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​​Chapter One

Keo of the Sword flew across the countryside of East Lamaira, narrowly avoiding a burst of flame from a cannon below. He rolled in midair before righting and looking down at the ground, his enhanced vision allowing him to see what was on the ground below. He saw a dozen Divinian soldiers in blue armor standing on top of a guard tower, already hastily reloading the cannon with some kind of ammunition he could not identify, but which he figured would be very painful if it hit him.

Ordinarily, Keo would have attacked right back, seeing as he had simply been flying peacefully before the sudden attack from the soldiers. He had been flying across the countryside of East Lamaira, having left the Upper Mountains about a few days ago, heading for the capital of East Lamaira, a city called Deusopolis. Having finished his training with the Dracones, Keo had intended to head to that city to reunite with his friends, who had gone ahead of him to inform the country's leaders of Keo's arrival, and meet the country's leaders so he could tell them about the return of the demons.

As a result, Keo had tried to take the most direct route possible to Deusopolis, which was why he had intentionally chosen to fly through sparsely populated countryside and wilderness. He had seen very few or no people at all since leaving the Upper Mountains a few days ago, which had been lonely at times; but unlike most people, he could tolerate loneliness fairly well.

That was why Keo was surprised to come upon this guard tower seemingly in the middle of nowhere. He hadn't even noticed it until he heard the explosion of the cannon and saw the strange greenish fire flying toward him, which he narrowly avoided at the last second. He looked over his shoulder to see the green fire fly high into the sky for a moment before exploding, raining down tiny emerald flames onto the ground below, though Keo had flown away from the green fire and so managed to avoid the flames that fell to the ground.

Looking back at the guard tower, Keo noticed that the soldiers were pointing and shouting at him, but he was too high up in the sky to hear what they were saying. He wasn't surprised at their shock, though, because very few people had seen his humanoid dragon form, which was an anomaly even among the Dracones that he had been training with for the past month. It was a big reason why he had chosen to fly through the unpopulated parts of the country, because he had not wanted to scare anyone or run into people who might try to attack him and delay his journey south.

Looks like that plan didn't work out quite the way I wanted it, Keo thought.

But Keo didn't see any need to engage with the soldiers. He turned his gaze south, fully intending to fly well out of the range of the soldiers' cannon, but before he could resume, he heard the loud screech of some kind of giant bird above him and looked up just in time to see massive claws falling toward him.

The claws slammed into Keo's back with surprising force, sending him plummeting to the ground below. But Keo had practiced these sorts of scenarios with his grandmother, the Queen of the Dracones, and so righted himself and flew back into the air before he crashed into the ground, although he had to avoid another blast of green fire from the soldiers in the guard tower that almost grazed his scales.

Shaking his head, Keo looked around at the sky and spotted his enemy: A huge eagle, with red and brown feathers, flying high in the sky above him. The eagle looked almost as large as an adolescent male dragon, perhaps larger, and was circling above overhead. He had never seen such a large eagle before and hadn't even known that such a creature even existed.

The eagle suddenly swooped down toward him at astonishing speeds. Keo rolled out of the way at the last second, but as he did so, he noticed a human riding on the eagle's back, a human carrying some kind of thick club. The human swung the club at him as the eagle passed, striking Keo in the chest and sending him stumbling through the sky before he regained his balance and flew away.

Keo looked down, watching as the eagle turned out of its dive and flew back into the sky. This time, he saw the eagle's human rider, a woman with long red hair and a blue helmet on her head. She looked like one of the soldiers below, but with far less armor, perhaps because it would have weighed down her flying mount.

Flying soldiers? Keo thought, keeping a careful eye on his opponent as it flew away from the ground. Never heard of that before.

The eagle turned around and shot toward him again. This time, Keo was ready. He flew toward the eagle, getting his claws ready for the attack. His enhanced vision helped him catch a brief look of surprise on the face of the eagle's rider, but then it was replaced by a smirk, like she thought she was going to finish this fight quickly.

At the very last second, however, Keo banked up, allowing the eagle and its rider to safely pass underneath him. But at the same time, he grabbed the rider's shoulders with his claws and yanked her off the bird, ripping her out of the seat and belt that kept her attached to the bird's back.

