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Chapter One




Kodie led the charge through the thick snow and brutal wind. He wouldn’t grant the fleeing Dathian soldiers mercy, not this time. He shouted at his soldiers to keep going, keep pursuing. They pounded down the rough trail, the land and weather unforgiving and cruel to all sides. Every enemy soldier he reached, Kodie cut down with his sword and axe, and his soldiers were every bit as determined.

Yet so intent was he on pursing the enemy, he only realized where they were when it was too late. The frozen lake cracked under their feet, and he ordered his troops to halt. Unfortunately, the battle frenzy held many in sway, and they continued to run, stomping on the ice, weakening it.

He yelled at them. “Stop! Halt!”

The cracks deepened before spreading like spider webs under the feet of Dathians and Senicians alike. Kodie managed to grab a few of his own soldiers and yanked them back but too many were beyond help. The ice broke, upended, sending many into the frigid water.

“No!” He could only watch as nearly half of his unit disappeared under the ice. He and those by his side managed to drag a handful of soldiers out of the water. The rest were gone. Far beyond hope.

Bracing his hands on his knees, Kodie stared wide-eyed at the disaster. Soon the lake was calm again, serene and deadly like a sleeping saberwolf. All the Dathian soldiers perished but that was small comfort. One of his soldiers wailed, a woman named Skadha. She ripped off her helmet and fell to her knees, keening in sorrow. Several more women took up the keen and he let them. The dead would not get a proper burial. At least they would be given the respect of the keen.

Kodie straightened and pushed his long blond hair out of his eyes. It hung in small braids as was the custom of his people, but it was forever tangled. He hated the cold and snow. He hated these mountains. He hated all of this.

“A storm’s coming in,” Dagur said. His beard was long and thick as Kodie’s own, obscuring half his face. “We need to leave, Commander.”

“I know.” Yet he let the women finish their keen. When they fell silent and stood, he waved to those left and pointed back the way they’d come. Their breaths fanned out in front of their faces, and Kodie let the wounded lead, then the able women and men, and he brought up the rear. He kept looking over his shoulder, wishing the images and screams of the dying would leave his mind. Wishing to travel back in time and stop his soldiers before the edge of that accursed lake. He’d been stationed on the Curllun mountain for three years, and he was still learning the terrain, and moments like this reminded him he should do more of the scouting personally.

Curllun Mountain was the highest peak of the Lash Mountain Range, and it was named after the man who had successfully navigated it centuries ago. Curllun discovered the only safe pass through the range and settled in what was now Senica, and founded a small village that quickly grew into the capital city of Thuron, where the king sat. The range cleanly divided the kingdom of Senica and the neighboring Dathia.

Kodie’s half of the Senician army guarded that pass against Dathian invasion. The insane, genocidal king of Dathia wanted more land, more slaves, so he threw every resource at conquering Senica. But the dangerous mountains and thickly fortified ports at sea, along with Senica’s superior fleet, blocked his forward motion. That didn’t stop him in the least. For generations the kingdoms had been at war, though the bloodshed increased when King Kurmain had taken the throne decades earlier. It needed to end, somehow. Someday. Kodie just hoped it was before the extinction of the human species.

Kodie followed his troops into the cave where they camped and dreaded reporting his failure to his general. He winced and glanced at the sky, observing the dark clouds, feeling the sharp cut of the wind. He considered it a failure despite the dead enemy. All his brothers and sisters in arms lost. Grief clutched his breast. He fought against it and walked into the cave, determined to tend to the wounded. He wouldn’t lose anyone else.

Kodie stared at the ground, shivering. He pulled his cloak closer, knowing it wouldn’t help much. Even his thick breeches and fur-lined cloak barely muted the frigid punch. He stood inside his general’s tent, waiting for a response. He’d reported his actions as duty commanded and shame filled every word. Ignorance and battle greed lost them good soldiers. Such was the burden of command.

He led most of the soldiers back to main camp and sent another small unit to relieve those left behind in the cave. There were other such temporary camps pocketed around the only trail known to bisect the Lash Mountains. Senician soldiers kept an eye on several parts of the trail to make sure Dathians didn’t get too far. A few Senician scouts reported other trails that could also be used to scale the mountains but they were far more hazardous. Yet Kodie wouldn’t put it past the Dathians, and their king, to grow desperate and use them.

There was yet another looming threat in those mountains beyond the weather, deadly terrain, and enemy soldiers: giants. Both mountain and ice giants thrived up here, so close to the clouds and frozen sky. Yet after generations of the army stationed on the mountains, not once had giants given them any attention. Kodie was thankful for that. The very last thing they needed was to be noticed by those enormous beasts.

“You didn’t know the lake was there.” His general’s voice was deep and rough, and though he spoke softly, Kodie knew he could trumpet his words over large distances.

Kodie looked at his general’s back and swallowed hard. “I did, sir. I am ashamed to say I did. But I didn’t realize we were standing on the blasted lake until it was too late. It was only when the ice cracked under my feet that I come to my senses and order the troops back.”

Little good it did.

“It was careless, Kodie. You were careless, and we lost soldiers because of it.”

