as that dullard Daerethel, who’d spent hundreds of years working like a slave for Azutjengaban and never advancing. He’d always hidden in his study, never braving the demons, instead, merely doing research for Azutjengaban.

      Surely ending a demon attack as quickly as she had would be the final proof that she was worthy and ready for the title of Ice Mage?

      She’d find out next week when she went to visit her master. In the meanwhile, she did the work assigned her, continuing to prove her worth, feeling alone despite her two companions.
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        * * *

      

      The bard Gytha had told Elbriarien of other Dragons, who lived in grand palaces filled with gold and decorated with precious gems and beautiful murals.

      The Dragon Azutjengaban lived in an ice cave. Carved, life-like statues lined the white crystal walls, images of all the peoples: Dragons, Elves, Dwarves, Gnomes, and even Humans. They weren’t necessarily famous people, or even people Azutjengaban knew, just ones that he found beautiful. They glowed with blue ice magic, staring down with blank eyes at Elbriarien as she walked down the hallway.

      Though Elbriarien was inured to the cold, this hallway always gave her the shivers. She gratefully stepped beyond it, and out of those sightless gazes.

      Today, Azutjengaban sat in his receiving chamber, on his golden throne. The Dragon had taken on a more Elf-like appearance that morning: tall, thin, graceful, with pointed ears and short blond hair.

      However, he maintained some Dragon features as well, such as his large amber eyes with a vertical pupil, ridges across his brow and down his oversized nose, and two dozen Dragon whiskers—each as big around as her thumb— dangling from his chin to mid-chest.

      The modest room he greeted her in could hold perhaps six people, who would all stand lower than the raised dais. While the walls were still the same whitish-crystal, the floor had a black stain to it, with gold veins running through it, like frozen marble. Magical fairy lights shone from the corners, giving a shimmer to the walls and floor.

      “Ah, my apprentice!” Azutjengaban’s voice boomed through the room, echoing off the walls. “Welcome! I’ve heard of your latest victory!”

      “Thank you, Master,” Elbriarien said with a bow. “It was a good battle.”

      “Yes, you have done well for yourself,” Azutjengaban said. “And for me. You have had a profitable apprenticeship with me.”

      “Profitable, Master?” Elbriarien asked.

      “Oh, you know, side-wagers, battle betting polls, and the like,” Azutjengaban said.

      “You’re making money off my people dying?” Elbriarien said, trying to keep the shock out of her voice.

      “No, no, nothing so crass as that,” Azutjengaban assured her. “It has much more to do with my position among my peers. Favors owned and owed. No gold changes hands. That would be crude, even for a Dragon.”

      “All right,” Elbriarien said, letting the matter pass. It was never wise to delve too deeply into the finances of Dragons.

      “I’m assuming you want to continue with me, yes?” Azutjengaban said. Without waiting for an answer, the Dragon continued. “There are some new fighting techniques that I’d like to start training you in.”

      “That’s it?” Elbriarien asked, unable to contain her anger.

      “What do you mean?” Azutjengaban said, sounding shocked that Elbriarien had interrupted him.

      “You won’t even consider me for advancement?” Elbriarien said.

      Azutjengaban sighed. “Fine. I suppose we can go through the formalities. Apprentice Elbriarien Itamar. Report your work and achievements under my tutelage.”

      Elbriarien already had her list compiled. She started with her first battles with the ice demons, merely as support staff, and how she’d worked her way up until she was directing the others.

      Azutjengaban listened with a bored expression.

      “Anything else?” he said when Elbriarien drew to an end. “Any new spells created? New artifacts? Ancient texts translated?”

      “No,” Elbriarien said quietly. “I’ve been on the front lines, fighting.” The magical nets to contain the demons, the shields the Elves used, though powerful spells, were well known, and she’d cast them with the guidance of the Ice Mages she’d been working with. Even getting the great Dwarven war machine to belch out a large amount of snow and ice at one time wasn’t much of a change from the usual spells.

      “You should have found time for more than just that,” Azutjengaban scolded. “Even Daerethel could have done more. In fact, that’s all he does.”

      Elbriarien blinked, startled.

