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To Skylo, always in my heart;
and to Oreo, my Thorion.

May your wanderings be blessed.
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“There are things that are stronger than time and death.”
~ Charon, Guardian of Timemagic
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Prologue

THE LAST BREATH OF A DYING SUMMER whispered across 
the pallid ground. The desert was bleak and forbidding, for it 
had been burnt by the sun and ravaged by the war.

Inside his tent, Valerion Nameless of the Unknown Lands 
packed his fur satchel with the provisions he needed for the 
night ahead. White hair spilled over his shoulders as he bent to 
sheath his sword.

“You’re leaving.”
He turned to find Arisse standing at the tent’s open flap. 

Wispy silver tresses stirred by nonexistent winds fell around 
her face. Valerion could never quite describe that face—the 
rosebud lips, the delicate nose, the luminous eyes of smoky  
violet—for it always seemed to be changing. Words could only 
capture her beauty for a moment before they became obsolete.

“Do you trust me, Valerion?” she asked, floating toward 
him with the grace of a cloud crossing the heavens.

“Of course.”
“Then tell me what you’re planning.”
Part of him wanted to. But if he told her, she would try to 

stop him. What if she condemned his scheme and decided she 
wanted nothing more to do with him?

“I deserve to know,” she persisted. “I have been by your 
side for every step of your journey.”

“Arisse, I am doing this for us—”
“You are doing this because your obsession with Necrovar 

has escalated to the point of madness. Don’t deny it; I know you 
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better than you know yourself. I cannot stop you—and even if 
I could, I wouldn’t—but you’re planning something that will 
be more far-reaching than you know. And while I can’t tell you 
what to do, I would be remiss if I didn’t caution you against it.”

“I am going out alone, but I wouldn’t leave unless I planned 
to come back,” he assured her.

“The last battle you fought in, you nearly died.”
Valerion’s gut twisted. That memory was fresh in his night-

mares, but he couldn’t let Arisse see any weakness in him. “It 
isn’t my intention to do battle tonight. But even if I should die, 
I promise you I would return. And if I couldn’t return, I would 
wait for you on the winds of time.”

A sad smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “As I would for 
you . . . though it would do neither of us any good.”

He bent and kissed her so she wouldn’t see the fear in his 
purple eyes.

“My love, my soul-star . . . I want something that binds 
you to me,” she whispered against his lips. She sank onto the 
threadbare pallet, pulling him with her. Again she asked, “Do 
you trust me?”

“With all my heart,” he replied.

It was night by the time Valerion finally left the tent. He forced 
himself to put Arisse out of his mind as he walked out of the 
small rebel encampment; he could afford no distractions now.

When he reached the edge of the ramshackle sylphskin 
tents, he reflected light-threads from his source. With a blinding 
flash he wielded, teleporting to a desolate mountaintop. 

The air was thin and still. His only companions were the 
stars twinkling in the dark velvet sky. No one would find him 
up here. More importantly, no one would try to stop him from 
what he was about to do.

He unsheathed Sethildras and tenderly laid it on a rock. 
The sword was his prized possession, a treasure beyond all 
treasures—apart from the precious white metal blade and  
golden hilt, it had been blessed by an oracle and enchanted to 
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stay forever sharp.
Next, he drew a small pebble from his pocket. Its surface  

was rough, its color a mottled purplish-brown. Though it  
appeared ordinary, it was worth more than the sword. In fact, at 
that moment it was the most valuable thing in the world.

Valerion began to wield, channeling his magic through the 
valestone. It grew warm against his palm and he felt a tugging 
in his chest. The power dynamic shifted. He was no longer  
feeding energy into the pebble: the stone’s magic had awoken, 
and it was now drawing threads out of him. Valerion focused 
his intent, concentrating on what he wanted the valestone to do. 
The tugging sensation became less uncomfortable.

He fished out his diary, another cherished keepsake, and 
ran his fingers over its worn edges. Arisse had given it to him, 
and his mentor, Beledine, had taught him to write. He flipped 
to the final vellum page of the book and stared down at the 
glyphs he’d painstakingly etched there. The words were a spell 
of his own devising—the most dangerous spell he had ever  
undertaken to wield.

Through a throat that had suddenly gone dry, Valerion 
began to recite the spell in the language of the dragons, the 
language imbibed with the same raw energy stored in the tiny 
rock. Speaking spells had no value, except to clarify intent . . . 
and Valerion, who feared the vast power in the pebble, needed 
to make his intentions as clear as possible.

“Flesh into sword, bone into blade,” he intoned, drawing his 
dagger and using it to split the pale skin on his left wrist, “magic 
and blood and legend are made.”

He held his bleeding arm over the sword. Crimson drops 
splattered onto its shining surface. Where his blood hit, the  
metal hissed and the liquid boiled. The valestone siphoned 
more power from him, and he sensed it directing his threads 
into the weapon.

“Eternity binds only those who are dead,” he continued as his 
blood sank into the blade, “but thence from this spell shall I rise 
once again.”
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A wave of dizziness hit him and he blinked to clear his 
head. When he opened his eyes, he found himself looking not 
at the mountaintop, but at a battlefield. A volcano loomed in the 
distance, black clouds massing over its burning peak.

“The Shadow will rule,” he heard himself saying, “and I will 
have been lost . . .”

A foresight was taking hold of him. It was nothing to fear—
this had happened before—but his words were portentous 
when paired with this bleak vision of the future. Plus, he didn’t 
know how this would affect his prepared spell; would the  
delicate weave of threads connecting him to stone and sword be 
tangled? Or worse, broken?

“. . . but the metal remains where the mortal will rot.”
The foresight released him, and suddenly he knew not  

everything would go according to plan. But he was far past the 
point of stopping now. His spell was incomplete, and he would 
unravel if he didn’t finish what he’d started. The valestone 
hummed and shuddered on his palm.

“My soul shall be sundered for no one to own, my reward is the 
sin for which I must atone,” he said, returning to the incantation 
he had memorized. “So passes the life and the power in me, I sur-
render myself to my Destiny.”

Fiery pain seared across Valerion’s chest. It felt as though 
someone had cut out his heart. Coldness enveloped him. The 
only warmth left in the world seemed to be coming from the 
valestone, and he clung to it as a shimmering essence seeped 
from his body. He felt broken, hollow, lifeless as he gazed upon 
the spectral reflection of himself, the portion of his soul he had 
willingly exorcised.

Horror flooded into him, filling the place where his light 
energy had been. For a moment he wished to snatch his soul 
back. He wanted to be whole again, to abandon his foolish plan. 
Then the misty essence flickered and he snapped out of his  
reverie. He remembered what he was fighting for. Taking up 
his sword, he slashed at his magic. The weapon glowed like a 
nova as it absorbed the loose half of his soul.
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The spell was complete.
Valerion sank to his knees, dropping his blade and the vale-

stone. The pebble bounced away into the darkness. It didn’t 
matter—now it was no different from any other rock on the 
mountain. All the magic had been leached from it.

With shaking hands and labored breaths, he tore a strip 
from the hem of his tunic to bind the cut on his wrist. Then 
he fished his canteen out of his satchel and drank deeply. The  
water quenched his thirst and the powdered alderevas he’d 
mixed in took effect at once. Alderevas was a dangerous  
stimulant . . . but with any luck, he would be dead by the time 
the negative side effects took hold.

His heart beat more rapidly and the part of his source that 
remained within him swelled. Triumph flickered through him 
as he reached out with his mind and found his magic was still  
receptive to his touch. According to all sources, if a soul was not 
complete it couldn’t be wielded—but he’d done plenty of covert 
research on the subject, carefully keeping his dark discoveries 
from Arisse. His findings had left him in no doubt: splitting his 
soul would render it useless to Necrovar, but through some 
manner of quantum-magical entanglement he would still be 
able to wield it himself. Not all of it, true, but enough.

He sheathed his sword and stood. After a few calming 
breaths he wielded the teleportation spell again. Teleporting 
was no simple feat and it cost its wielder a great amount of 
energy. Thus, when he arrived at his destination—a modest 
cave—he fell to his knees, drained and disoriented.

“Well met, Valerion.” A voice like glacier water flowing over 
smooth stone reached his ears. He swayed to his feet and raised 
his head to greet the owner of the cave.

“Well met, Exandrya.”
Exandrya nodded to him. The large gray dragon had once 

been beautiful, but now her face was scarred from battles 
past and drawn with an un-erasable sorrow. She had lost her  
bondmate in the war, which meant she had lost part of her soul. 
Valerion had never understood the extent of her pain before. 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

121    2

His hand strayed to the hilt of his sword as he bowed to her.
“You’ve left us no time for small talk,” she said. “The moon is 

rising. The gods will be waiting—” She cut herself off, examining 
him. Her purple eyes narrowed. “Something has happened. You 
are changed.”

Valerion suppressed a sigh; he’d been stupid to think he 
could hide this from her. “My friend, I should have warned you. I 
fear death and I fear losing Arisse, so I have taken steps to ensure my 
resurrection.”

“The gods cannot resurrect dead souls,” Exandrya growled.
“They cannot,” Valerion agreed. 
Realization flashed in her eyes, and his heart began to pump 

madly once more—not from the alderevas, but from panic.
“You are a traitor,” she hissed. “You would offer yourself to 

him? To the Shadow?! What are you thinking, Valerion? What have 
you done?”

“Nothing yet,” he assured her, backing away from her 
wrath. “It’s true. I plan to ask Necrovar to give me life after death, the 
way he does for his demons; and I will offer him my soul as payment. 
However,” he added before she could get a word in edgewise, 
“I have already sealed half my magic away where he cannot reach it.”

Exandrya’s anger faded and was replaced with confusion.
“Necrovar will not have my full soul, so he will not have control 

over my magic or me,” Valerion explained. “But if he accepts my 
offer, then I can return to Arisse after I die.”

There was a long silence. Valerion held his breath, waiting 
for her response. Exandrya’s cooperation was pivotal to his 
plan, and if she refused to help him . . .

“The truth comes out. This is the real reason you needed me  
tonight. I am not escorting you to the gods, I am taking you to the 
devil himself,” she said, her scaly lips curling in a snarl.

“I will not force you to do anything against your will,” he  
murmured.

Exandrya let out a mirthless, growling laugh. “I will help 
you, because I know what you fear. I will bring you to Necrovar if that 
gives you the courage to do what must be done. I will play the part you 
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have written for me in the tale of your demise.”
Valerion winced. He thought upon the foresight again and 

his resolve weakened. What if he went straight to the gods from 
here? He would die, but the world would be saved.

No. He couldn’t. He wasn’t strong enough.
“I must warn you,” she cautioned, as she knelt and allowed 

him to climb onto her back, “that you cannot cheat the Shadow. 
Many have tried. All have failed.”

“They tried to cheat the Shadow for power or magic,” he said, 
settling between her muscular wing joints. “I am cheating the 
Shadow in the name of love.”

“I wonder if that’s as true as you’d like it to be.” Exandrya  
padded to the mouth of the cave and leapt into the night, 
spreading her wings to catch the air. Valerion wasn’t sure what 
to say to that, so he remained silent as they soared up and away.

They rose on thermals over the wastes and banked west, 
hiding in low-hanging clouds over the vast open plains of the 
Fironem tribelands. Through the haze and smog, the twisted 
spires of Necrovar’s citadel slowly grew visible, silhouetted 
against the red glow of Mount Arax’s volcanic rim.

<I’m weaving an illusion,> Exandrya thought, gliding up  
on a warm draft. She wielded to bend the light around them, 
making them invisible. 

No sooner was her spell in place than an air patrol unit 
passed by. Valerion eyed them with apprehension. The shad-
owbeasts, as his human companions called them, might still 
catch Exandrya’s scent; or the demon riders might hear the rush 
of wind beneath her leathery wings.

Without warning, Exandrya opened her jaws and spat a 
beam of light at the group. The riders didn’t have time to cry 
out before they disintegrated to dust, as demons do when they 
die.

“What are you doing?” Valerion hissed aloud.
<You have your agenda, I have mine,> she thought stonily. 

<Necrovar killed my bondmate. I will kill as many of his troops as I 
can.>
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Well, Valerion was in no place to caution her against her 
actions, considering what he was about to do. He sat back and 
let Exandrya work. She destroyed four more air units before she 
was sated. Finally she angled around to the front of the citadel, 
swooping low.

<I await your return,> she thought. Along with her mind-
voice, Valerion sensed the consciousness of another entity in his 
head. He stifled a curse; he should have had the sense to use a 
mindcloak. Now it was too late—Necrovar knew he was here.

<Be careful,> he warned. <The Shadow can sense my presence, 
which means he can sense you, too. You’re in danger.>

<Let him send his armies. Let the Severed Six fly against me. I 
didn’t come here to be careful.>

<Then fly well,> thought Valerion.
She dropped another few heights and leveled off, her wide 

wings bending around irregular pockets of hot air. Valerion 
crouched on her back, then leapt down to the pumice walkway 
that led to the gated entrance of Indrath Necros.

He landed with a thud. The threads of Exandrya’s illusion 
clung to him, concealing him from the guard on duty, who 
sprang up at the noise. Thankfully there was only one; had 
there been more, Valerion might have been forced to fight, and 
he was at a disadvantage without full use of his magic.

The lone demon soldier was about half Valerion’s height, 
with a squat feline body. It had black horns and tufted ears, and 
a vaguely humanoid face which bore an expression of bewilder-
ment. A manticore—lucky. Manticores were vicious fighters, 
but they weren’t too bright. 

