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Prologue


Garreth stumbled and fell for what had to be the thousandth time since this journey had begun. His brothers, each a mighty warrior in his own stead, had been forging the way up the mountain for hours, more determined than ever to reach their goal. But Garreth … He was frozen through, and a horrible sense of foreboding had settled on him. Finally he voiced aloud what he had been thinking for the past few hours.


“This mission is cursed,” he said, falling to his knees in the deep, hard snow, the painful cracking of his skin ripping around his mouth with every spoken word. His breath clouded hard upon the air, and his moustache and beard were laden with icicles. The air was so thin up on that high mountain point that it was a wonder he could breathe at all. Several of his fingers were turning black, and he had already lost some of his toes. All for what? For the promise of a fantastical prize that could easily not even exist.


His brothers were convinced it existed. They were convinced it was atop this very mountain. They had only a little farther to go, they said. All Garreth knew was that if they didn’t find the font of immortality at the top of this mountain, he was going to die upon it. He was already maimed by this frigid venture; his hands had been ruined, and he would never swing a sword again. And since his sword was how he made his way in the world, he didn’t know what he would do. He was a fighter. A man of honor who fought for those who could not fight for themselves. He may not be the golden warrior his brothers Maxum and Jaykun were or the great conqueror his eldest brother, Dethan, was, but he held his own in a fight and his sword was highly valued. He did not sell his sword as Maxum did and he did not sit at Dethan’s right hand as Jaykun did, but he chose the noblest adventures out there to be found.


This was not a noble venture. It was a selfish one. His brothers were cheating the gods, seeking a shortcut to immortality. They sought the waters of a magical fountain that would give them health and longevity for the rest of time.


He had come with them only after much cajoling, as brothers were wont to do to their youngest sibling. He had thought the mission to be pure folly and had long since been convinced of it. He had been on many noble quests in his young lifetime, but never for his own selfish ends. He should have known better.


“Come, brother. Don’t be such a woman. Get up and move on. We are almost there,” Dethan said, coming to take his arm and pull him up out of the snow. But Garreth’s legs would not work. They were two frozen stumps that he could no longer feel or force to his command.


In the end, the blackness rushed up on him so suddenly that, in spite of Dethan’s hands on him, he fell forward, his face planting in the snow as if all that was needed was a spring sun to grow a flowering bush in the spot.


The next thing Garreth was aware of was the feel of being jogged hard against a body, his head hanging in the open air as he swung about. One of his brothers had thrown him over his shoulder. A brother who was now running across the frozen mountaintop. Suddenly Garreth was pitched onto the ground, his body so cold he didn’t even feel the ice and snow he was sure was seeping into his clothing. He was sick and dizzy, unable to breathe.


“Look, brother!” Dethan called excitedly. “We have found it! The fountain! It will restore you!” Dethan hurried to take a drinking horn from his pack and filled it with water from a jeweled fountain, which flowed freely in spite of the frigid temperatures. The gems encrusting it were large and fine, glittering in the glaring sun.


Dethan could have drunk from the horn first, but all he was concerned with was Garreth’s well-being. It was so very much like his brother, to care for him first, above all others. Dethan had raised him from boyhood to a man after their parents had died, orphaning them all at very young ages. Dethan had always felt responsible for him, often funding his expeditions and ventures of honor.


And yet Garreth questioned the wisdom of what they were doing. He warned his brothers one last time that he had an ill feeling about this. That perhaps it was better to freeze to death on that mountain than to flirt dangerously with the fountain of the gods.


His brothers ignored him.


When Dethan pressed the cup on him, he had no strength to fight him. The water flowed past his cracked lips and onto his tongue. He could not swallow, so Dethan massaged his throat until the water slid down. It was refreshing at the very least. He knew it was of the gods, else it would not flow so freely in the forsaken place, but would it do what his brothers thought and hoped it would do?


He had his answer almost immediately. His body began to warm from the inside out, as if he had drunk a horn of mulled mead. The warmth spread through his veins with a peaceful perfection. There was no pain, as there had been every night by the fire as he had tried to warm his frozen fingers and toes. He had welcomed that pain when it came, knowing it meant there was still life within those digits. It had not come the last time they had camped.


But now feeling was creeping into his fingers and his toes. He could feel the bitterness of the cold—was still frozen by it, he knew—but sensation was returning.


And that was when the pain hit him. He cried out with a bellow of agony, his body jerking into spasms. His brothers could do nothing to help him, for as soon as he had drunk, they had drunk, and now they too were writhing in agony. He knew his body was changing, that he was never going to be the same, but changing into what? How would he be different?


The pain subsided and a wondrous sensation was left in its place. A sensation of being more alive and healthier than he had ever been before. He leapt to his feet, shaking off the remaining cold from his limbs, and laughed.


And then a mighty clap of thunder rocked the mountain, shaking it to its bedrock. Angry lightning streaked the nearly cloudless sky.


That was when the gods appeared to them.


He knew they were gods because they were much bigger than any mortal man might be. And the goddesses were so beautiful it hurt to look upon their faces. At the forefront was a goddess dressed in a warrior’s armor, with a breasted chest plate and a golden skirt that reached to her knees and no farther. She stepped forward, a golden spear in her hand and a wey flower tucked into her hair behind her ear.