The rider, however, did not let out a shout of surprise when Keo grabbed her, although the eagle screeched in surprise. Instead, she immediately smacked him in the face with her club with more force than he expected, causing him to let go of her. The rider fell to the earth fast, but before Keo could recover and save her, her mount flew underneath her and caught her before she hit the ground. Then it flew up and away from Keo out of the reach of his claws.

Rubbing his face as he flew up, Keo thought, Damn, she doesn't miss a beat, before he heard another explosion below and looked down in time to see yet another burst of green fire flying toward him.

This time, however, Keo had noticed it too late. The green fire struck him dead-on and sent him spiraling down to the ground below. Keo tried to recover, but the green fire had paralyzed his limbs, although he managed to regain control of his wings just in time to guide the descent toward a pile of brush not far from the guard tower.

Despite that, when Keo crashed into the ground, he was knocked out instantly.


​​Chapter Two

When Keo awoke again, he found himself sitting in a dark, dry stone room. He blinked rapidly, unable to remember exactly how he got here or what had happened. His head hurt, as did the rest of his body, but a quick check of his body revealed that he had not suffered any serious injuries from the crash. He had a lot of scraps and bumps and bruises, but nothing life-threatening or particularly serious.

By the Good King's name, what happened? Keo thought. He recalled a fight in the sky and a crash, but his memory felt like it had been taken and stirred into one indistinguishable mess. He supposed that it had been because of the impact and his memory would probably sort itself out soon enough, but that didn't make him feel any better about it.

Looking around, Keo realized that he was sitting on the floor of a tiny jail cell. And tiny was the operative word: With his legs stretched out to their full length, his feet were up against the bars of the cell and there was very little room for him to stretch his wings to their full length. The ceiling above him wasn't very high, either making him feel claustrophobic.

Shaking his head, Keo looked down at his wrists and ankles and saw heavy, thick shackles around them. They were both connected to the shackle fitted around his neck like a dog's collar, although Keo figured that it would be very easy for him to snap them, seeing as his physical strength was tripled in his dragon form.

But that still didn't answer where Keo was. He peered out through the bars of his cell, but did not see anyone on the other side. In fact, there was no light in his cell or beyond it at all, but that wasn't a problem because his dragon form had better night vision than his human form.

Then Keo suddenly remembered who he had been fighting. They had been soldiers of the Divinian army; at least, he assumed they were, because they had worn armor like soldiers and had certainly behaved like them. In particular, he had clashed with a flying soldier who rode an eagle-like mount, which still amazed him, because he had never heard of anything quite like that before.

They must have captured me after they knocked me out of the sky, Keo thought. Surprised they didn't just kill me outright. Maybe they're planning to slowly torture me to death.

At that moment, Keo heard a door open somewhere down the hall outside his cell, followed by a couple sets of footsteps walking down that same hall. One of the footsteps was heavy, while the other was light, but they both walked with the kind of disciplined unity one would expect from soldiers. Not sure who was coming, Keo tried to sit up and look a little less pathetic than he currently did, although that was hard to do because of the cramped space of his cell.

A small light preceded the arrival of the two soldiers, and in a minute, they were standing in front of his cell. This allowed Keo to get a good look at both of them.

One of the soldiers was a big, burly man. He had a short beard and wore some kind of necklace around his neck, but it was hard to tell what was attached to it because it had been tucked into the shirt underneath his breastplate. He looked like he could smash rocks with his bare fists, particularly with his blue armor, which looked almost as thick as Dracone scales.

The other was a woman. Unlike her male counterpart, she was rather small, probably weighing no more than 100 pounds, if that. Yet she had an incredibly serious, no-nonsense attitude on her face, especially with the thick club by her side. She seemed even stricter than the man she stood beside, even with her long red hair. Keo had a feeling that she was the kind of woman who would not take kindly to any sort of disrespect from soldiers under her command or from foreigners like himself.

“Looks like the beast is awake,” said the man. His voice was deep and rumbling, like an earthquake. He carried a lamp in his left hand, which was the source of the light that Keo had noticed before. “I thought it might have died, but I see that Dracones are just as strong as the legends say.”

“Perhaps the gods spared its miserable life,” said the woman. Her tone lacked any sort of humor at all, although there was a hint of cruel amusement at Keo's predicament. “It certainly is an ugly creature, which I know the gods love, if only because they tend to provide the kind of amusement that beautiful creatures usually cannot.”

“It's a weird-looking Dracone, though,” said the man. “Looks almost human. Even had a sword.”