Valerion snuck up behind the hapless creature, treading  
silently on the pads of his leather boots. He took a breath and 
shed the spell that made him invisible, unsheathing Sethildras.

Here goes everything, he thought.
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chapter one

Trials And Errors
“Complacency is the enemy of progress.”

~ Sabaeran Tolnae, Eighth Age

Thorion crouched between drifts of snow, keeping low to the 
ground. His bronze scales shone in stark contrast to the white 
world, and he didn’t want to be seen.

He snuffled at the wet flakes and crept forward, following 
the scent of his unsuspecting quarry. His bat-like wings stayed 
tightly folded at his sides as he snaked through the rainforest, 
passing trees that had shed all their leaves and bamboo that 
weathered the winter in full greenery.

His second set of membranous eyelids rose, shielding his 
vision from the harsh glint of the sun on the snow. Inching 
forward, he peeked over a tangle of ancient tree roots to stare 
into a shallow gully. A cloaked figure tiptoed through the jungle 
below. Her hood was up, veiling her face in an attempt to keep 
out the cold. Two Galantrian soldiers trailed her at a distance, 
serving as her guard. They wore iron-worked breastplates, 
pauldrons, and gauntlets over their blue military garments.

Thorion hid a smile; she thought she was clever, thought 
she could sneak up on him and catch him unawares. But all the 
stars in the heavens would burn out and die before there was 
born a human who could match a dragon’s cunning. She drew 
level with his hiding spot and paused, perhaps sensing some-
thing was amiss.

He pounced. Leaping over the knotted roots, he spread his 
wings and glided down the hill. She let out a startled cry as he 
landed behind her, grabbing the hem of her heavy cloak in his 
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jaws. No sooner had his front talons touched the ground than 
he sprang again, propelling himself up and pulling the cloak 
over her head. The fabric twisted around her and she fell to her 
knees as Thorion landed.

With a growl, he tugged on the cloak. She flailed around, 
trying to free her arms from the mess he’d created, before she 
managed to grab the fabric and tug back.

“Thorion!” She rolled onto her side, revealing a pale face 
and hair as white as the snow around her, pulled back into long 
ponytails on either side of her head.

Thorion let go of the cloth and danced out of her reach. He 
jumped around while she struggled to her feet, wiping off the 
front of her brown wool dress.

“Come here,” she said, grinning. He barked a dragon laugh, 
tossing his head like a proud warhorse, and fled back up the 
hill.

“You’ve yet to win this game,” he told her glibly. “Do you think 
today will be any different?”

“Only if you stop cheating!” Her booted feet slipped and slid 
as she started after him.

“Lady Soulstar!”
Keriya froze in her tracks. Together, she and Thorion 

trained their red-violet eyes, nearly the same vibrant shade, 
upon the Galantrians.

“You’re not to stray too far from town,” said the taller of 
the two. Thorion, who’d picked up quite a bit of the Allentrian 
language during his last three weeks in the city of Irongarde, 
understood him perfectly.

Keriya waved a dismissive hand. “I’ll be fine. There’s  
nothing to worry about anymore.”

The soldiers scowled in distaste, but they made no protest 
as she ran into the woods.

Thorion and Keriya alternately frolicked through  
snowbanks and sat still to soak up what little warmth the sun 
provided. Winter was tough for cold-blooded creatures, but 
Thorion’s wing membranes were excellent at absorbing solar 
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energy. Plus his size kept him warm, and his magic fueled him 
in a way that food and sunlight never could.

He found a patch of frostberries, which turned Keriya’s 
tongue blue when she ate them. They hiked up a small rocky 
path and admired the view, and spoke of happy, simple things. 
Eventually, as was almost always the case, their conversation 
turned to magic. Though Keriya continued to assert that she 
didn’t have any magic, Thorion knew this was impossible.

“If you are alive, you have magic—it’s that simple,” he told her 
for what felt like the hundredth time. “And if you have magic, I 
can teach you how to wield it.”

“Erasmus tried teaching me for fourteen years and that got me 
nowhere.” 

Erasmus, who had served as her childhood guardian, was 
the only person from her old life who Keriya remembered 
warmly. Though she admired him for his intelligence and  
stoicism, he had been disappointed by her inability to wield—
and that disappointment had hurt Keriya more than she would 
ever admit. Thorion knew better than to speak ill of someone 
she’d looked up to in her youth, but he had become fiercely 
protective of his bondmate, and disliked anyone who made her 
feel lesser.

Keriya sighed, but it wasn’t a sigh of malcontent. While 
her lack of power would always be a touchy issue, at least she 
was no longer in an environment where people mistreated her  
because of it. “I’ll never wield again.”

<Our telepathic communication is a form of magic,> thought 
Thorion, sending his words directly to her mind.

<Remnants of the magic Shivnath gave me. It’s certainly useful, 
but it isn’t my own power.>

<In order for you to wield anything, even borrowed magic from 
Shivnath, you need a soul. And since you are wielding, and you do 
have a soul, there’s no reason you can’t do more. You summoned me, 
and through our bond I learned to wield at an unprecedentedly young 
age. You don’t know what kind of power you have.>

<The summoning wasn’t anything special, and you learning to 
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wield . . . well, that was all you.>
“The summoning was absolutely special,” Thorion argued 

aloud, stopping to stare down at her. He had grown at a  
remarkable rate since they’d come to Irongarde, and now the 
top of his head stood a hand above Keriya’s. “You called me out 
of the Etherworld that day.”

She shook her head. “That’s impossible. Shivnath and Lady  
Aldelphia knew you were in Allentria long before I summoned you. 
Even Necrovar knew it.”

Thorion frowned. Something about that didn’t add up, but 
he had no rebuttal.

“I think your crossover from the Etherworld confused you,”  
Keriya continued. “You admitted it yourself when we met. Maybe 
you don’t remember what really happened.”

“I suppose,” he conceded, though he didn’t really suppose 
that at all. He abandoned the topic as they wandered north, 
back toward the town.

Keriya’s two best friends joined them in the early afternoon. 
Fletcher Earengale had also grown, though he was still short 
and frail-looking. He and Thorion had traveled across the 
Galantasa together, and Fletcher had saved Thorion’s life not 
once, but twice. Currently he was bundled up in a gray coat 
with a ladies scarf and glove set—gifts from Keriya, who had 
gotten them in turn from the people of Irongarde.

Roxanne Fleuridae was tall, lithe, and limber like a wood-
land deer. She always had a smile for Thorion, and there was 
something fascinating about her honey-hazel eyes. Of all the 
humans he’d met, Thorion liked Fletcher and Roxanne best, 
apart from Keriya.

“Should you be out of the infirmary?” Keriya asked  
Roxanne worriedly.

“It’s fine. Besides, I’ll go crazy if I lie in bed all day again,” 
the taller girl retorted, tucking a strand of silky, dark hair  
behind her ear.

“It’s not fine,” said Fletcher. “You had four cracked ribs, 
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internal bleeding, and pneumonia.”
“So? Keriya had a concussion, and she’s allowed to do  

whatever she wants.”
“Not without babysitters,” Keriya muttered, jerking her 

thumb over her shoulder at the guards who watched them in 
stony silence.

“Why don’t we ditch them and go exploring?” Roxanne 
suggested. “One of the healers mentioned there’s a cliff with 
waterfalls east of the town.”

Fletcher argued that they shouldn’t be running away from 
the soldiers, but Keriya ignored him, dashing off into the jungle. 
“Last one there owes me their dessert tonight,” she called over 
her shoulder. 

Thorion bared his fangs in a smile. “Shall we follow?” he 
asked in slightly accented Allentrian. 

Fletcher rolled his chestnut eyes, but a reluctant smile 
tugged at his lips. A moment later, he, Roxanne, and Thorion 
pelted after Keriya, leaving the Galantrians far behind.

Thorion sped up as the guards’ angry shouts echoed after 
him. He quickly outpaced the humans, his nimble feet with 
their five dexterous clawed toes whisking him through the  
undergrowth. He burst from the trees and slowed to a walk on 
the open green before the gates of Irongarde.

The city sat on the edge of great cliffs, and was ringed by a 
solid iron wall peaked with sawtoothed spires. Just inside the 
wall was a settlement where the poor folk and laborers lived, 
separated from the inner city by a stretch of bamboo. The build-
ings beyond were built almost entirely from the iron mined in 
the mountains. A fortress perched at the cliff’s northernmost 
limits, its turrets scraping against the clouds.

Something whizzed past Thorion’s ear, jolting him from his 
admiration of the human metropolis. His friends had caught up 
to him, and one of them had thrown a snowball his way.

They engaged in a brief fight. Thorion evaded their attacks 
with ease. Sometimes he would leap into the air and catch a 
snowball in his mouth, crunching through the icy sphere,  
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making everyone laugh. Of all the mortal phenomena he’d  
observed, laughter was the most intriguing and pleasant. 

A buoyant sensation filled his gut—no longer a borrowed 
feeling from Keriya, but a natural response of his own. He was 
happy here. True, he’d only just learned what happiness was, 
but that didn’t diminish his ability to enjoy it. It felt good to be 
surrounded by creatures who cared for him. It felt right.

“Keriya Soulstar?”
Their game ground to a halt when a sharp voice rang out 

across the green. Thorion turned and saw an envoy trotting out 
of the jungle path on horseback. The lead rider, bedecked in  
a heavy white cloak with black fur trim, carried an Imperial 
standard. The other eight riders wore the distinctive gray tunics 
of the Imperial Guard, elite soldiers of the Empire of Allentria.

Thorion and Keriya glanced at each other, then moved  
forward as one. Not so long ago she would have fled from the 
Imperials, but her recent experiences had emboldened her.

Thorion tilted his head as he examined the newcomers. 
The standard-bearer was built like a reed, tall and thin. He had  
a short-cropped black beard and steely blue eyes that swept 
over Keriya as he reined in his horse before her. The stallion 
snorted and pawed at the ground when he caught Thorion’s 
scent, spooked by the smell of dragon.

“The rheenar herself,” said the man. “And Lord Thorion. 
It is an honor to be in your presence.” He dipped his head to  
Thorion, who did not return the nicety.

Fletcher and Roxanne came to flank Keriya in a protective 
manner. Out of the corner of his eye, Thorion saw Roxanne ball 
her hands into fists, a sure sign that she was ready to wield.

“Can I help you?” said Keriya.
“I am Inquisitor Akiron. I come on orders from her  

Imperial Highness, Premier of the Union of the States, Head of 
the Council of Nine, Protector of the Threads, Leader of the First 
Free Nation, Lady Aldelphia.” 

With his free hand, Akiron reached inside the folds of his 
cloak. Thorion began to snarl, but the reedy man only withdrew 
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a scroll of parchment sealed with a dab of golden wax, and  
offered it to Keriya.

She took it warily, scraping off the seal and unrolling the 
paper. It was written in Allentrian runes, which she couldn’t 
read. “What is this?”

“You are being summoned to stand trial before a judge and 
jury in the High Court of the Galantasa,” he said.

“On what grounds?” Roxanne asked aggressively. Akiron’s 
frigid eyes flicked over to her.

“First, for multiple counts of contempt against the King of  
the Galantasa, Mertos Wavewalker; second, for the count of 
slander against the Commander-General of the Imperial Guard, 
Gohrbryn Tanthflame; third, for the count of treason against the 
empire for disobeying direct orders from the Council of Nine; 
and,” he added, his voice growing less harsh but more calculat-
ing, “we are requesting a formal account of your alleged defeat 
of Necrovar.”

Thorion didn’t yet know enough of the human tongue to 
understand everything, but he managed to keep up with the 
conversation by sifting through Keriya’s mind and using it to 
translate.

“‘Alleged’?” Roxanne repeated. “Why would we lie about 
something like that?”

Keriya stared at the summons, a blank expression on her 
face. Finally, she looked up at Akiron. “Am I in trouble?”

“That is yet to be decided,” he told her. “Your trial will take 
place in the inner city court on the twenty-second day of this 
month. I suggest you gather your witnesses and prepare your 
statements to present your case in an orderly fashion.”

“But that’s only three days away,” she protested.
“Then I suggest you prepare quickly.” He heeled his horse, 

and he and his guards trotted toward the gates of Irongarde, 
which swung open to admit them.
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“It pleases the court to call Keriya Soulstar to the stand,” 
Inquisitor Akiron said from the ornate pulpit at the head of the 
iron courtroom.

Keriya stood from her seat. She took a deep breath to calm 
her nerves and glanced at Thorion, who lay nearby on the tiled 
floor. While he was outwardly calm, a sharp glint in his gaze 
betrayed his true feelings about the trial.

As Keriya walked toward the witness stand between rows 
of benches, she passed Fletcher and Roxanne, both of whom 
had already been called to testify. Fletcher gave her a reassur-
ing smile, which she returned despite the growing bubble of 
anxiety in her stomach, which felt ready to pop and explode 
into full-blown panic. It had been a while since she’d been on 
trial like this. Back in her hometown of Aeria, the Elders had 
often held hearings for her more egregious transgressions—
and those hearings had always ended in some form of physical 
punishment or public humiliation.

A hunchbacked Zumarran priest shuffled forward as 
Keriya assumed her place in the stand. He wore a flowing blue 
vestment worked with silver thread, and his gnarled fingers 
were adorned with sapphire rings. Keriya offered her hand to 
him, as the previous witnesses had done, and he held it in a 
vise-like grip.