Weysa, the goddess of conflict. He would have known her anywhere. The statue depictions in her temples were wrong, for they could never truly match the pureness and grandness of her beauty, the fierceness of her posture.


“You dare to steal this reward when you have not deserved it in our eyes?” she said in a deep, booming feminine voice. “You dare to do so without permission, without honor? You will pay for your folly, foolish, arrogant worms. You will pay for your immortality with blood and bone and flesh. We cannot take this gift back, but we can see to it you wish you had never dared to think you could push the hands of the gods to your will and your liking.”


And in the next instant his brothers were whisked away, taken from his sight. Suddenly chains sprouted from the icy ground and manacles seized his wrists and ankles, yanking him down to the ice and flat on his back. Hella, the goddess of fate and fortune—a goddess with beautiful blond hair that flowed down her back, her legs, and then onto the ice, where it curled around and around into a golden puddle—moved over to him and bent down to hiss words into his face.


“This is your curse, a curse given to you by the gods. Now you will pay for your insolence, freezing here in this wasteland again and again, within sight of the very fountain that gifted you with immortality. And so your fortune will be until the end of time. I once smiled upon you for your heroic deeds; now I will spit upon you for your hubris.”


And then, before he could say a word in his own defense, the gods were gone, leaving him there to do exactly as Hella had said. To freeze.


Again.


And again.


And again.


Over two hundred full turnings later …


Dethan had done it. He had gambled everything and won. He had his mortal life and his beloved wife, and soon they would have their child. He had bargained everything, and now his brother had been freed. Weysa had freed Garreth from his chains on the mountainside, which had seen their folly all those many turnings ago. Now, as Dethan sat in front of the fire, warming the block of ice that was his brother, he tried not to think of the curse that would still follow Garreth for all the rest of his days and to focus instead on the freedom he had been given … the reprieve.


He bent over Garreth, rubbing warmth into him briskly, impatient for him to awaken … to speak to Dethan for the first time since all this had begun. What would Garreth say to him? Would he hold him responsible? He should. Dethan deserved nothing less than to be held responsible for the entire folly. He was glad Weysa had chosen, out of his three brothers, Garreth to be freed from the bulk of his punishment. Of all of them, Garreth deserved his punishment the least. He deserved his freedom, however piecemeal it might be.


“Garreth … speak to me,” Dethan urged his brother.


Garreth began to quake and shiver. Shavings of ice became droplets of water. His frozen lashes fluttered. Suddenly his eyelids pried apart and his pupils contracted sharply in the light of the fierce fire they sat near. His teeth began to chatter. Life shook into his body in fierce, quaking trembles.


At last he spoke. “Brother,” he said. “Am I free?”


“For the moment,” Dethan told him gently. “For the moment.”




Chapter One


Garreth walked into the command tent and immediately dropped his burden on one of the cross-legged tables within. He wore full armor, so every time he moved the sound of metal striking metal was made. It was a sound he had grown to love over his lifetime. The sound of a man ready for whatever battles might come his way. A sound he once thought he would never hear again.


“Well, little brother, how goes things with the troops?”


Garreth turned to face Dethan. “Well, elder brother,” he said with a tight-lipped smile, “they are bored out of their skulls.”


“I thought you were sending out hunting parties.”


“I did. And we’ve game aplenty now. But these men have come for a fight and they are itching to do battle. I cannot say I blame them. The summer wears on, and soon you will be returning to your wife and child, taking half our forces back with you to winter. They want to see at least one more glorious battle before they go.”


“Outside this tent and a few strides away is that glorious battle to come.” Dethan moved to the front of the tent, looking out the opening and toward the city they had chosen to sack in Weysa’s name.


That was their part of the bargain, the deal that had freed the two brothers from their torments after they had drunk from the fountain. Dethan, Garreth had learned, had been thrust down into the darkest, hottest pit of the eight hells, cursed to burn to the bone over and over again, just as Garreth had been cursed to freeze. But almost a full turning of the seasons ago, the goddess had freed Dethan.


Weysa needed warriors to fight in her name. She and the other gods had grown weak as the people turned away from their faith and belief in them, for they needed the love and devotion of the people in order to gain power. And now that the twelve gods were at war, split into two factions of six, they desired power more than ever. Weysa’s faction consisted of Hella, the goddess of fate and fortune; Meru, the goddess of hearth, home, and harvest; her brother Mordu, the god of hope, love, and dreams; Lothas, the god of day and night; and Framun, the god of peace and tranquility. They warred with the opposing faction of Xaxis, the god of the eight hells; Grimu, the god of the eight heavens; Diathus, the goddess of the land and oceans; Kitari, the goddess of life and death; Jikaro, the god of anger, deception and storms; and Sabo, the god of pain and suffering.


However, Kitari, the queen of the gods, was being held by Xaxis’s faction against her will, a fact they had discovered only last winter, when Dethan had traded away his immortality in order to discover her true intent. It had been a risky proposition, one that could easily have backfired and meant a permanent end to Dethan, but instead it had freed him fully from his curse, made him mortal, and allowed Garreth to be freed from his icy hell as well.