Keo glanced down at his waist and saw that Gildshine was gone, which he hadn't even noticed until the man mentioned that. He looked back up at the man and the woman again, glaring at them.

“Oh, it looks angry,” said the woman mockingly. She smiled. “Angry that we took away its favorite toy, I bet.”

“It's not a toy,” said Keo. “It's a weapon, and it was given to me by my mentor.”

The man and the woman stepped back in surprise. The man even almost dropped the lamp, but he caught it before it could hit the floor, and then stood back up again. But neither the man nor the woman came any closer to Keo, as if they were afraid that he might somehow jump out of his cell and kill them both.

“It can talk?” said the woman, putting her hands over her mouth. She no longer looked quite as amused as she had a moment ago. “I thought Dracones were just dumb beasts.”

“Perhaps it isn't a Dracone at all,” said the man, stroking his chin and eying Keo like he was a rabid beast that might attack them at any moment. “Perhaps it's a mimic, copying our language in order to trick us into thinking it's smart.”

“I'm not a mimic,” said Keo. “Neither am I a Dracone. Well ... not entirely Dracone, at least.”

“What does that mean?” said the man. “Are you saying you are half-Dracone? If so, what is your other half?”

The woman shook her head. “Stop asking him stupid questions, Commander. This creature is obviously lying. It is attempting to deceive us into letting it go.”

“I'm not deceiving anyone,” said Keo. “Look, I'm half-Dracone, half-human. I can prove it. Watch.”

Remembering what Queen Sayot had taught him, Keo focused on returning to his human form. It had originally been a difficult skill for him to master, because changing one's shape required an intense focus and training and wasn't very intuitive without lots and lots of practice.

Thankfully, Keo had gotten lots and lots of practice over the last month, so he could now transform at will. He felt his wings retreating into his back, his body shrinking, his arms and legs becoming smaller, and his tail retreating into his behind. His face became flat and in seconds he was back to his normal human form, wearing his usual rough leather jacket and traveling pants and boots.

The man and the woman on the other side of the bars stared at Keo in sheer shock. He had forgotten that most people outside of the Upper Mountains were not used to seeing this kind of transformation. He had felt much the same way they did when he first tried transforming, but he had lived and trained among the Dracones for so long—to whom the entire transformation process was considered as normal as putting on a shirt—that they never even mentioned it. Keo wondered if he had made a mistake.

“By the gods,” said the woman, her mouth hanging open. “What kind of trickery is this?”

“It's not trickery,” Keo said. “It's a natural ability that I have because I am half-Dracone. All Dracones have it. Didn't you know that?”

“The legends say that Dracones can take on the forms of humans to infiltrate human communities and kidnap our children to eat,” said the man, who sounded just as shocked as the woman. “But I never really believed them until just now.”

“Kidnap your children?” said Keo, raising an eyebrow. “The Dracones aren't a morally pure people, but they don't sneak into human communities and kidnap children. I should know. I lived among them for the past month.”

“So you are one of them?” said the man. “A scout sent ahead of their invading army? Is that it?”

“What? No,” said Keo, shaking his head. He scowled. “Who the heck are you people anyway? And why did you attack me?”

“We are members of the Trinity Army,” said the man. He gestured at the symbol on his shoulder plate, which depicted a sword, a spear, and an ax crossed. “We serve the Chosen Three, the rulers of this land. I am Commander Allark, head of this little outpost.”

“And I am Airknight Karos,” said the woman, gesturing at herself.

“Airknight?” said Keo. “What's that?”

“A description of my position in the Trinity Army, of course,” said Karos. “As an Airknight, it is my duty to protect the skies of our country from our enemies. I fought you in the air a few hours ago, if you don't remember.”

“I've never heard of an Airknight before,” said Keo. “Well, my name is Keo of the Sword and I am from South Lamaira, although I spent the last month in the Upper Mountains training with the Dracones there.”

“South Lamaira?” said Allark. He leaned forward, anger on his face. “Then you are a spy of the heretical Magicians, is that it? Sent, perhaps, to forge an alliance with the Dracones to crush us between them and your people?”

“Actually, I'm not too popular back where I come from,” said Keo, shaking his head. “At least among the Magical Council. So if you would stop accusing me of being a spy, I'd be happy to tell you who I am and why I'm really here.”