“In the name of the goddess of the Galantasa, guardian of 
our watermagic, Zumarra the Merciful, do you, Keriya Soulstar, 

“You cannot be both a champion of justice and a defender of mercy.”
~ Sero Notari Weirrain, Ninth Age

chapter two

The Inquisition
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vow to speak only the truth to this court of law?” he asked in a 
wheezy voice.

“I do—”
“Excuse me, Lord Inquisitor.” A voice rose from the back 

of the room, and people shifted in their seats to see who had 
spoken out of turn. An Imperial Guard was standing there. He 
and three other gray-robed soldiers had taken stations on either 
side of the courtroom doors. He saluted Akiron and stepped 
forward. “I would make a motion to place a binding upon 
Lady Soulstar. Given her accusations against our Commander- 
General, we want to ensure she can speak no malicious untruths 
that will be placed in official record books while providing  
testimony.”

Akiron turned to Keriya. “Will you consent to a binding?”
<What’s a binding?> Keriya thought to Thorion. She didn’t 

want to ask the Inquisitor and risk sounding obstinate or stupid.
<In this context, I believe it refers to a lifemagic spell,> the  

dragon returned. <A binding will constrict the activity of your 
brain, forcing you to only tell the truth.>

Keriya bit her lip. She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of 
that.

“Lady Soulstar?” Akiron prompted. His voice held a snap 
of impatience.

“I consent,” she sighed. She couldn’t say no without sound-
ing guilty; she knew how these things worked.

The priest’s grip on her hand tightened. Keriya felt a strange 
sensation creeping up her arm, like ice water trickling through 
her veins. The sensation traveled through her chest, up her 
neck and into her head. Her brain throbbed for a moment. She  
shivered and pulled her hand away from the priest.

“It is done,” he said, backing toward his seat.
The guardsman who’d suggested the binding smiled.  

Keriya shot him a glare before scanning the rest of the room. 
She spotted Maxton Windharte, prince of the Erastate, near a 
window. His blond head stood out amongst the ranks of dark-
haired Galantrians. He beamed at her, and her spirits lifted. 
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Max usually had that effect on her.
“Now,” said Akiron, shuffling the papers on his desk, 

“this court has heard numerous testimonies on your behalf to  
support the story you told upon your arrival to Irongarde. We 
request that you provide a full account of the events leading to 
your confrontation with Necrovar, starting with the day you 
and Lord Thorion left the Galantrian Palace.”

“Um,” said Keriya. She fiddled with the sleeves of her  
ratty old dress, the only remnant of her past life as a homeless, 
nameless peasant. All her other clothes had been replaced by 
fine garments, gifts bestowed upon her by enamored towns-
folk. “Thorion and I . . . didn’t leave at the same time.”

A pang of unease shot through her. She hadn’t wanted to 
admit that, it had just popped out of her mouth.

<This is the binding at work,> Thorion thought quickly. 
<You’ll be forced to tell the truth; but if you keep your wits, you won’t 
have to reveal anything incriminating. You can’t tell a lie, but you can 
distract them using misdirection and omission.>

“Uh, that is, Thorion left the palace before I did,” she  
stammered. That was the truth—she’d sent him away days  
before she herself had fled. “We left separately for reasons of 
personal safety, since I didn’t want him to be escorted to Noryk 
by any members of the Imperial Guard. This was because we’d 
previously been captured by Commander-General Tanthflame 
and discovered he was working for Necrovar.”

Murmurs rippled through the room, and Keriya was  
suddenly glad she had agreed to the binding. People glanced 
back at the four Imperials who watched the proceedings.

<Good recovery,> thought Thorion.
“With Tanthflame working for Necrovar, it was impossible 

to know who we could trust,” she continued, bolstered by the 
reactions of the audience. “That’s why we left the palace on our 
own. It wasn’t an act of treason, but one of self-preservation. I 
left with Maxton Windharte, who’d been assigned to act as my 
guide, and Roxanne Fleuridae and Effrax Emberwill, who were 
acting as my bodyguards.”
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“And where were you intending to go?” Inquisitor Akiron 
asked shrewdly.

Keriya opened her mouth to say something—something 
untruthful—but the words slipped away from her when she 
tried to force them through her lips, leaving her speechless.

<Careful,> Thorion told her. <If they suspect you’re trying to 
lie, you’ll be in trouble.>

Keriya proceeded slowly, testing the limits of what her 
brain would allow her to say. Any slip-up would condemn 
not only her, but all of her friends who’d been complicit in her  
escape. “Well, eventually I wanted to complete the quest I’d 
been given. I had been tasked to find and kill Necrovar by 
Shivnath, the dragon god and guardian of the Smarlands, long 
before I met with the empress—and that’s what I planned to 
do.”

More murmurs and quite a few gasps. The Zumarran priest 
pressed his hands together under his chin and closed his eyes, 
muttering some sort of prayer.

“Order,” snapped Akiron, banging his gavel upon the iron 
podium. The audience silenced, but everyone was watching 
Keriya, waiting with bated breath to hear what she would say 
next. “So, it’s true? Shivnath charged you to kill Necrovar?”

“Yes. I am against Necrovar, and Thorion and I are against 
anyone who supports him, up to and including the Commander- 
General of the Imperial Guard.” She gave the soldiers in the 
back a pointed look. “So when we were attacked in the Galant-
rian Rainforest—”

“But why were you in the rainforest to begin with?” Akiron 
interjected. “The jungle lies far to the north and east of the  
capital.”

“Ah,” said Keriya, faltering.
<Misdirection and omission,> Thorion reminded her. <And 

sometimes, over-simplification.>
“We . . . got sidetracked,” she finished lamely. Akiron 

started to ask another question, trying to trap her into telling 
an incriminating truth—that she had been looking for Thorion, 
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whom she had sent away in direct violation of orders from the 
Council of Nine—but before he could finish, she pressed on. 
“We were attacked by shadowbeasts. That’s how Roxanne and 
Effrax were injured.”

“Shadowbeasts,” Akiron repeated in a flat voice. 
“Necrovar’s demonic minions.”
“I know what shadowbeasts are,” he snapped. “What I 

don’t know is why you were attacked in the Galantrian Rain-
forest when you were supposed to be bringing Lord Thorion 
to Noryk.”

“We were attacked because Necrovar wanted to use  
Thorion for his own purposes, just like Lady Aldelphia and 
King Wavewalker wanted to use him for themselves,” she 
snapped back, before she could curb her anger or hold her 
truthful tongue.

<Keriya, words like that can be considered treasonous,> thought 
Thorion.

“I’m sorry, Inquisitor,” she went on hastily. “I only meant 
that everyone’s victory hinged on Thorion. Lady Aldelphia 
needed Thorion because legend says only a dragon can kill the 
Shadow; meanwhile, Necrovar was planning to steal Thorion’s 
soul. That’s why he kept sending shadowbeasts after us.”

“I see,” said Akiron. That pronouncement was enough to 
frighten the anger out of him, and he cleared his throat as he 
rifled through his case files. “You claim shadowbeasts were  
responsible for your companions’ injuries; you mentioned Miss 
Fleuridae and Effrax Nameless, but you did not address our 
princess.”

“Princess Sebaris wasn’t injured by the shadowbeasts— she 
was possessed by the bogspectre.”

This caused further uproar from the spectators. One  
woman cried out and covered her face with her hands. Keriya  
didn’t blame them; the Galantrians feared the bogspectre  
almost as much as they did Necrovar. The legendary monster, 
an ancient and mysterious denizen of the rainforest, had the 
power to possess people. It lived in its host’s body, feeding off 
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that person’s magical energy. When their magicsource was all 
used up, their body rotted away until they died.

“Order!” Akiron banged his gavel repeatedly. “Lady  
Soulstar, you will explain how Princess Sebaris came to travel 
with you in the first place, and how she managed to avoid the 
usual fate of the bogspectre’s victims.”

“The princess wasn’t traveling with us,” said Keriya. “She 
followed us from the palace on her own. We never learned 
her motives for doing so. Effrax saved her by shooting out the  
bogspectre’s left eye, but we couldn’t wake her after it left her 
body. That’s also when I got my sword,” she added.

She sensed the mental equivalent of an eye-roll from  
Thorion. <Best not to mention the sword again.>

<It’s mine, and I want it.> The healers had confiscated the 
weapon upon Keriya’s admittance to the hospital, and she 
hadn’t seen it since. She’d been asking for it on a daily basis, but 
it had been locked away in the armory at the north end of town.

“Not even Thorion could help Sebaris—he has healing 
magic, but he can only accelerate what will heal on its own, and 
we weren’t sure she would get better. So we came here to get her 
medical attention.”

“Yet you did not come directly to Irongarde after that,” said 
Akiron, disregarding her not-so-subtle mention of the sword.

“No. We were attacked by another group of shadowmen. 
That’s when I faced Necrovar.”

Stillness settled in the room like a dangerous animal  
bedding down. People did not murmur or speculate this time. 
No one spoke, not even Akiron.

“He used his powers to meld himself with one of his  
demons. He spoke to me about . . . many things.” Keriya heard 
an embarrassing quaver in her voice, and she stamped down on 
the terror that rose inside her whenever she thought about that 
night in the jungle.

“Then he and Thorion fought. It felt like they fought  
forever, but it can’t have lasted more than a few minutes. It  
was . . .” She trailed off. Black lightning flashed once more  
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before her eyes, and the Shadow’s whispers echoed in her ears.
“Then what?” said Akiron.
“For a moment, it looked like Thorion was going to lose. 

But then I wielded,” she said. “I wielded against Necrovar, and 
I destroyed him.”

“Numerous witnesses have testified that you have no  
magic,” said Akiron, folding his hands. “So, how did a crippled,  
powerless child come to defeat the strongest wielder in the  
history of our world?”

Crippled. The word stung when spoken in such a dispar-
aging tone. Keriya understood the pain a little better now—it 
wasn’t just her lack of magic that hurt, it was the distance her 
differences created between her and the people around her. It 
was the fact that no matter what, they would always see her as 
something ‘other’.

She refused to let those differences stand in her way any-
more. “The people who testified were telling the truth. I don’t 
have any magic of my own—I used the powers Shivnath gave 
me. They made me who I am.” She pointed to her eyes. “They 
give me the ability to speak to Thorion. They gave me the ability 
to kill the Shadow.”

Her words fell heavily upon the onlookers, who were  
enraptured by her tale. She saw fear and hope warring on their 
faces: fear that the Shadow would continue to haunt them, hope 
that finally, after seven thousand years, he was gone.

“And that is your testimony?” Akiron regarded her with a 
feverish intensity. “Do you, Keriya Soulstar, under penalty of 
death for perjury in High Court, swear that on the twenty-sixth 
night of the month of Samhain, you fought Necrovar and  
defeated him?”

Keriya matched Akiron stare for stare. Then her gaze slid to 
the Imperials at the back of the room.

The guardsman who’d called for the binding spell gave her 
another smile. She smiled back at him and proclaimed in a clear, 
strong voice, “That is my testimony. Necrovar is dead.”
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“Acquitted on all charges!” Keriya threw her hands in the air. 
Thorion growled his delight and hopped around at her side.

“I knew you’d be fine,” Fletcher said as she twirled on the 
lawn behind the courthouse, churning up the pristine snow. 
She grinned and hugged him.

“Of course they weren’t going to arrest their precious 
Dragon Speaker,” said Roxanne. “Not after you saved the 
world.”

Keriya turned to Roxanne and flung her arms around the 
other girl. Roxanne seemed taken aback, but she returned the 
hug. It was hard to think the two of them had hated each other 
six months ago. So much had changed since they’d left Aeria.

Keriya was no longer shunned because of her abnormal 
appearance. Her ghostly skin stood out less among the northern 
Galantrians, and her eyes were now a point of wonder, even 
admiration. The people of Irongarde worshiped the ground 
Thorion walked on. She finally had the acceptance she’d always 
dreamed of, and when she sat in her cozy infirmary ward with 
her best friends, talking and laughing and playing Allentrian 
card games, something in her heart whispered, You’re home.

“Congratulations, Dragon Speaker.” A cold voice cut 
through their celebrations. Inquisitor Akiron had taken the back 
exit out of the courthouse. He regarded them as he descended 
the iron steps, pulling on black riding gloves.

“Thank you,” she said stiffly. She stood her ground as he 

“Men shouldn’t ever know their futures.” 
~ Antigonus Leech, Twelfth Age

The Future
chapter three
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approached, lifting her chin and staring him full in the face. She 
could tell the unearthly color of her eyes bothered him.

“I’m glad our justice system has restored your good name.” 
He offered his hand and she reluctantly shook it. His grip 
crushed her small fingers.

“Me too. It was an honor to have you presiding over our 
trial.” The binding spell had long since worn off, for the jury 
had taken hours to deliver their verdict. Now she could lie as 
much as she wanted. The Inquisitor released her hand but made 
no move to leave.

“While your actions were not deemed treasonous, you still 
haven’t fulfilled your duty to the empire,” said Akiron. “Lady 
Aldelphia expects your presence in Noryk.”

“What?” Keriya’s heart sank. “Necrovar is dead. Why does 
she need us?”

“Lord Thorion is a powerful asset. He will be invaluable to 
our mages and scholars. Studying him will provide knowledge 
we never thought we could recover. He is the last of his kind, 
and he may help us uncover secrets about the draconic race. We 
may even be able to free other dragons from the Etherworld if 
we discover how Thorion escaped.”

Keriya felt a stirring in her brain, which meant Thorion was 
using her to translate some of Akiron’s words.