      Then she saw the truth of it.

      Daerethel would never advance because Azutjengaban wouldn’t allow him to fight demons.

      On the other hand, she would never advance because she would always be fighting. Even if the demons were eventually defeated, Azutjengaban would find other battles to throw her into. Other ways to “profit” off her.

      “You have decided that I should not advance?” Elbriarien said. Just the words made her feel as though chains weighted down with blocks of ice wrapped around her wrists, hunching her back and drawing her shoulders toward the ground.

      “Now, dear, of course you’ll advance one day. You’re just not ready yet. Really, after only fifty years? You need more patience. That’s barely a tenth of your life!”

      Elbriarien knew Ice Elves generally lived five hundred years. Some of the elders were closer to eight hundred.

      Fifty years might seem like a drop in the bucket after she’d lived longer, but for now, it was all she’d known. Most of her life had been working as an apprentice.

      How many centuries had Daerethel been there? Three? Four?

      No. She longed to see the world, to visit magical palaces. Experience the ocean. Perhaps even walk without shoes on a warm beach.

      She wouldn’t be stuck here in the cold forever.

      “That is your final word?” Elbriarien said, her tone flat. She couldn’t give into the screaming, crying, or even rage that threatened to engulf her.

      All that time. All those years.

      Wasted.

      Azutjengaban’s eyes glittered with amusement. “It is,” he said, sounding self-satisfied.

      “Then I won’t waste any more of your time, insisting that you train someone as unworthy as myself,” Elbriarien said. She bowed her head, turned, and started walking out of the receiving hall.

      “El,” Azutjengaban said, his voice resigned.

      Elbriarien paused, but didn’t look back.

      Her left wrist tingled as magic circled it.

      Had Azutjengaban changed his mind? Was he going to promote her to Ice Mage anyway?

      No. She watched the black band marking her as an apprentice dissolved, leaving no trace behind.

      If she wanted to advance, she’d have to go through another apprenticeship, from the start. Give up another fifty years of her life.

      Elbriarien nodded at Azutjengaban’s decision. He could have left the apprentice mark. Masters usually did when an apprentice left to go study with another Master.

      Of course, the Dragon wouldn’t. They were too selfish in nature. The Bard Gytha had warned her about that as well.

      With her head held high, Elbriarien left the ice cave and its magical, glittering statues. Left her former Master. Left the battles behind. All alone, and on her own.

      She had the rest of her life to herself, now.

      About time she took charge.
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      Elbriarien stood on the prow of the sailing ship The Piebald Pup, staring across the gray waters. They had finally turned, and instead of heading due south were now going east, along the coast, heading towards her final destination, the city of Osirholm. From where she stood she could see row upon row of terraced neighborhoods rising from the gentle bow of the bay they were about to enter.

      She had been traveling for three months now. The Piebald Pup had made several stops along the way, giving El time to acclimate to each new environment, the warmth slowly increasing each day.

      Every port they’d visited had been a new experience for her. Ice Elves didn’t build cities like they did in the south, in warmer climates. They dug into hills and under the earth, living in insulated caves. The cities built by the Ice Elves were beautiful, of course, decorated with magical lights and filled with statues, fountains, and filigree art. They didn’t spread out though, or have grand structures. Those were too difficult to build as well as maintain in such a harsh environment.

      Osirholm was the largest city on the coast, as well as the southern-most port of the continent of Annund.

      Even Llaeno, the grandest of the cities of the Ice Elves, was a quarter of the size of the port towns she’d seen. Ten Llaenos could easily fit on the bottom two tiers of Osirholm.

      And there were dozens of additional tiers going up the hill.

      “El!” called Captain Masym. “I know yer thinking an old blowhard like meself should have enough hot air to fill those sails on me own. I keep working on it but I can’t. Not yet. So some help would be appreciated, if ye don’t mind.”

      Elbriarien blushed and immediately called up winds to fill the sails. Her winds weren’t that strong, and she couldn’t hold them hour after hour. However, the delicate extra touch she gave to the sails made maneuvering the ship easier whenever they came into a port.