“Nonsense,” said Allark, shaking his head. “You were spotted flying alone through a largely unpopulated portion of the country. That is the behavior of spies. I don't know if you are a spy of the Magicians or Dracones or someone else, but it doesn't matter, because in the end, you will suffer the same fate that all spies do: Execution.”

“Execution?” Keo repeated in horror. “Hold on, now. You don't even know anything about me. I was only flying through the wilderness because I wanted to get to Deusopolis as fast as possible.”

“In order to spy on our government,” Allark said. He wagged a finger at Keo. “You cannot fool me with your Draconic lies, you spy.”

“I'm not a spy,” said Keo. “I was heading to the capital because I was going to meet up with some of my friends, who went ahead of me and had agreed to meet me there in a month.”

“So you were heading to a meeting of spies, then,” said Allark in disgust. “How awful. Don't you agree, Karos?”

“Agreed, Commander,” said Karos, nodding. “I, for one, can not tolerate even the mere existence of spies, or traitors, for that matter. They offend the gods with their double-minded nature. I'd like to kill him myself.”

Karos suddenly pulled out a long, jagged knife from her belt, prompting Keo to say hastily, “Hey, wait. Let's not get hasty now. You aren't seriously going to kill me in cold blood right here, right now, are you?”

“We've never hesitated to kill anyone who we believed to be a threat to our country before,” said Allark, who hardly seemed fazed by Karos's knife, as if she normally threatened to gut captured prisoners every day. “Why should that change with you?”

“Because I'm not an ordinary person,” said Keo. He put his shackled hands on his chest. “I'm the shelmai, the long-lost son of King Riuno, and the next King of Lamaira. I'm the one who is going to reunite the Kingdom back to its original glory.”

Keo had thought for sure that sharing this information would make the two soldiers realize their mistake and release him. After all, legends of the shelmai had spread all throughout Lamaira ever since his father's death. Thousands of people in all three of the major factions eagerly looked forward to the day that the new King of Lamaira would arise and restore the Kingdom to its original glory.

That was why Keo was shocked when Karos hurled her knife at him through the bars of the cell. He ducked at the last second, causing the knife to collide with the wall and fall to the floor with a clatter, though Keo didn't sit up again in case Karos was going to throw another knife.

“The shelmai?” said Karos. She sounded like she was barely containing her rage. “That makes you the grandson of that awful, wicked King Murza and his equally awful son.” She looked at Allark. “Commander, we must put him to death right away. If he is telling the truth, then we must not allow the grandson of the gods' worst enemy to live.”

Allark, however, shook his head. “While I understand how you feel, Karos, I don't think that it is our place to kill him, assuming he is not lying about being the shelmai.”

Keo sighed in relief. “Whew. That's great to—”

“Instead, we should ship him to Deusopolis and execute him in front of the people there,” said Allark. “The Chosen Three will be overjoyed to learn that not only did we defend our country from a powerful threat, but that we also captured him like a rat. Perhaps they will even give us promotions. Would you not like to be the Airknight General, Karos?”

Karos looked thoughtful, playing with strands of her long red hair. “Well, Commander, I certainly would not reject such an offer, should the Chosen Three ever make it to me. And it would be just and proper for the son of the gods' worst enemy to be executed in the city of the people he oppressed, would it not?”

“It would be justice of the highest order,” said Allark, nodding in agreement. “Perhaps even the gods themselves will deign to make an appearance. Wouldn't that be amazing?”

“It most certainly would,” said Karos. “All right. You've convinced me. I will go and tell the soldiers to prepare to transport our prison to Deusopolis.”

“Hold on,” said Keo, drawing the attention of Allark and Karos to him. “Why do you hate me? What did I do to you? I just got here and haven't even spoken to anyone besides you two.”

“Don't act dumb,” said Allark. “Your grandfather, King Murza, is the reason we hate you. Aren't you aware of even half of what he did to us?”

Keo tried to remember what he had been told about the Divinians prior to his arrival here. He vaguely recalled his mother—a Dracone woman named Tananeen, who had died a month ago—telling him something that Murza had done to the Divinians, but that had been so long ago that he couldn't remember what it was.

“I'm not,” said Keo. “But I want you to know that I am not anything like my grandfather.”

“Another lie,” said Allark. He pointed an accusing finger at Keo. “You can't fool us. Your entire family line is full of nothing but traitors and oppressors. That you are also half-Dracone makes you even worse.”