<It doesn’t sound so bad,> she conceded. <They just want to 
study you. And we can finally think about freeing the rest of your 
family.>

<That would be a wonderful thing. Now that we’re out of danger, 
perhaps it would be wise to go to Noryk and work for the empress,> he 
thought. <It’s time to start thinking about the future.>

Keriya had never dwelt much on the future . She hadn’t had 
a future to speak of in Aeria, and she hadn’t had time to consider  
it during her travels in Allentria.

“In addition, we have issued a summons for Commander- 
General Tanthflame to appear in the Imperial Supreme Court,” 
Akiron continued. “He will be required to return to Noryk and 
provide his defense, since he stands accused of high treason  
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in light of your acquittal. He also has the right to face his  
accuser—you.”

Keriya nodded. She would gladly return to Noryk if it 
meant confronting Tanthflame.

“My envoy shall accompany you to the Imperial Palace, 
where you and Lord Thorion will be given room and board,” 
said Akiron. “You have one week to get your affairs in order.”

“What about Fletcher and Roxanne?” she asked.
“The summons was for you and your dragon alone.” 
She looked at her friends. They stood quietly, watching the 

interchange. What of their futures?
“Lady Aldelphia knows them. They’re technically in her 

employ—she even gave us letters detailing our mission last 
summer. I would ask that they be allowed to come with me if 
they want to,” she said.

Akiron raised a disapproving brow. “They may travel with 
us to Noryk, but you’ll have to discuss their arrangements with 
the empress on your own.”

“I will,” said Keriya, crossing her arms. Still Akiron made 
no move to leave. She felt increasingly awkward as the silence 
stretched on while he just stood there.

“I was wondering,” he said at last, “if I might be able . . . to 
touch Lord Thorion?”

“What?” Keriya was stunned. The people of Irongarde  
often begged for a chance to pet her dragon’s lustrous scales, but 
she hadn’t expected this behavior from Akiron, who’d seemed 
hell-bent on having the two of them found guilty.

“Never mind; I’m sure it’s a rude thing to ask.” He bowed 
to Thorion. “My apologies.”

“No, it’s . . . you surprised us, that’s all,” said Keriya.
“You may approach, Inquisitor Akiron,” Thorion said in 

Allentrian.
Something changed on the Inquisitor’s face. His icy eyes lit 

up and he held out a trembling hand to place the flat of his palm 
against Thorion’s neck.

“Thank you,” Akiron whispered. “Selaras is better for your 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

341    2

return, my lord. Welcome home.”
He stood like that for a moment; then, remembering  

himself, he cleared his throat and stepped away, hitching his 
harsh demeanor back in place.

“I’ll meet you in front of the infirmary on the second day of 
Aerrav. Be prepared to depart at that time.” He offered Thorion 
a bow before he turned on his heel and strode off.

“Looks like we’re in for another adventure,” said Fletcher.
“We should make the most of the time we have left here,” 

said Keriya, who was already missing Irongarde. “The day  
before we leave is my birthday. Maybe we could do something 
fun together?”

“We’ll do better than fun,” said Roxanne, rubbing her hands 
in anticipation. “We’re going to have to make up for fourteen 
years of missed birthdays.”

The next few days passed in a whirlwind. Gossip about  
Tanthflame—who had been conspicuously absent from  
Allentrian politics for the past month—could be heard on every  
street corner. News of Keriya’s testimony spread faster than 
wildfire in dead brush. Whispers about the binding spell  
mutated into rumors that she was unable to tell lies. Tales of 
how she’d been chosen by Shivnath turned into stories that 
she had the magic of the gods flowing through her veins. The 
account of how she’d defeated Necrovar had spawned at least 
three epic ballads, despite the fact that no one knew the full 
details of the battle.

Irongarde was in a festive state. Keriya and Thorion were 
showered with more gifts. She received a royal blue cloak even 
finer than the one she was currently using, sturdy winter boots, 
wool mittens, and scores of expensive baubles. Thorion received 
a gift of ilmenite armor, which had been forged by dwarves 
who worked deep under the jungle mountains.

The morning before her birthday, Keriya was awoken  
by the glimmering touch of sun. She stretched beneath the  
covers of her cot in the private wing she’d been provided in 
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the hospital. Roxanne, who’d been moved out of the intensive 
care unit, now had a bed there too. The other eight beds in the 
long room had been stripped of their mattresses. These had 
been piled in front of a brazier to create a nest for Thorion. He 
lay on his side, dozing in the silvery dawn light. He seemed to 
sense her gaze on him, for he rolled over and cracked open one 
vibrant eye.

<You’re up early,> he thought to her.
<I know. There’s something we need to do before we leave town.>
Thorion gleaned her intentions from her thoughts and 

nodded. He yawned and stretched, then padded over to  
Keriya as she pulled on a pair of new boots and donned an  
amethyst necklace, a gift from a doting noblewoman. They crept 
past the slumbering Roxanne, who still needed rest despite her 
assertions that she was fine. Keriya slid open the bamboo door 
that led to the main part of the infirmary and slipped out.

Together they wound their way through the now-familiar 
halls until they reached the west wing, where long-term care 
patients were housed. The healers usually forbade non-family 
members from visits, so Keriya took a moment to compose her-
self and prepare her arguments for entry. However, when she 
rounded the corner, she was surprised to find the very person 
she’d come to see.

“Effrax!” she exclaimed, stopping short. Effrax, who was 
testing his weight on his bad leg, looked up.

“Well, if it isn’t old Dragoneyes herself. I was actually just 
on my way to see you.” 

Tall and broad-shouldered, Effrax had rich umber skin, a 
shock of spiky black hair, and a twinkle of mirth and mischief in 
his dark eyes. At least, he usually did; today his face was tired 
and grim.

He limped toward them, and Keriya hurried to meet him 
halfway down the hall. He’d been injured in their final fight 
with the shadowmen, and had taken a spear of necromagic 
through his right thigh—a spear that had been meant to kill 
Thorion. Even with the best efforts of the healers, it had taken 
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him two weeks just to be able to stand on the leg again.
“You’re looking well,” she said, beaming. The last time 

they’d been allowed to see him, he’d barely been conscious.
“Yes, I’m able to walk around all by myself,” he drawled. “I 

suppose that’s progress.”
“We wanted to visit you more often, but the healers—”
“None of that.” He waved aside her words. “False regret is 

an unbecoming garment on even the loveliest ladies.”
“It isn’t false regret,” said Thorion. “I owe you my life.”
Keriya nodded. “And for that, I owe you more than I can 

say.” She leaned forward to embrace Effrax, but something in 
his gaze stopped her. Instead, she held out her hand. “Thank 
you, Effrax Emberwill. Thank you from both of us.”

Effrax raised a brow at her unexpected offer of gratitude. 
Prior to that moment, he and Keriya had mostly been at odds. 
Effrax had tried to blackmail her, which Keriya had not appreci-
ated; and even more tension had arisen between them after she 
had stopped him from killing the bogspectre. But when she’d 
learned of Effrax’s heroic actions during the rainforest battle, 
Keriya had found it easy to let go of her misgivings about the 
Fironian.

Of course, his surprise might just as easily have been 
for her use of his self-chosen surname. Like Keriya, he was a  
bastard child, so the Allentrians referred to him as Effrax  
Nameless. But Keriya, who’d been called Nameless as a hurtful 
epithet throughout her entire childhood, could no longer bring 
herself to use the term with him.

After a moment’s pause, Effrax offered her a genuine smile 
and grasped her hand. However, when he noticed the ornate  
necklace resting in the hollow of Keriya’s throat, the smile  
dissolved into a scowl. “Been playing dress-up with the Galant-
rians, have you?” he asked, his fingers slipping away from hers.

“It was a gift,” she explained. “They’re just showing their 
appreciation, being nice.”

“There’s no such thing as nice,” said Effrax. “Giving you 
pretty trinkets is nothing more than a power play. They’re  



DRAGON CHILD

371    2

trying to trap you in a debt to them.”
Keriya managed to refrain from rolling her eyes. She 

thought that was a bit of a reach, but she wasn’t about to argue 
with Effrax.

“Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to talk about.” He  
gestured for her and Thorion to walk beside him, and the three 
of them started off toward the dining hall. “I heard you were 
planning to return to Noryk.”

“That’s right.”
“But you still have an obligation to go to the Fironem.” 

He caught her look of confusion and his face hardened. “Just  
because you killed Necrovar—who was undoubtedly the root 
of my kingdom’s problems—that doesn’t mean the state is  
magically going to fix itself overnight. Besides, we had a deal.”

<We do owe him,> Thorion thought to her.
“I know. And I promise we’ll go soon,” she said, reassuring 

both of them.
“Will you?” Effrax said dubiously.
“Of course.” She was somewhat insulted to discover that 

Effrax held her in such low esteem. Still, considering how un-
cooperative she’d been while protecting Thorion, she supposed 
she couldn’t blame him. “The empress summoned me, so I have 
to go to Noryk first. But with Necrovar gone, the Fironem’s not 
in any immediate trouble, right?”

“Tensions between the states have never been this high 
in living memory, and I’ve long outstayed my welcome here. 
It’s time I went home, but I am loath to do so without bringing  
Thorion so that I, too, might be showered with attention and 
praise and expensive presents.”

“We will help you,” she vowed, stopping as they reached 
the entrance to the dining hall. “But we need a little time. We 
just saved Allentria.”

“And yet somehow, Allentria is still preparing for war,” 
he shot back, shouldering past her and limping away. “Save us 
from that, and you can have all the time you like.”

The conversation had spoiled her appetite, but she went 
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into the dining hall to get Thorion some food. The hospital staff 
presented him with a heaping portion of meat, which he dove 
into happily. While he ate, she inquired after her sword.

“I’m leaving in two days. I need it back.”
“You’ll also be staying in the infirmary for two days, I 

imagine,” the head steward said patiently. “No weapons within 
these walls. You’ll get it when you leave.”

When Thorion had eaten his fill they headed back to their 
quarters. Keriya walked in silence, stewing in her thoughts.

“What was Effrax talking about?” she mused aloud. “No 
Necrovar, no war. Right?”

“Necrovar made his home in the Fironem ten ages ago, so the 
reputation of all Fironians has been compromised with his return,” 
said Thorion. “That leads to increased tension between the states, as 
Effrax said. I doubt it will escalate as far as civil war, but he has every 
right to be worried.”

By the time they entered their room, Roxanne was awake. 
She lay on her cot, fiddling with a needlepoint kit Keriya had 
received.

“Where’ve you been?” she asked.
“I went to see Effrax.” And Keriya recounted everything 

he’d said.
“He’s making a big deal out of nothing,” said Roxanne. 

“He admitted he only wants to bring Thorion to the Fironem 
for fame and glory, so don’t feel bad about making him wait.”

“It wouldn’t be kind to make him wait too long,” said  
Thorion.

“Then don’t make him wait too long. It’s simple, but men  
insist on complicating everything. Speaking of men,” she added,  
examining her nails with an easy grace and nonchalance that 
Keriya envied, “Max is stopping by later.”

“Oh?” Keriya did her best to emulate the other girl’s care-
free tone. She’d barely seen Max for the past month, but that 
was through no fault of her own. He’d been staying in Indrath 
Olven, the fortress where dwelt the political leaders of the city. 
Though his father had ordered him to return to the Erastate, 
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Max had remained in Irongarde to deal with his own business. 
He was so wrapped up in whatever he was doing that he’d only 
been able to visit the infirmary once.

“I spoke to him yesterday while you were out,” Roxanne 
continued, “and I said you’d have dinner with him tonight.”

“What?” gasped Keriya. “But I don’t have anything to say, 
or to wear, my hair’s a mess—”

“Your hair’s always a mess.”
“—and to top it all off, I don’t know what to do. I haven’t 

had time to plan this out!”
“You’re no good at planning,” said Roxanne. “Just have 

fun. Tell him how you feel.”
“I don’t feel anything,” Keriya said mulishly.
“I think you should kiss him,” Roxanne went on, clearly 

enjoying herself. “It’s now or never. You’re going to Noryk, he’s 
going to the Erastate, you won’t see him for Shivnath-knows-
how-long . . . you might even do more than kiss. I’d be happy  
to let you two have the ward for the evening.” She wiggled her 
eyebrows up and down. Keriya felt her cheeks reddening.

“Not likely.”
Roxanne shrugged. “Your loss.”
Keriya spent the rest of the day trying not to fret about her 

meeting with Max. All too soon, the sun sank behind the trees 
and there came a knock on the bamboo door.

“Come in,” Roxanne sang. The door slid open and Max’s 
lean, handsome face appeared. Keriya’s stomach swooped and 
her heart leapt, as they always did when she saw him. 

“Shall we?” he said, gesturing for her to join him.
“Um . . . sure.”
“You’ll thank me,” Roxanne said in a carrying whisper as 

Keriya left the room.
“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,” Max  

explained as they walked down the hall. “I’m sorry I haven’t 
been around. I had to take care of a few things.” His sky-blue 
eyes grew distant.

“You okay?” she asked. He shook it off and nodded, flash-
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ing her a winsome smile.
They exited the hospital, passing the guards who stood 

watch at its doors. Keriya recognized Inido Rainsword, the  
captain of King Wavewalker’s palace soldiers.

Rainsword had come on the king’s orders to collect  
Sebaris. The king had wanted his daughter brought home, 
but the healers had forbidden it due to her fragile condition. 
The captain and his men had been stationed in the inner city  
garrison for the past month, waiting for the princess to awaken. 
Needless to say, they weren’t fond of Keriya. Rainsword cast 
her a baleful glare as she passed, but he didn’t dare send any of 
his men to tail her with Max at her side.