“Yes, sir.” Kodie grimaced. He stared at the general’s hunched back as he leaned over the table, over the map held down with rocks. Despite his rank, their general had few comforts. They were nearly all equals up here, where survival was a daily struggle. They depended on each other for food and warmth. Without trust and loyalty, they would all perish.

Furs blanketed the floor at the back of the tent, indicating the sleeping area. The table was the only piece of furniture, and Kodie knew the map was continually being added to, every time a scout reported new cliffs, lakes, or peaks. Apparently, units before them didn’t deem that a worthy endeavor, and Kodie always cursed them for their carelessness. Previous units had been lulled into complacency by long periods of inactivity. With King Kurmain all that changed.

The general straightened as much as the tent would allow. Around eight feet tall, General Jeth was intimidating and powerful, broad and vicious. Kodie also knew he could be gentle and playful, and would even sing when he was in the mood.

They’d been friends for twenty years. Good friends. Brothers. Due to that bond, Kodie felt his failure more acutely.

Jeth turned around, and Kodie straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. He stood over six feet himself, taller than anyone of his acquaintance. It was humbling to be near Jeth and feel dwarfed, though he was mostly used to it, since Jeth had always been taller and broader than him.

With black hair, onyx eyes, and dark skin, Jeth was a sight to behold. His heavy, thick brow gave him a perpetually angry expression, and the brutish structure of his face and body indicated his deadly heritage. Giant blood ran through his veins, and it gave him strength, height, and imperviousness to cold. He also retained their darker nature. Their black rage.

“I’m disappointed in you,” Jeth said. “But I can hardly throw any stones. More than anyone here, I know what it is to be lost in battle frenzy.”

Their eyes met, sharing a tragic memory that still haunted them both.

“I’m sorry, Jeth,” Kodie whispered.

“I know.” Jeth stepped closer and pulled Kodie into his arms, holding him tightly against his chest. Kodie locked his arm around Jeth’s waist, taking deep breaths of his scent, and it calmed him, warmed him inside-out. He indulged himself for a moment and buried his face against Jeth’s chest. Jeth’s body was always a furnace, and for the first time in years, Kodie felt warm.

Jeth could easily crush him without much effort but Kodie’s trust in his friend was absolute. Long past was any fear that Jeth would hurt him. Physically, at least.

“We will get through this. We will survive this, or so help me, we die, taking as many of those bastards with us as possible.”

Kodie smiled. “Damn right.”

Jeth pulled back, and Kodie nearly clutched him tighter, wanting to stay in that safe, warm cocoon for the rest of his life. He called himself pathetic and forced his arms to drop, forced his expression blank. Jeth gently tugged his beard and Kodie snorted. Playing along, Kodie reached up and tugged Jeth’s thick, bushy beard. Jeth grinned, white teeth flashing.

“The women keened,” Kodie said, returning to sober events. “The dead got that much.”

“Good.”

“General!” a soldier shouted from beyond the tent.

“Enter.”

A young soldier, one of the newer recruits, stumbled in, pale under his helmet. “Smoke was seen near the next rise. One of our scouts moved closer and claimed it was a small squadron of Dathian soldiers. She—she swore she saw green feathers in their helmets.”


Damn. Those were the elite warriors of Dathia, known as fendras. The king’s personal guard and often employed as assassins. What were they doing on these gods’ forsaken mountains? The king truly had grown desperate.


“A few of our soldiers stayed behind to watch their activity. Perhaps they wait until night to ambush us.”

Jeth shook his head, stroking his beard. “No. This must be a ploy.”

Kodie agreed. The elite warriors wouldn’t be so easily spotted if they didn’t want to be. That meant they either wanted to be noticed or they weren’t actually the elite and simply wore the green feathers as a trick. Either way it was smarter to observe them for a while.

“It is too obvious,” Jeth concluded, his line of thinking parallel with Kodie’s. He turned to Kodie. “We will increase our night watchers and make sure they are always observed. Tell the soldiers to stay a sensible distance away. We can’t afford to lose any more.”

Kodie barely avoided a wince. He merely nodded and gestured for the scout to leave. He took a deep breath. “The rest of my unit should return by daybreak. We can send out another scouting party, north this time. I thought about going with them and—”

“No.”

Kodie looked up and blinked in surprise. “May I ask why not?”

“Fresh troops arrived this morning. I need you to train them.”

Kodie rubbed his chin. “Great. Fresh blood to cover the snow.”

Jeth laid a large, rough hand on Kodie’s shoulder and squeezed. “I feel as you do. But in that, we have no control. We can only train them as best we can to survive.”

Kodie nodded, acutely feeling Jeth’s hand, the strength and warmth of it. It made his groin spark with interest. He was hopeless.

“I’ll send Kurza, then. She has a good head and her sense of direction is equal to none. In a snow flurry she could find her way home.”

“I agree. Perfect choice.”