Somewhat.


For every night, between dusk and the juquil’s hour, Garreth was cursed to freeze again. A reminder, he thought grimly, of what he had done and of the gods’ discontent with him. Weysa had only freed him to fight; she had not been willing to release him entirely from his curse.


But that did not matter. All that mattered was that they and their army perform well. They had Hexis, the city where Dethan’s wife ruled with Dethan, and they had conquered one other city already, this past spring, erecting temples to Weysa within its walls and filling their army with more soldiers from that city. Now it was coming on the end of summer and out there, only a short distance away, was the next city.


The city they had conquered in the spring had been easy. Almost too easy. Dissatisfyingly easy. Garreth had wanted a pitched battle, a fight to vent his anger and frustrations on.


Both of which were great and many.


But more than that, he wanted to please the goddess. Not from fear of her, although that was most certainly present, but in the hopes that she would see what powerful warriors the brothers were, what great assets they were … and maybe it would compel her to find and release the remaining two brothers from their torments.


Garreth and Dethan fought and conquered just the same, in the hopes that one day their brothers would be free. Yes, most of all, that was what they both fervently prayed for.


Just then a courier ran up to the tent. He handed a pair of dispatches to Dethan.


“Ah! A letter from Selinda!” Dethan said eagerly, moving back into the tent and handing the second dispatch to Garreth, unread. Dethan clearly did not care what was in the other message. The letter from his wife meant more to him than anything else.


Rescuing their brothers was a very close second to that.


“Look! Look how he’s grown!” Dethan showed a paper to Garreth excitedly. It was a very skillfully rendered and life-like miniature sketch of Dethan’s infant son. The child was nearly five wanings old, and Dethan had been campaigning for three of those wanings. Garreth and the army had conquered their city in the spring alone before Dethan had joined them at the turn of summer, as was agreed by Weysa. Dethan’s summers were hers, when he would fight, and the remaining wanings he belonged to his beloved wife, Selinda.


These wanings had been difficult on Dethan, Garreth knew. He had wanted to be with his wife and child, and the separation had often taken its toll on his mood. But Garreth had easily forgiven Dethan his surly moments. He would have felt the same had he a wife like Selinda and a child like Dethan’s fine son, Xand.


“She writes that they are both healthy and well. That—” Dethan broke off.


“Yes?” Garreth prompted.


“Well, I cannot repeat this part,” Dethan said with a wolfish grin, his eyes bright with delight as he looked up at his brother. “She would never forgive me.”


“Say no more, brother,” Garreth said, amused by the besotted man.


He was amused, but he did not smile.


He had thought he would never live to see the day his brother was in love. Of all of them, Dethan had never professed to love a woman—even in his youth, when boys tend to be reckless with giving away their hearts. But he was completely around the bend over Selinda, his devotion to her intense.


Garreth envied him that. He envied the warm home and squirming child that awaited his brother once the cold of fall came calling. Garreth would continue the campaign against the new city until it was defeated, however long that took, but Dethan would leave him to it the moment the weather turned cold.


Garreth left his brother to his letter and turned his eyes to the missive in his own hands. The paper was folded neatly and sealed with wax, which had been stamped with the intricate image of a dragon of some sort, its wings broad within the circle of the stamp. The letter was addressed:


To the Beasts at the Gate.


Intrigued, Garreth broke the seal and opened the letter.


You come upon our small city with aggression and numbers. We do not ask for war, and yet you bring it. We will not stand idly by while you rape our home of its innocence and peace. Consider yourself warned. End your folly against us now and we will let you leave unharmed.


The City of Kith


“Brother, I do believe we have been threatened,” Garreth said with thoughtful amusement.


Again, without a smile.


Dethan looked up questioningly as Garreth handed him the missive. He read it quickly and promptly burst out in a rich, raucous laugh.


“Such posturing. They are weak and they know it. Once we lay siege and they begin to starve for lack of fresh game and supplies, they will be welcoming us with open arms. As it is, their mill and butchery are outside the city walls. We have already seized control of them, as well as the farmland and crops, which right now are ripe with growing grain and thick with orchards. They know they are doomed to fall to us. This is mere posturing.”


“It has spine, you have to admit.”


“It shows fear.” Dethan scoffed.


“I think it’s just the opposite,” Garreth said thoughtfully. “They sound very certain that they are not the ones in danger. Perhaps the more important question is, how did this missive reach us? The city has been locked down against us since we arrived, no one in and no one out.”


“There is always a way in or out, whatever the circumstance. There are always some enterprising sorts willing to risk running a blockade. For profit.”


“Yes, but the Kithians are violet skinned. Surely we would have noticed one of them in our camp who was not under guard.”


There were Kithians in camp, all of them prisoners of the army. Mostly farmers and others who had been caught outside the walls of the city. But as Garreth had said, they were all under guard.


“That is a puzzle, it is true,” Dethan said, a frown marring his features. He walked to the tent opening and yelled out, “You! Page! Where did you get this letter?”