Keriya and Max walked toward the center of town,  
finding their way by the light of the red lanterns that lined the 
sinuous paths. Soft, fluffy flakes of snow began to fall, and 
they pulled up the hoods of their cloaks. She noted Max had 
taken pains to look nice this evening—though for him, that 
wasn’t hard. His hair had been casually swept back and his 
clothes were neat and pressed. He wore dark leggings and a 
white tunic, and his signature diamond amulet sparkled in the  
lantern light. It made her wish she’d kept some of the finer 
clothes she’d been gifted. Why bother hanging onto her brown 
frock? It wasn’t like it was the height of Allentrian fashion—in 
fact, it was just the opposite.

They ended up at a nearby inn, which was packed with  
celebrating locals and off-duty soldiers. Keriya was hailed with 
a drunken cheer when she entered. The innkeeper came to 
serve them right away, providing them with a choice table in a  
private area.

She and Max settled down and removed their snow- 
dusted cloaks. They sat in easy silence for a few moments,  
listening to a minstrel performing at the other end of the room. 
He seemed to be singing about the Great War, when the Allen-
trians had first fought Necrovar:
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“I’ll sing a tale of Ages past, 
When land and sky were young. 
I’ll sing a tale of frontiers vast, 

Of heroes brave and unsurpassed; 
I’ll sing a tale, or spin it fast, 
For many an age to be sung.

I’ll sing a tale of armies great, 
Who fought the Shadow’s hand. 
I’ll sing a tale of war and hate,

Of hellish ends the damnéd faced. 
Men fought and died, as was their fate, 
And their lifeblood watered the land.”

“This is an interesting song,” said Keriya, frowning at the 
lyrics.

“In times of war, soldiers like to hear about past triumphs,” 
said Max.

“Those hardly sound like triumphs,” she muttered, as the 
minstrel moved on to a verse about genocide. “Why does every-
one keep talking about war? Necrovar is dead.” 

“The Shadow Lord isn’t the only one capable of starting a 
war,” said Max, lowering his voice and leaning closer to her. 
Keriya was sure no one would hear them over the din of the 
tavern, but she also leaned toward Max. For a fleeting instant 
she wished her hair were neater, prettier, more like Roxanne’s. 
“King Wavewalker is now focusing on training his soldiers to 
do battle specifically with air wielders.” 

“Why?”
“At the last meeting of the Council of Nine, he and my  

father, King Windscoure, had a disagreement over Thorion. My 
father wanted you to come to the Erastate, and Wavewalker  
refused point-blank to let you leave.”

“Oh,” said Keriya.
“Since you’ve stayed in Irongarde so long, my father  

believes you’re supporting the Galantasa.”
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“Why should that matter?” she asked. “Aren’t they part of 
the same empire?”

“An empire that finds itself divided. Not even the greatest 
empires in history could withstand civil unrest,” Max sighed. 
“And Allentria is far from a great empire. Necrovar’s return has 
exacerbated problems that have been growing in our country  
for centuries, ages even. The states have grown jealous and  
fearful of one another. King Windscoure is afraid the Galantasa 
will use you and Thorion against him.”

“How could he possibly think that?”
“Ordinarily I’d say it’s just my father being his usual self, 

but I’m afraid there’s something more to it this time. He seems 
determined to fan the flames that have arisen between the  
Erastate and the Galantasa. And you . . . well, I’ve said it before. 
You were the spark that lit the fire.”

Keriya stared down at the table, feeling slightly ill. She 
hadn’t realized staying in Irongarde would have such serious 
repercussions.

“Don’t worry. Once you’re in Noryk, the states won’t be 
able to argue over you anymore. When are you leaving?” 

“The day after tomorrow,” she said quietly.
“Any word on when you’ll get your sword back?”
“No. I keep asking about it and people keep brushing me 

off. I’m starting to think they threw it away and aren’t telling 
me.”

He let out a dark chuckle. “Let’s hope not.”
“I thought you didn’t like that sword.” All her friends were 

wary of the ancient weapon because it had been a gift from the 
bogspectre. 

“I don’t. But it makes you happy, and I like seeing you  
happy.”

Her cheeks began to burn. She hadn’t considered how much 
she would miss Max when they parted ways.

Their meals came soon after. They spoke of simple things 
while they ate, but Keriya’s mind was elsewhere. She worried 
about returning to Noryk, and about how long it might be  
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before she saw Max again. In the background, the minstrel was 
still singing:

“I’ll sing a tale of the dragon child 
With the greatest gift to give. 

Necrovar was far beguiled,
He sought a magic, fey and wild: 
Valerion’s soul, by dark defiled—

He died that we might live.”

It was foolish of her to have gotten so comfortable. Max 
and Effrax were right. Just because she’d solved one problem— 
albeit a very big one—that didn’t mean the world was saved. 
Nor did it mean she and Thorion were safe from the world. Now 
that she knew the states were fighting amongst themselves, her 
required residency in Noryk took on a more sinister tone.

She tried her best to enjoy the rest of the evening, but the 
low simmer of anxiety in her gut forbade it. Even when Max 
walked her back to the infirmary and promised he would  
see her off when she left, she only managed to be marginally 
excited.

Thorion and Roxanne were asleep by the time Keriya  
reached her room, and she got ready for bed quietly so as not 
to wake them. Burrowing beneath the covers of her cot, she lay 
and stared at the tiled ceiling for a long time. She wanted to 
sleep, to escape her worries.

But if she’d thought sleeping would help, she had been 
sorely mistaken.
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Keriya stood in a cave coated with lush moss and creeping 
vines. A forest of stalactites and stalagmites lay before her, 
illuminated by glowing toadstools. She knew where she was, 
though she didn’t know how she’d gotten there.

This was Shivnath’s home.
Shivnath herself crouched in the middle of the cavern. 

Curved horns framed the dragon god’s noble face. Her dark 
emerald scales, each edged with a thin line of gold, glimmered 
through the shadows. Though neither moon had yet risen, the 
overcast night sky still paled in comparison to her eyes, which 
were blacker than pitch and slashed with purple slitted pupils.

This has to be a dream, Keriya thought. The last time she’d 
spoken to Shivnath, the two of them had parted on poor 
terms. Shivnath had asked Keriya for the bogspectre’s sword, 
and Keriya had refused to give it to her.

Speaking of . . . the bogspectre was there, too. It hovered 
in a corner, its gloppy body rippling with tension. Its one 
remaining eye shone with malice as it glowered at the third 
guest: Necrovar.

This told Keriya that she was defi nitely dreaming, because 
Necrovar was dead.

He was a translucent blotch of darkness hanging stagnant 
in the air. There was no face, no eyes, no mouth, but Keriya 
could tell he was looking at her.

“Isn’t this a pleasant surprise?” he said. “Keriya Soulstar. 

“To know your heart, look at your dreams. 
To know your soul, listen to your nightmares.” 

~ Sylen Alenciae, Sixth Age

Dreams Of Demons
chapter four
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To what do we owe the honor?”
Keriya wasn’t afraid. This was just a projection of her  

unsettled subconscious, a response to her earlier conversation 
with Max.

“You’re dead,” she informed him.
“Do you think I could have been defeated by a silly little 

girlchild and her pet lizard? You couldn’t hurt me even if you 
had ten thousand armies at your back.”

Just a dream, Keriya told herself. Dream-Necrovar was 
merely voicing her innermost fears, the ones she would never 
admit aloud.

“I could,” rasped the bogspectre, lashing its tail. “I could 
destroy you.”

Necrovar looked at it in as condescending a manner as a 
shadow could manage. “You are useless. A leftover from ages 
past. Beneath my notice.”

“Do not mock me! I am the bogspectre, bane of the Galan-
tasa. I will force your soul out and inhabit your body, I shall rot 
you from the inside and feast on your—”

It was interrupted by Necrovar’s haunting laughter.
“Pathetic. You don’t remember anything, do you? I don’t 

need you anymore.” The Shadow swirled about and looked at 
Keriya. “You, on the other hand . . . you are quite the anomaly.”

“I killed you,” Keriya maintained. That made him laugh 
again. At least one of them was having a good time.

“Shivnath,” he said, “you’ve been so tight-lipped—you 
must tell me where you found her. I want to know all the  
details.”

Keriya glanced over at the looming dragon. Shivnath, who 
had been staring at the bogspectre, now turned her attention to 
Necrovar. “She came from Aeria.”

“A new nation?” he asked.
It was Shivnath’s turn to chuckle. “Much has happened 

since your imprisonment. You’ve been gone a long time, 
Helkryvt.”

“Don’t call me that,” he snapped, his amiable demeanor 
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evaporating.
Shivnath shrugged, unintimidated. “I answered one of your 

questions, now I want you to answer one of mine. Why are you 
delaying when the key to your return is right in front of you?”

“Perhaps you missed it, but Keriya and I had quite an  
altercation,” he replied in a dangerously polite tone. “I’ve been  
trying to regenerate my strength before I take my next step.”

Shivnath examined him, her face a mask. “You’re weak,” 
she murmured, sounding shocked.

“I am not WEAK!”
Keriya dove for cover behind a stalagmite as the Shadow 

lashed out, sending black sparks flying across the cave. Just a 
dream, she repeated to herself over and over. He can’t hurt me 
anymore.

“You don’t know what it’s been like in the Etherworld, 
Dragon. It drained me of everything I was! The fact that I  
survived at all proves I am stronger than anyone ever gave me 
credit for.”

Shivnath’s snout crinkled in a silent snarl. “I may not have 
shared your imprisonment, but do not presume that I have  
never been a prisoner. You have all the power of a god, but 
none of the burden. You don’t know what I’ve suffered.”

“Whose fault is that?” Keriya found that an odd response, 
but she was given no time to dwell on it. Necrovar continued to 
hurl abuse at the dragon: “When I win this war, I’ll be a better 
god than you and your brethren ever were. Cowering, sniveling,  
wretched creatures, the lot of you. How many ages did you sit 
by and watch the world decay?”

“The binding laws exist for a reason,” Shivnath replied 
haughtily.

“Yes, yes—mortals must make their own decisions. But 
what if those decisions are bad?” he countered. “Your job would 
be so easy if you stopped them from their destructive ways. If 
you prevent them from misusing their powers, the magics will 
equilibrate naturally. Not only will you have peace, you will 
have balance.”
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“Lofty ideals as always, Helkryvt.”
“If you won’t see reason, then I will show you,” he said in 

a voice that was suddenly gentle. “If you can’t do it, I will do 
it for you. Once my soul is balanced, I’ll be able to leave the  
Etherworld at last and finish what I started.”

“Good luck with that,” the bogspectre muttered from where 
it brooded.

“I need no luck,” Necrovar spat. “Already my followers 
are laying the groundwork for my return. I will restore Indrath  
Necros and reclaim my rightful title as the Shadow Lord . . . 
and when I’m back, you’ll have the privilege of being the first 
one I kill.”

Keriya’s heart took a series of erratic, acrobatic leaps. It 
doesn’t mean anything. It’s only a dream!

Finally her subconscious got the hint. It shrank away from 
the disturbing visions, and the cave dissolved. She was alone, 
sinking in a dark sea of calm, and there was no one around to 
say horrible things.

<Keriya, wake up.>
Keriya cringed; the mindvoice pulsed through her brain, 

blazing a trail of fire across the interior of her skull.
<Wake up.>
She opened her eyes. She was back in Shivnath’s cave,  

except now neither the bogspectre nor Necrovar were present. 
For that, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“We meet again,” said Shivnath, lowering her head to be on 
a level with Keriya’s.

“Yeah,” said Keriya. “How . . . how are you?” She cringed 
at her awkwardness and fidgeted under the dragon’s gaze.

“What were you dreaming of?”
That wasn’t the question Keriya had expected, and it threw 

her off guard. “I don’t remember.”
“Is that so?” Shivnath’s tone implied that she knew Keriya 

was lying. Keriya wasn’t sure if it was a lie or not; she still didn’t 
know what to make of all she’d seen.

“Why does it matter?” she said. “It was just a dream.”



ELANA A. MUGDAN

481    2

“On the contrary, dreams reveal the most meaningful parts 
of our souls. A dream is the only place where you cannot hide 
from yourself.”

Or from you, apparently, Keriya thought, though the sudden  
sharpness and detail in the surrounding world told her this  
conversation was real. Shivnath had done a fancy bit of magic 
and intruded in her head in order to talk.

“Fine. I was dreaming about the bogspectre.”
“Oh?” Shivnath’s brow ridges rose in interest.
“And . . . Necrovar. You were there, in the dream, and you 

called him Helkryvt,” said Keriya. “Why?”
“Do you know who Helkryvt is?” Shivnath asked, her eyes 

narrowing to midnight slivers.
“Everyone knows who Helkryvt is. Even the Allentrians 

use his name.”
A low rumble echoed along the length of Shivnath’s  

armored throat. “Enlighten me.”
“The dragon-god Shivnath is the ruler of all that is good 

and just, and the evil god Helkryvt is her worst enemy. The 
two have been locked in conflict since the time before time, 
Shivnath fighting for balance, Helkryvt for power.” Keriya  
quoted a passage from her favorite book, an ancient tome she’d 
read so often during her childhood that she’d memorized its 
pages.

“Helkryvt is not a true god, as you overheard,” said 
Shivnath. “He is—or rather, was—a mortal. The mortal who  
offered himself as a vessel for Necrovar.”