Kodie met Jeth’s dark eyes for a long moment before turning away and walking out of the tent. He stood for a moment, breathing in the painfully cold air, feeling it slice into his lungs. He pulled up the thick collar of his tunic and covered his nose and mouth with it. He suspected it was the precariousness of living that had him continually thinking of his love for Jeth, and imagining what it would be like to have him for a lover. He never heard any of Jeth’s former lovers complain, whether they be free men and women or whores. He was envious of them and hated himself for taking the coward’s way out and never once mentioning his need. But he couldn’t risk their friendship. If Jeth truly saw him as a brother then their entire relationship could crumble, and he’d be stuck in this wasteland with a broken heart. If he said nothing, then he could hold onto his fantasies, that small speck of hope.

Kodie shook his head and called himself an idiot. Pushing such thoughts aside, he walked down the short incline in search of the new troops.


Chapter Two




Jeth stood outside his tent on the small rise in the freezing wind and snow, his cloak flapping against his legs. He hunched his shoulders and watched the soldiers eat and drink next to fires the winds threatened to douse. Every one of them crouched or sat on blankets soaked by snow and tried to make the best of what they had.

He loved all of them.

He never thought he would or could. He had hated every human he came across as a child, save for a handful, and when he entered the army, everyone was a competitor. When he became their general that all changed. Their lives were in his hands and he loved them all.

One most of all.

He could always pick Kodie out of a crowd, whether it be fifty or one thousand. His eyes would find him in a split second, never once missing. And there he was, sitting with the soldiers, laughing and drinking.

Jeth knew the laughter would be forced. He knew Kodie. He knew everything about him, from the scar along his ribs received in training to the way he cried when someone sang tragic love ballads. He was a kind and giving soul with a will of iron. A formidable combination, to Jeth’s mind.

He could have lost him today. Kodie could have disappeared beneath the ice, never to be seen again. Soldiers had shorter lives than most, but Kodie’s skills made him formidable on the battlefield, and Jeth rarely viscerally feared for his friend’s life. Today he did. As much as the loss of those soldiers cut across his heart, to lose Kodie would slice his heart to pieces. He couldn’t lose his friend. Not ever.

Flames danced over Kodie’s face, highlighting his pale blue eyes, and glimmered against his fair hair and skin. He was more beautiful than handsome. He had an elegant face, his features delicate and in stark contrast to the hard muscle of his body. Jeth gained pleasure by simply looking at Kodie. He also had a strong voice, one meant to be listened to, one meant for commands.

A stiff wind cut across Jeth’s skin and he barely felt it. He didn’t hate the cold and the snow since one side of his bloodline thrived on snow and the mountain terrain. He was related to the mountain giants, not the ice giants, though both had reputations for vicious cruelty. Jeth always wondered if even half the stories of them were true. He’d never met a giant, not even his own father, and his mother never spoke much about the encounter that resulted in his conception. Not out of fear so much as sorrow, as if she missed her giant-blooded lover. He knew his father wasn’t full giant, though enough to produce Jeth.

Thoughts of his mother clenched his heart, and he shook clear of them. He focused on Kodie again and took a deep breath. His love for Kodie was full and complete and gave him a firm foundation for feeling something for the rest of humanity. Without Kodie he would be more giant than human.

Jeth shook his head and decided to join his soldiers. What a day it had been when he was named general. Jeth and Kodie excelled in their training and were sent to the front lines. Jeth was named commander under General Helivan, a noble and proud man. He didn’t care that Jeth had giant blood in him. All he cared about was stopping the advancing Dathians. The other soldiers eventually warmed up to Jeth after he saved a number of their lives by lifting a boulder and tossing it at the enemy during one of the battles.

When General Helivan was struck down no one challenged his naming of Jeth as his successor with his dying breath. And here he was, three years later in these merciless mountains, fighting a losing battle. More just got killed, slaughtered. The only way this would end was if one side utterly obliterated the other, and both sides were too proud and determined to give up. Added to that, Dathia’s king was insane.

The war was fought on both mountain and sea, and he received regular updates from the sea front by messenger. Jeth made sure to send his own updates, as Master General Cord demanded. He couldn’t see an end in sight as both sides see-sawed between losing and winning. Neither side made or lost significant ground, despite all the years of war.

If the water passage was lost, then holding the mountain pass would prove fruitless. Jeth didn’t know what to do if that was the case. To stay would be pointless but to leave would be even more disastrous. Such thoughts kept him awake at night and shrank his appetite. He looked at the soldiers as he approached. Their fight would have been for nothing. Their brothers’ and sisters’ deaths would be for nothing. They couldn’t lose. It wasn’t an option.

If the fleet could hold steady, then so could he.

Kodie approached him holding out a tankard of mead. Jeth took it gratefully and gulped it down. He belched as he handed it back, now empty.


“I miss grass,” Kodie said sadly. “And trees. And the warm sun. I miss warmth.”


Jeth chuckled. “I do as well. We’ll see and feel such things again.”

Kodie sighed. “I miss my family.”

Jeth nodded. Kodie’s family had become his own.

Kodie glanced at the soldiers. “We have to hold it together.”

“Aye, and we will. You and I will hold this pass and keep those bastards out.” Jeth slung his arm across Kodie’s shoulders and squeezed gently, aware of his strength. Despite Kodie’s solidness, Jeth knew his friend was still comparatively fragile. It pleased him when Kodie leaned into him and rested his head against Jeth’s arm.
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