The courier who had dropped off the missives stepped into the opening of the tent, leaving the conversation he’d been having with one of the command tent guards.


“A messenger from Hexis brought it only a short while ago,” the courier said.


“No, not the one from my wife. The other.”


“Other? I handed you only one missive, your most honorable.”


“I’m holding both in my hands, page,” Dethan said, showing the letters to the man.


“I … I only … But there was only one,” the page insisted, looking flustered and very honestly worried.


“Never mind. Go and get yourself a meal,” Dethan said. Then, once the young man had left, he turned back toward Garreth. “What do we make of this?”


“Altered perception? It must be some kind of magery.”


“So it seems. If they have a mage with that kind of power, we will have to be more alert. It was foolish of them to tip their hand though. We will now be on guard against it.”


“But what can we do against a mage? Especially one who can alter the mind. Your wife is the only mage we know and she is two weeks’ journey away from here.”


“My wife will remain home with my son,” Dethan said darkly. “We will not even entertain the idea of her coming on a campaign.”


“Dethan, she is a magess of fire, one of the most powerful of the mage schools—”


“Enough! We will not discuss it!”


Garreth knew by his brother’s terrible tone that it was indeed the end of the conversation. Garreth’s sister by marriage, however powerful she might be, would never be allowed from behind the safety of Hexis’s walls. Not for anything, and certainly not for war.


“Then how are we to prepare for whatever tricks they have planned? This is clearly a mage of some kind of mindcraft.”


“Perhaps. The best way to battle this is by using deception and great numbers. No mage is strong enough to fool an entire army, but they can do damage in small increments. It is most important that they don’t know where you and I are. As leaders, we are the ones giving commands and we cannot allow ourselves to be tricked into giving false commands.”


“Not an easy ploy considering your armor is black. It rather stands out.”


“As does yours with its golden hue. We will have to wear other armor.”


“But both of our armors are god made. And you are no longer immortal, brother. I do not wish to see you—”


“I was fighting wars without immortality for a very long time. Do you not trust that I can come away from this alive and well again?”


“Of course I do. I only meant … I would not wish to take unnecessary chances. Not when such a valuable tool such as our armor is available to us.”


“It is not ideal of course, but it will have to be. I will call a page to find us suits of common armor. You cannot be killed except with a god-made weapon, and since I am the only one with a god-made sword, you have little to worry about.”


“I would not say that,” Garreth said with a grimace. He moved toward the opening of the tent. “Dusk comes.”


Dethan frowned, his clover-green eyes expressing his deep regret, his awareness of what his brother was suffering, and the guilt of knowing it was his folly that had led Garreth to it.


But Garreth had willingly followed Dethan. He had made the choice of his own free will to go on their quest for the fountain. He had been weak and was now paying the price for not being strong against his brothers’ cajoling coercions.


“Brother …” Dethan began.


“Dusk comes every night,” Garreth said quietly. “Will you flagellate yourself every time?”


“Yes,” Dethan said simply.


“I wish you would not” was all Garreth could say. Then he left the tent and began to head toward the orchards that stood a little ways away from the encampment. He headed for the section of marjan trees that had turned from a healthy white to a sickly brown, the only trees in the orchards not bearing leaves or fruit. Both had fallen to the ground the day after they had first come to Kith. The day after his first dusk in the orchard.


He stood among those barren trees and slowly removed his armor. Piece by piece, he set it down onto the ground a few feet away from where he eventually stood waiting.


The moment the first touch of darkness bled into the sky, the grasses beneath his feet began to turn white with frost. The frost crept outward in an ever-widening circle, overtaking the dead trees, climbing up the bark and into the branches. Had there been leaves left, they too would have frosted over.


He began to feel the cold seeping into his bones and he could not help but shudder. He tried not to brace against it, tried in vain to just let it come without his body resisting it and causing him even more pain in the long run. But he tensed just the same, his heartbeat racing as his breath began to cloud upon the air.


He dropped to his knees, falling forward onto his hands, as pain screamed through his freezing muscles. His body shuddered again and again in a futile effort to try to warm itself. He felt everything within him turning to solid ice, from bones to sinew to flesh. The insides of his ears, his eyes in his sockets, his scrotum and his penis. Eventually his lungs and heart froze solid and he could no longer breathe. When that happened he fell, a solid block of iced flesh, to the ground.


And after an hour he began to thaw …


… only to freeze again.




Chapter Two


They laid siege to the city the very next day.


The city walls had pots of boiling oil atop them, which would be dumped upon the soldiers who tried to scale them. The trick was to ascend where the pots were not; the pots were so large and so heavy that they were fixed into the battlements and could not be moved. Unfortunately the soldiers could learn their placement only by trial and error. When the first wave of soldiers attempted the walls, which Garreth had ordered to be attacked from every quarter at the exact same moment, the pots were dumped immediately upon them, scalding every man the oil touched … and showing exactly where the pots were positioned and where they were not.


Garreth then pulled the men back, and the wounded and burned ones were cared for, the camp mems—priestesses who had the ability to heal—making their way through the injured ranks and giving solace wherever they could. Dethan had done likewise on the opposite side of the walled city, looking for weaknesses that could be exploited.