Keriya’s jaw dropped. She knew the story, of course:  
Necrovar itself was no more than dark energy, and it had no 
power over man unless man chose to give it power. Only when 
it had bonded with a mortal host had it gained a soul and the 
ability to wield magic. Though Lady Aldelphia had explained 
this months ago, it had never occurred to Keriya to ask about 
the human who’d become the vessel for the physical manifes-
tation of evil.

“Why?” she whispered.



DRAGON CHILD

491    2

“Why what?” said Shivnath, a dangerous snap in her voice. 
“Why did Helkryvt do it? Why did he condemn the world to 
ten ages of imbalance and suffering? Why did he throw away 
his life, his identity, and allow a parasite into his soul?” Her 
nostrils flared and she let out a slow breath. “I suspect it is the 
simplest and most complex of explanations, the best and worst 
reason why anyone does anything.”

Here was the ambiguity Keriya hated so much. She’d 
come to expect disappointing answers from the dragon, so she 
didn’t press the topic. Instead she asked, “What does it mean?” 
Shivnath cast her a curious sidelong glance. “You said dreams 
reveal the most meaningful parts of our souls, and I was dream-
ing about Necrovar and Helkryvt. So, what does it mean?”

“What do you think it means?”
Keriya sighed. As cryptic and evasive as always. Then 

again, Shivnath was constricted by a set of binding magical 
laws that prevented gods from meddling in mortal affairs, so 
she almost never gave a straight response.

“Come now, Keriya,” the dragon rumbled. “If I tell you 
what it means, you will never discover what it means to you.”

Keriya glared up through her flyaway bangs before drop-
ping her gaze to the floor. “I think it means I’m afraid,” she 
admitted. “My life is finally good. I have amazing friends. 
People actually like me. I’m a hero, I killed Necrovar. But 
for all that, I can’t stop thinking about him. I remember  
every word he said to me.” A shiver ran through her as his 
voice, deep and tempting and filled with dark promises,  
stole through her heart yet again. “I’m afraid the war isn’t over.”

She looked up at Shivnath, perhaps hoping the dragon god 
would tell her to stop being foolish, but Shivnath was fading 
away. The cavern was growing bright and indistinct. Keriya 
was slipping back into reality.

I’m not ready to wake up yet, she thought as a weightless  
sensation spread across her body. By now Shivnath was little 
more than a greenish blur. Shivnath, wait! There’s so much more I 
want to ask you!
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“Goodbye, Keriya,” Shivnath whispered before vanishing 
into the dim glow of the place between slumber and conscious-
ness.

<Keriya?>
Keriya’s eyes sprang open. Her hospital nightshift was 

drenched in sweat and she was trembling. She blinked and saw 
Thorion standing beside her cot, staring down at her with his 
head tilted to one side.

<Are you ill?>
“I’m fine,” she murmured. Just a nightmare and a run-of-

the-mill conversation with Shivnath. Nothing to worry about. 
She gave him a shaky smile, which turned at once to a frown.

“Are you ill?” She took his head in her hands and turned 
it this way and that. “The scales around your eyes are dull . . . and 
you’re cold.”

Thorion rustled his wings in a shrug. “I don’t feel ill.”
“Alright. We’re fine. Everything’s okay,” she said, scrubbing 

her hands over her face. She took a few calming breaths and 
shoved the nightmare into the furthest corner of her mind.

“It’s your birthday,” said Thorion. “And it’s human tradition to 
give gifts on one’s birthday. I have a gift for you.”

“You—what? You didn’t have to do that.”
“Yes I did. Come on.”
Keriya got dressed and left her private wing. Out in the 

main hall, Fletcher and Roxanne were waiting for her. Fletcher 
gave her a small dragon statuette he’d crafted out of a piece  
of wood. Roxanne gave her a bracelet woven from brightly  
colored feathers.

“These are wonderful,” said Keriya, slipping the bracelet 
around her wrist to admire it. “Where’d you get the feathers?”

“From a friend,” Roxanne said evasively.
“Come, come,” said Thorion, bumping his head against 

Keriya to get her moving. “My present is outside.”
The drackling led the humans past Rainsword, who was 

on duty at the infirmary doors. The captain nodded to his  
subordinates and two guards peeled away from their posts 
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to tail Keriya onto the green. She didn’t care. Nothing could 
dampen her spirits. For the first time in her life, she was having 
a proper birthday.

“Where’s this present?” she asked as Thorion romped 
through snowdrifts up ahead.

The dragon turned, his lips pulled into a smile. He opened 
his mouth to speak. Instead he let out a choking sound. His legs 
buckled beneath him and he collapsed.

Instantly Keriya was at his side. She fell to her knees and 
took his head in her hands again. She raised one of his eyelids 
with the pad of her thumb and saw his pupil had gone round 
and wide. The eye rolled madly in his skull.

She heard Fletcher and Roxanne run toward her; she heard 
the shouts of the Galantrian soldiers as they called for help; she 
heard the infirmary doors burst open as healers came streaming 
out; but none of it really registered with her. Her attention was 
focused unwaveringly on Thorion.

Suddenly his eye stopped rolling. His pupil contracted 
and he focused on her. The red-violet orb shone with terror,  
unshed tears, and an eerie, spectral light. It glowed like a small 
sun.

“Run,” he whispered.
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“It has always been too late to hope for peace.” 
~ Kibar Weldren, Second Age

The Attack
chapter five

Fletcher watched helplessly as Thorion lay twitching in the 
freshly fallen snow. He hovered by Keriya’s shoulder, wishing 
there was something, anything he could do to help.

Memories of his travels with the young dragon flashed 
before Fletcher’s eyes. After a nasty encounter with the bog-
spectre, Thorion had fallen into a coma and ended up a prisoner 
of Necrovar’s servants. Fletcher had saved him and reunited 
him with Keriya. During their trek, he’d taught Thorion the 
basics of the Allentrian language and they had become friends.

Maybe he hadn’t realized how close they’d grown. He’d 
only known Thorion for three months, and had only liked him 
for one of those. But now it felt like his heart was breaking as he 
stared down at the sick dragon.

Thorion stopped shaking. He looked up at Keriya with 
glowing eyes. “Rynraté.” He choked out a word in his own 
language. For some reason, the word made Fletcher’s blood run 
cold.

“What’s he saying?” he asked, crouching next to Keriya. 
She turned to look at him—her eyes were glowing, too. Fletcher 
had witnessed this phenomenon before, and he knew what it 
meant. Whatever was happening, they were all in trouble.

“Come on, you bloody idiots,” Roxanne was yelling at 
Rainsword and the healers. “We need help!”

Fletcher looked back at the group of people who seemed 
to be taking an impossibly long time to reach them. One healer 
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faltered and crumpled to his knees. He fell forward, revealing 
a black arrow sprouting from his back. Crimson began to seep 
onto the white ground beneath him.

“We’re under attack,” cried Fletcher. “Find cover!”
Rainsword and his men assumed fighting stances. One  

soldier raised his hands, and a sheet of snow rose before him, 
turning to liquid water as he wielded it. The healers scattered—
one woman stopped to help her fallen friend, though he looked 
to be beyond help.

From the north, through the thicket of bamboo that  
surrounded the hospital to give its patients privacy, a group of 
riders cantered out onto the green. Fletcher squinted at them 
and saw that they wore the gray garments of the Imperial 
Guard. One rider loosed another arrow, and it burrowed deep 
in Rainsword’s left shoulder.

“Chaeraté nhite!” Keriya put her arms around Thorion’s 
chest and tried to heave him up. He squirmed out of her grasp 
and began thrashing violently.

“Get away from him,” said Roxanne, pulling Keriya back 
from the flailing mass of sharp talons.

“He needs my help!” She strained against Roxanne’s grip, 
but the two girls broke apart when another arrow sank into the 
ground at their feet.

Thorion managed to push himself upright. Nostrils flaring 
and eyes wild, he raised his head and looked right at Fletcher.

“Keep . . . her . . . safe,” he hissed in choppy Allentrian. 
Then his wings, which spanned well more than two heights 
across, snapped out. He launched himself skyward with a flap 
that sent flurries of snowflakes swirling into tiny hurricanes.

“Kemraté a’eos, Thorion,” Keriya screamed. The drackling 
didn’t heed her cry. He banked south, toward the towering 
gates of Irongarde. She started to run after him, but Fletcher 
grabbed her arm.

“No,” he said sharply, tugging her toward the trees. “He’s 
out of harm’s way and well enough to fly—and he wants you 
to stay safe!”
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She struggled against Fletcher as the glow faded from her 
eyes. Her crazed fervor gave her the upper hand, and she broke 
free from his grasp to tear after Thorion.

Rainsword’s troops had engaged the Imperials, but the 
Galantrians were outmatched by the elite soldiers, who were 
all Tier Seven wielders or higher. One Imperial veered away 
from the battle and galloped toward Keriya. Roxanne stepped 
between the rider and his quarry, her hands balled into fists. 
Instead of wielding against him, she merely stood there.

“What are you doing?” Fletcher cried.
“I’m dealing with it,” she snapped. 
Fletcher didn’t question her—he trusted Roxanne’s abilities. 

He didn’t know much about the scientific system used to rank  
wielding power, but he imagined Roxanne was in one of the top 
tiers. She could hold her own against most enemies.

He raced after Keriya and grabbed her again. “You’re 
not helping Thorion this way. The best thing we can do is get  
to safety and find out who’s behind this attack.” Fletcher’s  
money was on Tanthflame—the general couldn’t be too happy 
now that Keriya had exposed him as a traitorous murderer.

Keriya finally saw reason and nodded. They changed 
course and ran for the trees. Fletcher glanced back to see  
Roxanne hurrying to catch them. The horse had thrown his  
rider, who now lay motionless on the ground.

“What did you do?” Fletcher asked when she joined them.
“I dealt with it,” she said shortly.
They stopped in a thicket to catch their breath. Rainsword 

wasn’t faring well out on the green. His blue shirt was dark with 
blood beneath his armored breastplate, yet he bravely wielded 
against two Imperials at once.

“Thorion told me he felt something just before he flew off,” 
Keriya whispered. “Something like what happened when we 
fought Necrovar in the rainforest.”

“Is it the darksalm?” said Fletcher. He didn’t dare believe 
it, but what else could explain the drackling’s sudden illness 
and behavior? Darksalm was a substance comprised mainly of  
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necromagic and dragon blood. If it touched you, it burrowed 
into your magicsource and bound your soul to Necrovar.

But Necrovar was dead.
“That can’t be,” said Roxanne.
“Thorion flew away because he needed to get out of range 

of whoever was twisting his soul,” Keriya explained. “We need 
to find that person and take him out.”

“I don’t think these soldiers are doing it,” said Fletcher, 
scanning the Imperials. “Keriya’s eyes would be glowing if she 
were close to necromagic, but the glow stopped once Thorion 
flew off. There was probably a shadowbeast somewhere who 
was wielding.”

“Why are there shadowbeasts anywhere?” said Roxanne. 
“This isn’t supposed to be happening.”

“I need my sword,” Keriya declared.
Roxanne groaned in exasperation. “For Shivnath’s sake, 

now is not the time to be thinking about that piece of trash.”
“It isn’t trash! It’s magic—it protected me against Doru  

and Necrovar. It can deflect and repel necromagical attacks. If I 
have the sword, then I can protect Thorion.”

It was the only plan they had, so the three of them slunk 
through the grove of bamboo and evergreens toward the  
inner city. They emerged into a scene of chaos: townspeople 
were running everywhere, shouting and screaming. Flames 
licked at the charcoal sky to the north, indicating something  
big was burning. Fallen servicemen were strewn about the  
cobblestone streets, their bodies riddled with arrows. It was all 
horribly similar to the attack on the Galantrian Village, when 
Fletcher had first learned of darksalm.

“Dragon Speaker!” A nearby nobleman who was fleeing 
the fire veered toward Keriya when he spotted her. “We need 
Lord Thorion. The town is under attack!”

“Thorion is in danger—but we’re going to help him, and 
we’re going to save Irongarde. I need to get to my sword, which 
is in the armory. Can you tell me where that is?”

With a shaking hand, the man indicated the haze-blurred 
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spires of the fortress. “In Indrath Olven.”
Keriya nodded her thanks, then dashed off with Fletcher 

and Roxanne close behind. “That’s where Max is staying,” she 
panted. “I’m sure he can open the armory for us.”

The further they went, the worse things looked. Fletcher  
gazed down side streets in dismay. Though the buildings 
were mostly built from iron, still the town burned. He spotted  
a band of Imperials approaching and pushed Keriya and  
Roxanne aside so they were hidden behind an overturned  
produce cart. They lay low until the soldiers tromped up to a 
tower and kicked down its door, marching inside.

“They’re searching for something,” Fletcher murmured as 
Keriya darted into the fray once more. If the Imperials had only 
come for Thorion, they would have focused all their efforts on 
finding him. These men wanted something else.

They passed a large cross-street and reached the gates of  
Indrath Olven. A group of Galantrians stood guard before it 
and raised heavy crossbows when they saw the Aerians.

“Stop, it’s me,” said Keriya, pointing to her eyes.
The servicemen hesitated. Their thoughts were so trans-

parent that Fletcher could almost see them: why was Keriya  
running away from the fight, and where was Thorion?

“I need to go to the armory,” she told them.
“No one’s to be let in or out,” said one muscular soldier. 

“By order of the Vaecount.”
“My sword was put there for safekeeping, and I need it 

now. Without it, Thorion will die.”
Fletcher thought this was a bit melodramatic, but it got 

the guards moving. They stood aside and the great iron doors 
swung inward.