      Elven winds and that sort of easy magic, that came naturally to her without having to cast any spell, was classified as a cantrip and could be done without breaking the King’s Law.

      Plus, helping out with the winds on the ship had meant she hadn’t had to pay for her passage. That sort of barter was considered legal for the most part.

      While Captain Masym considered it a good bargain, Elbriarien was exceedingly grateful, believing it was the least she could do.

      Particularly when it turned out that there really wasn’t anything else that El could do on board. She wasn’t physically strong enough to help with loading or unloading the cargo. That wasn’t how her magic worked.

      If the captain had asked for an ice slide to push the cargo down off the ship, she could have obliged, though that would have been less legal, as she’d have had to actually cast a spell to create such a structure.

      Levitating heavy cartons straight up and moving them along? Not really something she was good at, even with a spell.

      Cooking wasn’t her forte either. Her people ate raw fish, pickled greens, and the various mushrooms that they grew in their caves. She had no idea what to do with a frying pan, let alone all the chilies and spices favored by the crew.

      It had certainly been an experience for Elbriarien, learning all the new tastes, smells, and textures of food.

      Now, though, a different adventure awaited her.

      Trying to find her way on land, so far from home.

      Her parents hadn’t been thrilled by her leaving and heading south. Her mother had (rightly) blamed the bard Gytha with putting so many wild stories into El’s head.

      Ice Elves stayed in the north. Or at least so she’d been told by everyone, from her aunts and uncles to her youngest cousin and oldest grandparent. Few had ever made it out of the frozen tundra, let alone all the way to Osirholm.

      The land here looked alien to Elbriarien. She’d never seen so much green, not even in the summer fields up north. So many colored birds sang to her whenever the ship touched land. So many flowers to smell and spices to try.

      And so many different people to see. Humans came in all colors, from as white as she was to ebony black. Dwarves too. The Gnomes tended more toward the orange ends of the spectrum, with untamable white mops for hair. She’d seen a few Gnomes who’d added brilliant blue, green, or even red dye to their wild manes.

      The Woodland Elves she’d seen had skin the colors of trees, from pale white to golden brown. She hadn’t met an Umber Elf yet—one whose skin was black with red eyes. They came from over the mountains to the east, and were cave and desert dwellers. Or even an Alpine Elf, who had skin more red in color with black hair.

      The wind teased El’s long chestnut-brown hair. She’d gotten used to wearing it tied in a long braid hanging down her back. The air this far south felt soft against her skin, full of moisture and frequently too hot. Fortunately, the same magic that had kept her warm during demon battles now kept her cool in the heat, as well as protected her skin from the ravages of the sun. She’d exchanged her long, white-wool robes for lighter cotton, though she still wore mainly whites and beiges.

      Elbriarien listened to the port as they drew closer: the cries of the fish mongers hawking their wares; gulls complaining of stolen treats; the creak of wooden wheels against cobblestone; a thousand conversations all taking place at once—bargains being haggled, deals being struck.

      All those people.

      Elbriarien had had to force herself to step off the boat at the first port town the ship had pulled into. She’d never seen such a mass of people, not even during the solstice celebrations of the Ice Elves.

      And that had been a tiny town, a village, compared to Osirholm.

      Elbriarien stopped looking at the city and focused her attention back on the sails. She had a job to do, so she pushed her winds back and forth, letting the boat tack in place, drawing them slowly into the harbor.

      “Pier at the far right,” the captain informed her.

      El nudged the ship that direction, maintaining the finely aligned push-pull that kept the ship at a constant slow speed. It took a little maneuvering to get them parallel to the dock, but Elbriarien had had enough practice by then to bring them in smoothly, the side of the ship never scraping against the wooden pier.

      As sailors started tossing and catching ropes to tie the boat to the pier, Captain Masym came over to chat with El.

      “Good work, lass,” he said, nodding at her. “I don’t see how ye can do all that pushing and pulling such a big ship as The Piebald Pup, given that yer as thin as a leaf. But ye do good work. Are ye sure ye don’t want to make the trip back? We’ve had fine sailing with you along. Fine sailing.”

      The captain, like most of the two dozen folk who made
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