The city of Kith’s walls were eight-sided, the octagon large and protective of the inhabitants inside. They rose up at least a hundred feet high, making scaling them a true challenge.


But when the soldiers attacked again that afternoon, they brought in scaffolds, placing them beyond the reach of the oil pots, and began to scale them by tens and by twenties. Archers came into play, shooting from the city battlements down into the climbing men.


Garreth walked up to his best archers, a contingent he had set aside for this one purpose.


“Aim for every archer you see,” he instructed them. “Make every shot count and take your time. Let them show themselves and get overconfident. Then pick them off one by one.”


“Yes, my lord,” they said in unison.


And so they did. Archers began to drop from the walls, their bodies falling into the ranks of the advancing men. Either that or they fell back behind the battlements. In the camp, Garreth watched everything with a steady eye and a magnification scope.


And that was when he first saw her.


She would have been hard to miss, standing openly on top of the city wall facing him. She did not duck and cover, did not dodge the arrows flying all around her. She was dressed in a brilliant jewel-blue, like the blue of a diri’s egg. She wore a long scarf, which blew in the wind, trailing behind her like a banner—a magnificent plumage for a brave and fearless bird. Her hair was down, it too blowing in the wild wind, the fiery red of it a color unlike anything he had ever seen—deep and dark in some places, light and coppery in others. And of course there was her lavender skin, marking her as Kithian, if being on their battlements was not proof enough.


Then, like some kind of powerful goddess, she reached her arms up high and wide, tipped her head back, and closed her eyes. She seemed to breathe in the world around her.


That was when a shadow, swift and dark, skimmed over their forces.


Garreth felt himself go cold through the center of his body, as if it were dusk already. He looked up at the sky and there it was, an enormous wyvern, its wingspan massive and magnificent, the scales along its reptilian body gleaming with a blue iridescence. Its dragon’s head was immense, the whole entirety of its body so huge it was a wonder it could be airborne, even in spite of its wide, muscular wings.


The men began to cry out in fear and Garreth hardly blamed them. To see such a thing bearing down on them, it was no wonder they began to run.


“Hold steady!” Garreth bellowed, unwilling to lose the ground they had gained. “Archers!”


The archers immediately turned their arrows on the great creature. But they bounced off ineffectively as the wyvern reeled around and began a low-flying pass.


And then it breathed a massive plume of fire down upon the men.


The screams were horrendous, men cooked within their armor, while others fell to the ground, their hair and clothing and weapons on fire. Garreth swore and wondered frantically where his brother was. Dethan was the one with a god-made sword. If anything could penetrate the hide of such a creature, it would be that sword.


As the beast reeled around again, readying for another pass, a banner of blue caught his eye.


The woman.


It could be no coincidence that the beast appeared the moment the woman had. Perhaps she was somehow controlling it, he thought wildly. Perhaps she was the magess they had wondered about and she was using some kind of mindcraft to bond with the creature.


Or perhaps it wasn’t even real at all. Perhaps it was all an illusion and she was laying waste to them with merely the power of her mind. Garreth grabbed one of the archers, ripping a crossbow from his back. He began to run, his heavy armor unlike the god-made pieces he usually wore. It weighted him down as he tried to make speed toward her.


He stopped hard in his tracks, raising the crossbow to his shoulder. He aimed at the witch and fired.


The crossbow bolt struck her hard, throwing her off her feet. She disappeared behind the battlements, but he was certain he had struck her in the heart.


The wyvern screamed and stopped its latest fiery run, reeling hard and heading back toward the city, as if in search of its mistress. It perched itself on the wall, its claws digging into the stone, and screamed again. It had turned its back on the advancing army, looking down into the city instead, into the place where the woman had fallen.


Garreth took the opportunity to rally his men, to focus them back where they belonged. It was hard though, because that great beast had cast a pall of fear on them that even the deepest of loyalties could not fight against with ease. The wyvern stayed on the wall, but turned back toward the advancing army, belching fire down at them, even as they made progress. Garreth ordered his men to avoid the fire accordingly.


“Up the scaffolds, men!” Garreth commanded of them.


They were so close to breeching the walls. If they could make it over, then they would have made a great advance.


Garreth nearly shouted with triumph when he saw his first man climb over the top of the wall. Then another. And another.


It was slow going, one man at a time, but it was happening.


Then the wyvern leapt away from the wall, its scream curdling blood as it sprayed the breeching men with fire. But even as Garreth cursed the thing, he realized that men on both sides were burning. The beast was out of control, perhaps only acting on instinct. The top of the wall was utter pandemonium. Chaos ruled as burning bodies fell to the ground from a hundred feet up.


“Catapults!” Garreth cried, suddenly remembering the best weapon he might have against the beast. The burning balls they usually sent over would not burn the wyvern—it was said that the creatures were immune to fire—but perhaps the impact of the ammunition would be enough. There was no real way of aiming the catapults, but the men did their best and Garreth ordered them to rain hellfire down on the wyvern and the city as a whole.


The beast was actually quite nimble for something so incredibly big. It dodged almost all the projectiles fired from the great catapults. But then one hit it square in the head and the beast went crashing into the city walls, tearing a huge hole in the top of the stone façade.