“Follow me,” said the muscular one. He led them across a 
drawbridge over a moat, heading for the fortress’ doors. Indrath 
Olven’s metal sides had been sculpted so well and polished so 
precisely that they were as smooth as a mirror, and almost as 
shiny. The dark walls gleamed, and high above, pointed towers 
clawed at the snow-heavy clouds.
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“Do you really think Thorion might die from the dark-
salm?” Fletcher whispered to Keriya. It was only then that he 
noticed her eyes were glowing once more.

“Stop,” he gasped. They all turned to glare at him. “Your 
eyes, Keriya. If we go in there, we’ll be heading right into a trap. 
Someone inside is wielding necromagic.”

“I’ll be able to protect us from the necromagic as soon as I 
get the sword,” she argued. “I have to do this.”

“Is there another way in?” Fletcher asked the Galantrian. 
“A back entrance, somewhere we’ll go unnoticed?”

The soldier didn’t have time to respond, for a thunderous 
blast shook the drawbridge, setting them all off balance. The 
gates had been attacked. The doors now leaned askew on their 
hinges, flames skittering across them. In the street beyond, a 
band of Imperials approached.

With a sickening thunk, the Galantrian soldier fell to the 
ground. The shaft of an arrow protruded from the side of his 
skull. Fletcher stared down at the man, transfixed with horror. 
It was unreal how easily a life could be snuffed out. 

“Keep going,” cried Roxanne. Her voice jolted Fletcher into 
action, and they started running again. A portcullis blocked 
Olven’s main doors, and Fletcher didn’t know how they were 
going to get in without the soldier to admit them. 

Ahead, Roxanne wielded with a sweeping gesture. The 
portcullis slowly began to rise, groaning in protest.

“How did you do that?” Keriya asked as they reached 
the oak doors. Fletcher grasped the handle and pushed. They 
ducked in and quickly shouldered the doors shut again.

“Iron is just a part of earth. I’ve been around enough of it 
the past month to learn the weave of its threads, but it’s very 
draining to wield,” Roxanne replied through gritted teeth. She 
unclenched her fists and Fletcher heard the portcullis slam back 
down outside. “That might slow them down.”

“This place is huge,” said Fletcher, staring at the vaulted  
ceilings and the hallways stretching away from them. 

Keriya nodded. “How will we find the armory? Or Max?”
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Roxanne sighed. “Give me a minute.”
She closed her eyes and stood very still. Fletcher wasn’t 

sure what she was doing, but he suspected it was magic. After 
a few moments of silence, there came a squeak. Fletcher leapt 
backward when he saw a fat, mangy rat crouched at his feet.

Roxanne opened her eyes and looked down at the animal, 
seemingly unsurprised to see it. Its whiskers twitched, then it 
scurried away down one of the long halls.

“This way,” said Roxanne, and she took off after the rat. 
Fletcher and Keriya exchanged another bewildered glance. 
“Come on!”

“Later,” said Fletcher, and he ran after Roxanne. They 
would figure everything out eventually. Right now they had to 
focus on finding the sword and staying alive.

The rat led them down a few corridors. Fletcher heard 
noises echoing from other parts of the fortress, but the ground 
floor appeared deserted. Finally, the little rodent came to a 
stop at the head of a long passageway. It squeaked once before  
disappearing into the shadows.

At the far end of the hall, a set of doors stood open. An  
angry red-orange glow spilled out of them.

“What’s that?” asked Fletcher.
“That,” Roxanne said heavily, “would be the armory.” 
A shadow appeared on the metal wall across from the doors, 

slowly mutating into the shape of a man. Someone emerged 
from the burning room. He was short and stocky, backlit  
by the growing flames. His head was bald. A long cloak hid  
his clothes, but Fletcher didn’t need to see the gray robes to  
recognize him.

“Tanthflame,” he whispered, as the Commander-General 
of the Imperial Guard turned and spotted them.
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Keriya felt the acid of terror eating away at her innards. She 
was too late. Tanthflame had gotten to her sword first. The 
bogspectre had warned her to protect it, and she had failed. 
Necrovar had won.

Necrovar is dead, she reminded herself. 
But if he really was dead, why was someone wielding 

necromagic? Why was Tanthflame making such a bold move? 
Why was Thorion sick?

“Drachreenar. I was wondering when you’d turn up.” The 
Commander-General approached, his booted heels clicking on 
the iron floor. “You’ve been spreading rumors about me.”

“I’ve been telling people the truth about you,” Keriya coun-
tered.

“Under normal circumstances, I’d punish you,” he said, his 
deep voice smooth and calm. “No one is above the law. But 
maybe we can come to an agreement: give me your sword, and 
I’ll let your friends live.” Fires flared around his gloved hands, 
illuminating his blood-red eyes and the puckered scar that 
stretched from his forehead to the right side of his jaw.

“Can’t you wield?” Fletcher whispered to Roxanne. 
“We’re surrounded by solid iron and dead wood,” she 

murmured. “He’ll kill us before I can do anything useful.” 
“What do you mean?” Keriya spoke over her friends, 

hoping she could buy some time if she kept Tanthflame talking.
“The sword, Soulstar! Hand it over!”

“The worst crimes are often committed with a healthy sense of justice.” 
~ Falrin Vaerthium, Tenth Age

Tanthflame’s Trial
chapter six
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Keriya squinted at him. What was he playing at,  
pretending he didn’t have the weapon? Unless he really didn’t 
have it . . . but if he didn’t have it, and she didn’t have it, then 
where was it?

He was almost upon them. His spell grew in intensity 
and fire swirled around his body in ringlets. Roxanne stepped  
forward, hands clenched into white-knuckled fists and lips 
thinned to a line of grim determination.

“No,” Keriya cried, stepping between Roxanne and  
Tanthflame. “I’ll bring you to the sword. But first you have to 
let Fletcher and Roxanne go and promise you won’t hurt them.”

“What are you doing?” Roxanne hissed.
“I have a plan.” That was a lie. Keriya had never been much 

of a planner, and she had no idea what she could possibly do.
“Agreed.” Tanthflame’s spell dissipated and he snapped 

his fingers. Six more Imperials materialized from rooms on 
either side of the hall, hedging them in. “Rhudain, make sure 
these children are safely escorted outside.”

One man swept forward. He had dark skin and a  
sinewy build. Just looking at him gave Keriya the chills. His 
eyes seemed too big for his gaunt face, which was marked with 
two red stripes across his jutting cheekbones. He wore a heavy 
cloak over his uniform, but she could see red bands on his 
sleeves, too.

Rhudain seized Roxanne and Fletcher by their upper arms. 
Fletcher uttered a pained cry as smoke curled out from under 
Rhudain’s palm. He was a fire wielder, and he was burning 
them.

Keriya spun to face Tanthflame. “You said they wouldn’t 
be hurt,” she growled as Rhudain dragged her friends off.

“And they won’t be,” Tanthflame returned, seizing  
Keriya’s arm in a similar manner. “So long as they don’t cause 
problems. Now, which way?” He shoved her in front of him, 
urging her down the hall in the opposite direction.

“There,” she said, indicating a spiral staircase to the right 
of the armory doors. Tanthflame marched her toward it and the 
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remaining guards followed.
<Thorion,> she thought, sending out a telepathic message, 

<whatever happens next, whatever you feel through the bond, do not 
come back.>

They ascended to the third floor of the fortress. Keriya led 
the Imperials out onto a carpeted hall, trying to make it look like 
she knew where she was going. Scampering servants fled at the 
sight of the guardsmen.

“I’m beginning to think you’re stalling,” Tanthflame said as 
they turned a corner and came to a large pair of icewood doors 
garnished with silver handles.

“I’m not,” she insisted, fighting to keep her voice steady. 
“We have to go through here.”

Tanthflame nodded to his men and one of them raised a 
hand. The icewood splintered apart in a blast of fire. Flames 
ate at the blue-tinged wood until the doors crumbled into 
piles of ash, revealing a magnificent chamber beyond. It was a  
chapel, its high walls punctuated by stained glass windows 
sporting pictures of Zumarra, serpent-god of the Galantasa.  
Hundreds of candles glowed on tiered shelves between the 
windows, illuminating pews where women and children  
huddled, praying for safety.

The Commander-General pushed Keriya inside, disregard-
ing the civilians who screamed and scattered before him. As 
Keriya approached the head of the room, where stood a grand 
pulpit on a dais, she couldn’t help but feel this was her walk to 
the gallows. She was running out of places to go.

“Just up here,” she said in a tiny voice. The wall behind 
the pulpit curved outward and a huge, circular window sat 
at its center. It bore the Imperial crest: the guardian beasts of  
Allentria, Shivnath included, twined around a sword. Flanking 
the pulpit were two huge marble bowls filled with water. The 
liquid trembled with the reverberations of the violence outside.

This was it. She had no other options. Hardly able to  
believe what she was doing, Keriya broke away from Tanth-
flame and threw her weight against the left bowl.



ELANA A. MUGDAN

621    2

It slipped off its polished perch and fell to the pulpit steps, 
shattering and drenching the Imperials. It only hindered them 
for a fraction of a moment, but that was all Keriya needed. She 
sprinted toward an iron door on the side of the dais, which 
led to another spiral staircase. Slamming the door behind her, 
she locked it before racing up the narrow steps. Tanthflame’s  
muffled shouts followed her, and she knew it wouldn’t be long 
before he broke through.

A gust of icy wind slapped her when she reached the  
landing. She was in a bell tower. Wooden ladders lined the 
walls, leading to the giant brass instruments. She scrambled  
up the nearest ladder, her fingertips grasping the upper plat-
form not a moment too soon. Tanthflame and his men emerged 
below and the Commander-General wielded, filling the tower 
with a balloon of flame.

Keriya felt the ladder crumble beneath her feet. A deep 
gong assaulted her ears as the inferno stirred the bells. She 
heaved herself onto the ledge, rolling to extinguish the 
fires that gnawed at her new cloak, and came to a stop in a  
corner just below an arched window.

“Leave us. Search the chapel,” said Tanthflame. Footsteps 
faded back down the steps as his soldiers dispersed to do his 
bidding. Did that mean he was giving up on chasing her?

No such luck. A second pillar of fire, more intense than 
the first, shot upwards. Heat washed over Keriya. Tanthflame 
would wield until she was burned to a crisp. There was no-
where left to go except . . .

“Shivnath, please let this work,” she whispered, getting up 
and crawling onto the windowsill. The window was open to 
the outside world, so the sound of the bells could reach all of  
Irongarde. Fierce gusts tore at her, whipping her hair and  
stinging her eyes.

Another ledge ran around the outside of the tower. She 
lowered one foot and eased herself onto the narrow shelf. The 
domed ceiling and curved wall of the chapel jutted out two  
stories beneath her, and below that was an abyss. The north-



DRAGON CHILD

631    2

ern cliffs of the city were shrouded by thick white mists, so it 
was impossible to see how far the drop was. She clung to the 
windowsill for dear life, though her fingertips were blistering 
through her gloves.

With a crash, the whole building shook. The heat lessened, 
and Keriya was sure Tanthflame’s spell had caused one of the 
bells to fall.

Maybe it crushed him, she thought. Maybe he’s dead.
“Dragon Speaker!” A voice rasped against the wind as a 

hand clamped down on her wrist. She looked up with a start 
and saw Tanthflame leaning out of the window, a crazed gleam 
in his lurid eyes. “Where is the sword?”

“I don’t know,” she wailed. His face contorted into a snarl. 
With his free hand, he grabbed her neck and lifted her into the 
air. She resisted the instinct to struggle, since now the only thing 
between her and a deadly drop was Tanthflame’s grip.

Keriya clutched at his muscled arm, trying to alleviate some 
of the pressure on her spine. He tightened his fingers around 
her throat and she choked. She wasn’t getting enough air. Bright 
white spots began dancing across her vision.

“If you don’t know where it is,” he hissed, “then you are 
useless to me. You will now be punished for slander, public  
endangerment, and murder.”

Keriya’s brain was slowing down. She frowned at him, 
gasping for breath.

“Oh, you don’t think you’re guilty?” He drew her closer  
until she was inches from his face. “The only difference  
between heroes and criminals is who judges their actions. Your 
trial was held and your fate decided by people who serve a  
corrupt, authoritarian government. But I serve a different  
Master, and He isn’t pleased with what you’ve done. You  
ruined my good name. You brought a dangerous monster to 
Allentria. You killed my men. For that, you will die.”

And Tanthflame let go.
Time slowed down as Keriya fell away from him. Her brain 

stopped functioning completely—no longer for lack of oxygen, 
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but for the fact that it had been overloaded with pure, numbing 
fear.

It isn’t possible, she thought as her arms flailed in wild and 
useless circles. It can’t end like this.

There would be pain. So much pain when she hit the 
ground. And then she would wake up in an empty world with 
no memories and no purpose. She would be dead. She would  
be nothing. She had been dead once before—strange as it 
sounded—and she feared that calm, quiet darkness more than 
the pain, more than anything.

Her feet struck smooth iron. She’d hit the domed ceiling of 
the chapel, and she tumbled down the polished surface, gaining 
speed. It was sloped enough that the initial impact hadn’t hurt 
her too badly, but that also meant it was too steep to slow her 
down.

She slid over the curved edge and hurtled past the stained 
glass window. Shivnath’s picture leered at her as she fell. She 
reached out for the dragon god as if she thought that would 
help, then noticed a strange shadow in the sky overhead. It was 
headed straight for her. It looked like a large arrow, helmed by 
two points of glowing, purple light.