“But what did my grandfather do that was so horrible?” said Keo. “Can you tell me?”

“No,” said Allark. “But I'm not surprised you don't know. The other factions never teach their people about the history of the faithful Divinians, or the story of the Bloody Road.”

Keo pulled his legs in and crawled up to the front of his cell. Grabbing the bars, he looked through them at Allark and Karos, a pleading expression on his face.

“You don't understand,” said Keo. “I came to help you guys, not continue the legacy of my grandfather. Didn't my friends that I sent ahead tell you about me?”

“Your friends?” Allark repeated. He scratched the back of his head. “What friends? We didn't know that you had sent any of your friends ahead.”

“There were four,” said Keo. “I don't know the exact path they took to Deusopolis, so maybe they didn't pass by this tower. There was a middle-aged man, a man about my age with a sword, a Magician, and an invisible woman who can also use magic. Are you sure you haven't heard about them?”

“Hold on,” said Karos, folding her arms across her chest. “I seem to remember hearing something a couple of weeks back from the Chosen Three about several foreigners arriving in Deusopolis with news that the shelmai was coming. Commander, do you remember what the message said?”

Allark frowned like he was trying to remember what the message said. “Yes, I recall that as well. But I was so busy at the time that I didn't pay much attention to it.”

Keo sighed in relief. “So my friends did get to Deusopolis after all. That's good to—”

Allark snapped his gloved hands. “Ah! I remember. The message said that four heralds of the shelmai had arrived in Deusopolis with the intent of overthrowing the Chosen Three. They were swiftly captured and thrown in the Divine Prison, where they are awaiting their execution, which, if I am not mistaken, is next week.”

Keo gasped. “What? My friends are going to be executed? Next week?”

“I may not remember the date exactly, but I am reasonably certain that that is what the Chosen Three said,” said Allark. “I will have to double-check the message, but I am sure that the message said the execution is next week.”

“But they didn't do anything wrong,” Keo protested. “How were they 'intending' to overthrow your leaders?”

“I don't know the exact circumstances of their arrest, seeing as the message was vague, but it doesn't really matter, because the Chosen Three rarely err in their judgment,” said Allark. He leaned toward Keo, his vicious smirk distorted by the shadows thrown by the lamp. “But fear not, spy, because we are going to send you to Deusopolis to be executed anyway. Perhaps if we are quick, then you will get to die alongside your friends. I do not know if dying alone is your greatest fear, but if so, then at least you can be ensured that you will not die alone in a prison cell apart from your friends.”


​​Chapter Three

Allark and Karos left the tower's dungeon, apparently to make the necessary preparations to get Keo ready to be taken to Deusopolis. As a result, the dungeon was swallowed by darkness again, which seemed even darker to Keo now, mostly because he was no longer in his dragon form and therefore lacked its natural night vision.

But that wasn't relevant to Keo now. The news that his friends were going to be executed by the government of East Lamaira had shocked him to the point of silence. He barely paid attention to the coldness of the cell, nor to the cockroach that crawled over his right leg, or to the stiffness in his limbs from being in such a small and cramped area for so long.

This is the worst possible news that I could have heard, Keo thought. This wasn't supposed to happen. My friends were supposed to go to Deusopolis and inform the Chosen Three of my return so we could convince the Divinians to join the alliance formed by the Restorationists and Dracones. What is happening here?

Keo now worried what kind of conditions that his friends were being kept in. He knew nothing about how the Divinians treated enemy prisoners, although if it was anything like how these Divinians had treated him, then his friends were probably miserable.

What didn't make any sense to Keo was the fact that the Divinians had apparently not heard anything from the Restorationists about the return of the shelmai. Before leaving the Old Kingdom for the Upper Mountains, the Restorationists had assured Keo that they would send an envoy to the Divinians announcing the discovery of King Riuno's son, with an offer to end the conflict between the two sides so they could team up to defeat the Magicians, who were infiltrated by the demons. Yet the Divinians Keo had spoken with seemed to think that they were still at war with the Restorationists.

And worse, Keo had a feeling that they were.

Either the Restorationists didn't actually send an envoy to start peace talks with the Divinians—unlikely, because the Keepers would never lie to me—or the Divinians rejected their offer to talk, Keo thought. Considering how hostile the Divinians seem to be toward the very idea of the shelmai, I have a feeling it was the latter.