And so it went, the catapults raining ammunition onto the city and the wyvern until it was clear the buildings beyond the walls were heavily ablaze. The wyvern was clutching a wall, crouched upon it, screaming down at Garreth’s forces. Dethan came running up to Garreth a short while later.


“The city will be ours in spite of the beast!” Dethan cried.


“Give me your sword,” Garreth demanded of him. “I’m going to scale the walls and kill the thing myself.”


“That’s madness!” Dethan said fiercely.


“For you maybe,” Garreth said, meeting his brother’s eyes. “But for me … I am immortal. What can it do to me that I cannot heal from?”


Dethan seemed heavily reluctant, but he slowly unbelted his sword and handed it to Garreth.


“Change your armor at least,” Dethan said.


“I will. I want them to see the wey flower on my chest,” he said, referring to the emblem engraved in the breastplate of his armor, “so they will know I conquer them in the name of Weysa.”


He turned and hurried to the command tent, Dethan hot on his heels.


“Its fire will burn you,” Dethan warned him. “It will be like no pain you’ve ever imagined.”


Garreth laughed mirthlessly. “Tell me that when you have been frozen to death over and over again.”


“I tell you that because it was once my burden, to burn to the bone every night, just as it is yours to freeze. You may think you are prepared for it, but—”


“Let me do this,” Garreth snapped at him impatiently, “for I am the only one who can.”


Dethan fell silent, then nodded. He moved to help Garreth out of his heavy armor and into the god-made armor Weysa had given him the day she had freed him from that mountaintop. In some respects it galled Garreth to have to fight in the name of the goddess who had seen to his punishment—saw to it even now—but he would do what he must and be grateful for what little freedom she had given him.


When he was ready he strode out of the tent, Dethan once again fast behind him. Dethan followed all the way to the base of the city walls. Then Garreth turned to him.


“Stay here, brother.”


Dethan scoffed. “I will not! Do you think to leave me behind like some delicate wife?”


“I think the men need leadership, and if we both fall, the army will be a beast without a head. You must control them from the ground. Continue to batter the city with catapult fire. It is falling. I can feel it. The beast is the only thing that stands in the way. Now go.”


Garreth turned away from him and started up the scaffold. He knew it rankled Dethan that he, the younger brother, was now the stronger of the two of them. Although he had been a strong man and powerful warrior in his own right, his brothers had always and would always perceive him as the weakest of them all. He was the baby. He was in need of protection. And he supposed that his performance on the mountaintop had solidified that truth. Another thing that galled him.


But he was not weak now. He was strong. He would fight. He would lay waste to all.


He did exactly that. He flew over the battlements, immediately clashing swords with the opposing army. Three men came at him at once and he cut them down one by one. But while he was dealing with them, a fourth man came up behind him and slid a dagger between the creases of his armor. It went into his left armpit, searing through his flesh. He drew back that arm and crashed his elbow into the man’s face, and the man and the dagger fell away from him. The wound smarted as he finished off the original three men.


His goal was easy to see, the massive scaled body gleaming in the midday sun. He surged toward the thing, mowing down man after man who got in his way. He was nearly to it when it saw him coming and breathed fire onto him.


He cooked inside his armor, his flesh burning and bubbling, agony screaming through him. He roared out in pain, falling to his knees, struggling to remain upright. Oh, he had known agony all right, but this was a different torment, just as his brother had warned him. He could not possibly say which was worse—each was vicious in its own right. But he put the pain aside, grinding his teeth together and forcing himself forward. He held his sword high, lunging for the beast, aiming for the heart of it but knowing it was too far above his striking range as it reared up on those two great legs and spread those massive wings. So he settled for the belly of the beast and sank the mighty sword in deep.


The scream it released was of a different sort this time. It tried to lunge away, but Garreth would not allow it to get away from him. He cut a gash in its hide with the dagger in his left hand and pulled his sword free with the right. As the beast lifted away from the wall, Garreth held on to it with his dagger hand and stabbed into it again with his sword arm.


And then they were flying. He was hanging on to the beast by both of his weapons, but it was in the air and twisting about, skimming over the army below the walls, turning to and fro, trying to shake loose the man on its belly. Finally it caught a wing against the ground and went tumbling head over heels, dislodging Garreth into the dirt and trees. The beast stumbled up onto its feet almost immediately, flopping around like a fish out of water as it struggled to get its wings under itself. Garreth tried to get to his feet, tried to lunge for the thing again, but it gained the air and left him behind. But instead of flying into the city again, it flew off and away, into the mountains, until it was barely a speck in Garreth’s sight.




Chapter Three


Garreth was lying on a cot in the command tent several hours later, his armor having been peeled off him, taking layers of singed skin with it. He had already begun the healing process but knew he would not be restored to health before dusk came and his torment began. That promised to make the experience all the better, he thought wryly.


Dethan was there, and runners came in and out of the tent. The city was falling, far more quickly than they had ever expected, wyverns or otherwise.


“The gates! The gates are opening!”