Regardless, Keo knew he was not going to get the answers to these or any other questions by sitting here in his jail cell like a common crook. He had to get to Deusopolis and save his friends. And if Allark was correct, then he had only a week in which to do it.

Of course, Allark had said that his men would transport Keo to Deusopolis anyway in order to execute him there, but Keo didn't want to come to the salvation of his friends in chains. He would need to escape and make it there himself. Besides, he figured that he could get there faster on his own, perhaps even quick enough to break his friends out of prison before their execution. Keo already knew which direction Deusopolis was in, so he would just need to break out and fly there himself.

So Keo transformed into his dragon form again and, without even thinking about it, snapped the shackles around his wrists and ankles. He then stood up as much as he could in his cell, although he had to keep his wings folded behind his back due to the lack of room in which to stretch them.

The door to his cell was locked, but it was easy for Keo to break with his enhanced strength. Pushing open the door as quietly as he could, Keo stuck his head out into the hallway and looked down both ways just to make sure that there weren't any other people here.

The hallway was empty in both directions, so Keo stepped out of the cell as quietly as he could and closed the door behind him without making a sound. That was much harder to do than it seemed, because Keo wasn't used to moving silently in his dragon form.

When he closed the door, Keo turned to the left. That was the direction that he had seen the two Divinian soldiers head, which must have meant that that was the direction that would lead to freedom. But he had to move very quietly, because he had no idea if there were any other soldiers nearby, perhaps left to make sure Keo did not escape his cell.

So Keo sneaked down the hallway as quickly but quietly as he could, his wings folded against his back in order to make it easier to walk. His first goal was to find out where the soldiers kept Gildshine, because, while he may technically not have needed his sword anymore after completing his Dracone training, he still thought Gildshine was a useful weapon. Besides, it had been given to him as a gift by Master Tiram and it would be beyond disrespectful for Keo to abandon it without good reason.

Eventually, Keo reached the end of the hall, which was at the top of a few short steps. He pushed open the door ever-so-slightly—just enough for him to peek through—and peeked through the crack, trying to see if there was anyone there.

Sitting on a rickety old wooden chair was a Divinian soldier in blue armor, with a sword sheathed at his side. At first, Keo thought that the soldier was awake and had seen him, but then he heard snores coming from the soldier's mouth and realized that the soldier had fallen asleep.

What luck, Keo thought. Perhaps the ancestors are looking out for me today.

Keo considered just slipping by the sleeping soldier and continuing on his way, but then he realized that he did not know where Gildshine was kept. This soldier, however, might, so it would be worth interrogating him if it would help Keo find out where his sword was.

Without making a noise, Keo pushed open the door wide enough for him to step through. He stopped for a brief moment, because he had heard noises nearby, but then realized that they were coming from the ceiling. It sounded like people were walking and talking on the next floor, which was good because he had worried that these people had been on the same floor.

With the reassurance that no one would hear, Keo lunged at the soldier, grabbed him around the neck, and dragged him back into the dungeon hallway just as the soldier yelled in surprise. But Keo cut off the soldier's yell by choking him while closing the exit behind him just to ensure that no one would interrupt them.

Slamming the soldier against the wall, Keo said, in a low growl of a voice, “Where is my sword?”

The soldier gasped for air. “Your what?”

“My sword,” Keo repeated, this time making his voice more human so that the soldier would have no excuse for not understanding his question. “The one taken away from me when I was thrown into these dungeons. Where is it being kept?”

“Why should I tell you?” said the soldier, though he was trembling in Keo's hands. “You're an enemy of the gods, which means that I have a duty to refuse to give you any information that could help you in any way, shape, or form.”

Keo noticed the soldier's hand reaching for his sword, but Keo was quicker, ripping the sword off of the soldier's waist and hurling it into the darkness somewhere out of reach, where it clattered against the stone floor.

“Nice try, but I'm not stupid,” said Keo. He leaned his face in closer to the soldier's, his eyes meeting the fearful eyes of his captive. “Now listen closely, soldier. I don't want to kill you or any of your friends. I just want to go and save my friends, but I can't do that if I don't have my sword. If you tell me where my sword is, I promise that I will spare your life.”

The soldier gulped. “What if I refuse to aid you in your evil quest?”

“I still won't kill you, but I don't think you will be able to walk without a staff for the rest of your life,” said Keo. “Breathing might also be difficult, particularly if I—”

“The armory!” said the soldier quickly. “We put it in the armory, along with our extra weapons and armor. It's where the weapons of all captured or killed enemies go until we decide what to do with them.”

“The armory,” Keo repeated. “Where is the armory?”

“Second floor,” said the soldier. He pointed at the exit. “Just head out through that door, go down the hall, and take the staircase leading up. The armory has a design of the Divine Blade carved into it—”

“The what?” said Keo.

“The D-Divine Blade,” said the soldier, who seemed to sense a tone of hostility in Keo's voice, or maybe he was just worried that Keo might kill him anyway. “It is the sword said to have been used by the gods to slay the Great Demon that ruled the world before the Good King slayed it.”

“Never heard of it,” said Keo. “But I'll trust that you are telling the truth. The armory is the door with the design of the Divine Blade on it?”

“Yes, yes,” said the soldier, nodding as much as he could with Keo's thick hand wrapped around his neck. “Now will you please let me go? I swear to the gods that I am not lying about the location of your sword, and swearing to the gods is a very serious thing to do among my people.”

Keo smiled. “I said I would let you live, not that I would let you go so you can tell your superiors about my escape from my cell.”

The soldier's eyes widened in horror, but before he could say anything else, Keo slammed the soldier's head against the wall and the soldier slumped. Keo dragged the soldier into one of the nearby empty cells and was about to leave before he noticed the soldier's sheathed sword lying on the floor from earlier.

Keo picked up the sword and attached it to his belt, because he decided that he was going to sneak around in his human form, which was a lot quieter than his dragon form, and he would need some way to defend himself if he ran into any soldiers on his way out.

-

Keo stepped out of the dungeon hallway and looked around just to make sure that he was alone. Aside from the empty chair in front of him, it appeared that the lone soldier that he had just interrogated had been the only soldier guarding the dungeons. That made Keo think that the Divinians had bad security before he remembered that this place was a small guard tower in the middle of nowhere (he still had no idea what they were supposed to be guarding out here) and probably had no more than a dozen soldiers at most. Likely they couldn't afford that much security, which was fine by Keo, because that meant that it would be easier for him to escape without being caught or seen.

But Keo did not go running down the hallway loudly. Instead, he walked as quietly as he could, remembering the soldier's instructions for finding the armory. The hallway he now walked down was empty and narrow, but Keo kept fearing that some of the soldiers might suddenly appear out of nowhere, because Commander Allark had gone to prepare everyone to transport Keo to Deusopolis.

Thankfully, no one emerged from the doors on either side of the hall, nor did anyone come down from the stairs. So Keo climbed the old stone staircase as quickly and as silently as possible. He froze when he heard voices on the next floor, the same voices he had heard earlier. It sounded like two people were talking, but Keo did not know who they were or what they were talking about.

Should I keep going up or should I wait for the people to leave? Keo thought. I can't risk being caught, but I don't really have much time to wait for them to leave, either. Better to keep advancing and see who they are and then decide what to do after that.

So Keo continued walking up the staircase until he reached the second floor. By now, the voices were quite clear, enough that Keo identified them as belonging to Allark and Karos, respectively. It sounded like they were having a conversation, but more importantly, they did not sound like they were as close as Keo had thought.

But he still couldn't quite hear what they were talking about, so Keo peeked his head out of the stairwell onto the next floor. It looked similar to the previous floor, except less dank, as if it was cleaned with more regularity. At the end of the hall was a set of double doors that were cracked open, which was where the sound of Allark's and Karos's conversation was coming from.

Most importantly, however, Keo spotted the door to the armory, just as the soldier described it. It was a large metal door, directly across from the stairwell, with the design of some kind of strange-looking sword on it. Keo looked down both ways, just to ensure that he was alone, and then dashed out toward the armory door.

Unfortunately, what Keo discovered, as he reached the door, was that it was locked. Not only was the door to the armory locked, but it was locked with a thick, steel padlock, which looked brand new. Obviously the Divinian soldiers didn't want anyone to have easy access to their equipment, but Keo did not let that discourage him, because he figured this padlock would break easily under his enhanced strength.

Transforming back into his dragon form, Keo smashed the padlock with both fists. The padlock fell off the door, but he caught it before it hit the floor and then carefully and silently placed it on the floor. He looked up at the double doors at the end of the hallway, but Allark and Karos's conversation continued as if the two of them had not heard anything out of the ordinary.
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