The cry went out amongst the men and Garreth forced himself to his feet so he could see what the commotion was about. And sure enough, the city gates were opening. Dethan and Garreth moved forward to the edge of the crowd, both with swords in hand, ready for anything, as a small contingent of men came out of the gates carrying a golden litter.


“What’s this, then?” Dethan asked.


“I’m rather intrigued myself,” Garreth replied.


Garreth stepped forward as the contingent arrived. A small balding man was in the lead, with dark robes of scarlet on his body and a chain of gold around his waist. He wore many golden and bejeweled rings on his short, stubby fingers. A thin man was beside him in a mage’s robes, the scarlet color of them marked with embroidered runic symbols. He had two thin white moustaches, small dark eyes, and hair as white as the driven snow, a huge contrast to his violet skin.


The other men also wore scarlet clothing—pantaloons and vests that only partially covered their bare chests. They were lighter skinned than the short man and the thin man, almost a pale lavender. The short man cleared his throat and then stepped forward.


“Oh, mighty conquerors,” he said. “We beg you to leave what remains of our city in peace. We never wished to make war upon you, so why do you make war upon us?” When Garreth made to speak, the man stopped him by raising a hand. “It does not matter why you have come, only that you leave. To that end, we are willing to make a treaty with you. Leave us be and we will give you the most valuable gift in our kingdom.” He lifted a hand behind himself, indicating the curtained litter.


“What is it?” Garreth asked, stepping forward. Again the man held up a hand to stay him.


“First, do you accept these terms?”


“No, I do not accept,” Garreth said harshly. “You have no bargaining power here. Your city is mine, in Weysa’s name. You will be held as mine. You will live under my rule. You will be mine in every sense of the word, your valuable gift and treasures included. I have beaten your walls, your city, and your wyvern. That is the end to it. If you wish clemency, you should ask that I do not take you on as my personal slaves.”


Garreth had no intention of making slaves of anyone, but this little man irked him. He had some big hanging ones to think he could come there and dictate the way things would be.


The little man had paled at the mention of slavery.


“Please,” he said, his voice and hands shaking now. “You can take all the slaves you want.” He indicated the lighter-skinned males. “The scourge are yours to do with as you please. But leave the noble Kithians to their lives in peace, I beg of you.”


“The scourge?”


“Yes. Our slaves. They are unwashed and unholy. You can see that by their diluted skin.”


So the paler-skinned Kithians were slaves to the darker, violet-skinned ones, Garreth thought. And for what reason? What made one so different from the other, besides their skin color?


“I will take it under consideration,” Garreth said sternly. “Now, what of this gift you are giving to appease me?”


He moved to the litter and, using his sword, parted the curtains. Inside was a lavender-skinned woman in a jewel blue robe. She was lying back on the pillows of the litter, panting hard for breath, her eyes full of the fire of hatred.


And Garreth’s crossbow bolt sticking out of her left shoulder, just above her breast.


He must have missed her heart by mere inches, provided her heart was located in the same place his was. He had seen many strange people in many strange lands over time and not all anatomy was universal.


But her anatomy seemed pretty above standard, he thought as he looked her over from head to toe. She was full of incredible curves, clearly having been well fed for a slave. But why would a slave be carried like royalty?


Unless …


“We give you the woman and the wyvern she controls and beg you for mercy.”


“Controls?” Garreth met her eyes, seeing the seething emotion there. “How?”


She set her lips stubbornly, breathing hard through her nose.


“She is soulbound to it.”


“Soulbound?”


“Her soul and the wyvern’s have been meshed together since the wyvern’s birth. I will let her tell you the tale of it one day. But she is my slave and now I give her to you. Do with her what you will and please let us live free.”


“Why should I let you live free and make her a slave?” he asked, his gaze never leaving the girl’s. He saw surprise enter her eyes, though she showed the emotion cautiously. She was in a great deal of pain, and yet she made not a sound.


“B-but she’s a-a-a …” The man stumbled over his words with his shock. He clearly could not fathom that someone would not be able to see the difference between his own vainglorious self and a simple slave girl like her.


“She’s mine now and I will decide what becomes of her,” Garreth said to the man. More softly he added, “And she’ll be the better for it, no doubt.”


She exhaled a soft sound, her jaw set, a world of mistrust in her eyes.


“Get me a mem. Quickly,” he said to his page. “Who are you?” he asked the self-important man.


“I am Bento Thoth. Bennesah of Kith.” He gave Garreth a slight bow and looked like he expected an introduction in return.


“You have ruled this place?” Garreth asked him.


“Yes. For many turnings now. Ever since the great Bennesah Fortuno left this precious physical world.”


“Well, bennesah, your reign is at an end. Have your people let my men into the city and they will help to put the fires out. I presume you have a castle or fortress of some kind?”


“Th-the keep is the seat of our government a-and my home.”


“No longer your home. I will stay there with my brother and my generals from this day until the city is rebuilt and its people understand it is now mine and the goddess Weysa’s.”


“But where will I—”


Garreth finally looked away from the woman and glared hard at the bennesah. “I don’t give a rat’s fart where you live. That is not my concern. My only concern is that you don’t live in the keep and that I do.” Garreth dropped the curtain. “Bring her into my tent. See to it she is given a cot, some water … food if she can stand it, and get a mem to take that bolt out of her shoulder. The girl is suffering.”


He looked to the sky.


“Dusk comes soon. Let us be about this quickly,” Garreth said.


Garreth walked into his tent some time later and found the girl lying on a cot as he had instructed. However, she was tethered to the tent pole by a chain around her ankle, something he had not requested. When he approached her, those eyes—the fairest blue imaginable—were glaring at him with hatred again.


“Who has done this to you?” he asked, reaching down to close his hand around the manacle at her ankle.


At first he didn’t think the stubborn chit was going to answer, but finally she ground out, “Your page. I think he did not appreciate me biting him.” She gave Garreth a smug smile.


“You have a lot of fire for a slave,” Garreth noted.


“I am no … I am slave only to the wyvern … and he is slave to me.”


“Yes, I am very interested to hear how that works. So you are not willingly going to stay here with me, where you will be fed, clothed, and healed?” he asked her.


She seemed to think on it a moment. “A comfortable cage is still a cage,” she said bitterly.


“This is true. But the cage will not be forever,” he promised her. “Only until I understand your connection with the wyvern and can assure myself you will not set it upon me and my men again.”


“I make no such promises. You have injured him. You are foul and cruel.” Then he saw tears entering her eyes. Whatever she was, whoever she was, she felt deeply for the creature she controlled.


“How is it you can control such a mighty beast when you are so small and fair?”


She seemed taken aback by his description of her for a moment but then had her guard back up a second later. “You would have me tell you my secrets so you can destroy him. I will not do it.”


“Where has he gone? I will not have him coming back to attack my camp.”


Her bottom lip trembled, tension in her body bowstring-taut. “He will not. You have injured him and you have injured me. We cannot feel each other when we are in so much pain. I cannot control him like this.”


“That’s good to know. So to ensure the safety of my men I need only see to it you remain in pain?”


She got even more tightly wound in an instant, if that was even possible.


“Do what you must,” she said, her chin lifting with stubborn bravery.


Damn but he liked her. He had not seen this much spirit in a woman in all his lifetime. She was beautiful too, with her lavender skin, stunning blue eyes, and mouthwatering curves.


A woman this beautiful had been a slave?


He frowned as he thought of all that could mean for her.


“Tell me. You are the bennesah’s slave?”


“Yes,” she said shortly.


“What does that entail for you?”


“Whatever he wants it to be,” she said bitterly.


Garreth’s frown darkened.


“Does he make you a slave in his bed?” he found himself asking before he could stop himself.


She snorted and laughed a hard laugh. “The bennesah would not sully his precious cock on the likes of me, thanks be to all the gods.”


Garreth didn’t understand why he felt so relieved by that. He was merely glad she wasn’t being misused, he told himself.


“What is so different about you?” he asked her, wanting to hear it from her perspective.


“Did you not hear him? We are sullied and unwashed.”


“What does that mean?” he asked as he took a seat on the edge of her cot.


“It means that long ago the ancestor of the scourge supposedly made love to Jikaro, the god of anger, deception and storms, and the scourge was born as a result. We are lies and deceit and the dirt beneath the Kithians’ heels, and we deserve no better.” She smiled without humor. “Or so the stories go.”


“But if you control such a magnificent beast, why not turn it on your captors rather than use it to fight for them?”


“Because it would mean turning it loose on the entire city … and there are those I love who would not be protected.” She said this last softly and quietly. “And they have used those I love as … collateral, to ensure my behavior.”


“And who is it you love?”


“As if I would tell you that! So you can use them to control me as well? I think not!”


“Them? So it is more than one.”


She took in a small breath and he realized she was cursing herself for the slipup.


“Your family?” he pressed. But she remained tight lipped. “You know I will find out eventually. The bennesah will no doubt tell me.”


“Why would he tell you his secrets?” she asked.


Garreth leaned in and gave her a thin smile, “Because I will slit his fat gut if he does not.”


“You are a barbarian,” she whispered, her eyes wide with fear and disgust.


“And he is better, I suppose? He who makes you a slave and blackmails you for your good behavior?”


“You wish to do the same!”


“Who says I do?” he lobbed back at her.


“But you said … you said I am to be locked up until you can hunt the wyvern and kill it.”


“When did I say that?” he asked her with a raised brow. “I think you are only hearing what you expect to hear. I merely do not want the wyvern to return and attack my men. If you can guarantee that, then you will be freed.”


“You can’t mean that. I am the only means you have of controlling him. Everyone wants to be able to control him. To make him fight for their cause. Why should you be any different?”


“As much as I would love to have a wyvern on my side in a battle, I have already proven that I can do just fine without one.” He again leaned toward her. “If you choose to stay with me, and your wyvern along with you, that will be solely your decision. Otherwise, once you are healed, you are free to go and take the thing with you.”


She stared at him gape mouthed. “Y-you would just let me leave?”


“Yes.”


“You are a liar!” she hissed.


“There’s one way to find out,” he said. “Lie back and heal. When you are well, you will see.”
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