“Thorion!”
Thorion soared close enough to reach out and grab her 

arms with his front paws. He spread his wings, catching the 
wind. Keriya felt something tear in her right shoulder as her 
descent abruptly slowed, and she winced in pain.

<Hold on,> he thought, angling away from the fortress and 
banking out over the canyon.

<I told you not to come,> she replied, watching her toes skim 
across the top of the fluffy mists. With a powerful flap Thorion 
propelled them upwards, back toward solid ground.

<Are you upset that I did?>
<No,> she thought, smiling as they cleared the great iron 

wall and he glided down one of the long streets of the inner city.
Thorion flapped again, this time to slow them down.  

Keriya could feel his muscles straining. He lowered her and 
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loosened his grip, and she sprawled onto the cobblestone street. 
A frisson of pain shot through her shoulder. She felt the skin on 
her elbows and knees being scraped away through her clothes, 
but she didn’t care. She was alive.

Thorion stretched out his back legs and landed gracefully 
beside her. He leaned his head down and let her put her arms 
around his neck so he could pull her to her feet.

“Your eyes are glowing,” he observed.
“So are yours.” They stared at each other. They both knew 

what it meant, but neither wanted to admit it.
“I have to find Fletcher and Roxanne. I need to make sure they’re 

okay.” She limped back toward the fortress with Thorion. The 
sound of hoofbeats sent them into the shadows of a nearby 
building. Keriya flattened herself against the wall as a group of 
Imperials galloped past on horseback. She suspected the raid 
was over now that Tanthflame knew the sword was gone.

When the coast was clear, she and Thorion emerged once 
more. Bodies littered the streets. The mangled corpse of the 
child she’d seen in the Galantrian Village resurfaced in her 
brain, the vision rearing up from the dark place where Keriya 
had hidden it. She looked at the sky again so she wouldn’t have 
to confront the gruesome scene, but the sight of that tiny, bro-
ken body by the wharf remained emblazoned in her mind’s eye. 
There was no future for that child, nor these people. They were 
alone in the darkness, now and forever.

<Keriya?> Thorion’s mindvoice snapped her out of her 
thoughts. She shook herself and focused on the present. She had 
to find her friends.

Ahead, the ruined gates of Indrath Olven stood deserted. 
As Keriya came out into the stretch of open land between the 
city and the fortress, a flash of movement caught her eye. To 
her left, a plume of fire shoot into the air. A group of people was 
fighting at the western edge of Irongarde’s wall. They were too 
far away for her to distinguish faces, but she saw huge chunks 
of earth being wielded, countering whips of white-hot flame.

“Roxanne,” she whispered, and she began to run. Thorion 
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followed, but she said, “You stay back. If there’s a necro-wielder 
around here, if he twists your soul—”

“I’m not leaving you defenseless,” he argued, spreading his 
wings and leaping into the air, nearly clipping her as he flew 
past.

Angry tears sprang to Keriya’s eyes. She had no magic, 
no fighting skills, and she could no longer rely on her sword, 
which was the only thing that had saved her from Necrovar. 
The townspeople revered her, but she couldn’t do a thing to 
save them. She was defenseless, and she was just as useless now 
as she’d ever been.

<Not useless,> thought Thorion, who circled on a warm  
updraft. The conviction in his mindvoice gave Keriya courage, 
and she sped up. 

As she drew nearer, she saw Fletcher cowering by the body 
of a dead soldier. He had picked up the man’s bow and arrow 
and was trying to fit the fletching to the string. Roxanne had 
joined a group of nine Galantrians, all of whom were wielding 
against Rhudain. To Keriya’s surprise, Effrax was also there. He 
was on his knees, and veins were standing out on his throat 
with the effort he was putting into holding Rhudain’s spells at 
bay.

For his part, Rhudain didn’t seem particularly bothered. 
Though he was fighting eleven people at once, he hadn’t even 
broken a sweat. He created a sheet of fire that diffused a water 
spell, while simultaneously wielding three counter-attacks that 
nearly took out the left flank of his enemies.

Roxanne wielded the earth beneath his feet, meaning to  
unbalance him, but he burned the dirt and stone as she manip-
ulated it, melting her spell. This man was clearly in a league of 
his own. Charred corpses surrounded him, and Keriya feared 
Fletcher, Roxanne, or Effrax would be next.

<Look at the marks on his face,> thought Thorion. <He’s a Tier 
Eleven wielder—a mage.>

<I’m guessing that’s bad?>
<It’s the most powerful class of wielder a mortal can be. In ages 
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past, mages were forced to be branded like that, to let others know what 
power they held and what they were capable of.>

Keriya stared at Rhudain, who moved like the fire he  
wielded: choppy and sharp, yet somehow also graceful and  
fluid. <And what is he capable of?>

<He can melt any material in the world. Things that would take a 
lesser wielder three days to accomplish, he could do in three minutes. 
He could kill these men in a heartbeat if he wanted to.>

<Then why doesn’t he?> asked Keriya. <More importantly, 
how can we kill him before he kills us?>

<I suspect he won’t kill them until he receives the directive. He 
may even be toying with them just because he can. But we will kill him 
as we would any other enemy: we make him bleed.>

Thorion banked south and dipped low over the buildings, 
disappearing from view. Rhudain burned a series of projectile 
icicles and shot concentrated bursts of fire through the hearts 
of two more Galantrians. As Roxanne leapt out of the way to 
avoid a flaming missile, Rhudain’s eyes slid away from her and 
landed on Keriya.

And he smiled.
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Thorion rose in the air, gliding on cross-currents. If he was 
honest with himself, Rhudain was more than a match for him. 
And while he was being honest, he had to admit the mage 
scared him. He was young and he’d only just begun to wield. 
He needed real battle experience to survive a fight like this. 

Dragons shared a hive-mind, which meant the knowledge 
of each individual was available to all. Thorion could have 
plucked battle techniques out of that information bank, but 
unfortunately for him, his family was trapped in the Ether-
world, which made telepathic contact with them impossible. 
Even if he had been able to mentally access the hive, his bond to 
Keriya had superseded his connection to his kin. 

He was on his own for this fight.
Shaking his head, he shut out his fear and concentrated 

on his target. He was smarter than Rhudain. He was a dragon. 
There were more ways to win a fight than with pure strength.

Then he saw something change in Rhudain’s demeanor. 
The man straightened and the air around him shimmered with 
heat. He had been toying with the Galantrians, but now he was 
focused. Thorion followed the direction of the man’s gaze and 
saw Keriya. He growled. Stupid of him to have left her alone.

Rhudain pointed at the nearest soldier, a man who’d been 
valiantly wielding against him non-stop. The soldier dropped 
his threads and sank to his knees. He put his hands over his 

“If your wings are broken, you walk.
If your legs are broken, you crawl.

But if your spirit is broken, you are lost.” 
~ Sagerius Fangheart, in the Age before Ages

The Truth Revealed
chapter seven
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chest and a look of pain crossed his face. Then he exploded. 
Fiery melted innards burst violently from his body.

In the blink of an eye, two more men met the same fate. 
The rest, including Roxanne and Effrax, were wise enough to 
run. Even Keriya had the sense to take cover amidst the iron 
buildings. One more unlucky man exploded before Rhudain 
was finished.

Thorion’s snout crinkled. Usually the electromagnetic field 
generated by a body and soul was enough to keep alien threads 
out. It was a natural defense mechanism—it was the reason 
why earth wielders couldn’t kill someone by growing a vine 
around their heart, why water wielders couldn’t suck the blood 
right out of someone’s body, why air wielders couldn’t steal 
the breath from someone’s lungs. But Rhudain had just created 
fires inside those men.

Of course, mages could break through that natural barrier, 
but it was an incredibly complex spell. The fact that this man 
knew the weave of it was not good news.

Thorion reflected threads from his source and spat a beam 
of light at the mortal. Rhudain reacted like lightning, surround-
ing himself with fire so hot it glowed blue. The field of flame was 
bright and thick enough to diffuse the light, which told Thorion 
he wouldn’t be able to win with magic. What was worse, he had 
lost his element of surprise.

He tucked in his wings and dove for the ground. Just  
before impact, he leveled off and shot toward the fire mage. 
A wall of flames erupted around Rhudain. Thorion raised 
his protective inner eyelids, flattened his ears to his skull,  
and squeezed his nostrils shut. He passed through the  
roaring inferno, his talons outstretched. Because he couldn’t  
see through the blaze, he missed his mark and only grazed  
Rhudain; but that was enough.

He rose again and looked back to see a line of dark red 
stretching across Rhudain’s shoulders. Wielding accelerated 
the heart, and the stronger the wielder, the higher the heart rate. 
Even a shallow cut like that would slow him substantially and 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

701    2

give Thorion the advantage.
But then Rhudain started to laugh. He cackled like a mad-

man and Thorion felt something move inside him. He faltered 
in his flight and dropped a few hands before regaining control. 
What was happening? Was Rhudain trying to melt him from 
within? Impossible—Thorion was too far away and moving too 
quickly for the mage to attempt a spell so difficult. It was some-
thing else. It wasn’t even a physical pain . . .

It was a pain in his soul.
A flash of agony stabbed him and he curled up in midair, 

dropping like a stone before he managed to unfurl his wings 
and glide out over the buildings.

<Thorion, what’s wrong?> Keriya’s distressed thoughts 
reached him. He couldn’t answer. The pain was in his mind, 
working its fingers into his brain, making him angle back  
toward the open area, forcing him to return to Rhudain.  
Someone else had joined the mage, a man whose flesh was as 
black as the furthest corners of space, where no light had ever 
touched: a shadowman.

“You know what this is, dragon,” Rhudain spat when  
Thorion landed in front of him. “You know you can’t fight it.”

Thorion felt a twisting sensation in his soul, and bilious 
panic rose in his gut.

“Necrovar is dead!” He managed to choke the words out 
in Allentrian around a tongue that had become unresponsive.

“You should be smart enough to know that’s not true.” 
Rhudain nodded to the shadowman, who raised his hands. 
In response, Thorion’s head tilted up. He felt his soul move of 
its own accord, though he fought it with all his might, and his 
mouth opened as he shot a spell into the sky.

It wasn’t light that he wielded. It couldn’t be. It was dark, 
yet it seemed to shine and shimmer and eat the light around 
it. It was luminous in an indefinable way and it sucked the  
color out of the world. It glowed somehow, yet it cast no  
shadows—because it was shadow. It was light tainted by the 
touch of necromagic.
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“NO!” A ragged scream tore through the air behind him.
<Keriya, stay back!> He managed to send a thought to her, 

though he feared it was too late. If she revealed herself to  
Rhudain and the shadowman, he wouldn’t be able to save her.

“Kill her,” said Rhudain. 
Thorion moved against his will. He turned to face Keriya, 

who was sprinting toward him, brandishing a rock in one hand 
and a broken broom handle in the other—poor weapons against 
a mage, a shadowman, and a dragon.

Thorion’s magic stirred. As energy pulsed through his 
veins, the weight of the mage’s words struck him: he was about 
to kill his bondmate. He spread his wings and opened his 
mouth once more.

There was a sudden pain in his right wing membrane, and 
the icy grip on his mind and soul vanished. He nearly collapsed 
as all the tension flowed out of his muscles, muscles which had 
been controlled by the enemy. Glancing over his shoulder, he 
saw the shadowman’s body crumbling around the shaft of a 
Galantrian arrow. The missile had shot clean through Thorion’s 
wing to bury itself in the demon’s chest.

Rhudain snarled and started to wield again. Before he could 
do any real damage, Thorion lashed out. His claws tore through 
the man’s robes, opening three deep gashes across his chest.

Warm blood spattered the ground and the scales on  
Thorion’s forearms. Rhudain staggered backward, doubling up 
over his injuries. To his credit, he maintained his spell; sparks 
burst from his palms and a fire stuttered to life. He shot a weak 
jet of flame at Thorion, who let it splash against his scales. It was 
uncomfortable, but it wouldn’t be fatal.

The fire flickered feebly, then guttered out. Rhudain sank to 
his knees and fell to his side.

Keriya reached them, skidding to a halt on the battle- 
churned snow, staring at the dying guardsman.

“This is nothing. The war has only just begun. Everything 
you love will die.” Rhudain coughed up a gob of blood and spat 
at her. “Necrovar is back.”
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Yes, Thorion had known. Ever since his eyes had glowed 
that morning, he had known. Perhaps he’d known before that, 
but hadn’t wanted to believe it. It had been a happier world 
when the Shadow had been gone; he’d had a bright future full 
of hope and promise. Now he was facing a death sentence. He 
had been touched by darksalm. The toxic compound would 
slowly burrow into his source, infecting every one of his threads 
until he died.

And once he was dead, Necrovar would own his soul.
“Keriya?” Another voice, small and shaky, came from  

behind them. There stood Fletcher, holding a bow and two 
more Galantrian arrows. It was he who’d shot the shadowman. 
He had saved Thorion yet again. “Are you okay?”

Keriya shook her head. Thorion reached out with his mind 
and felt a tornado of emotion spinning within her.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Why did this  
happen? How did it happen?”

“What?” asked Fletcher.
“Necrovar survived.” Tears shone in her eyes, making 

them appear as if they were still glowing. Fletcher dropped the 
bow and arrows with a clatter that rang in the sudden stillness. 
He turned to Thorion, as if hoping the dragon would deny it. 
Thorion said nothing. What was there to say?

Roxanne and Effrax were the next to come out of hiding. 
Effrax’s arm was slung over Roxanne’s shoulders and the limp 
in his leg was more pronounced. They came to stand beside 
Keriya, but didn’t speak. Judging by their expressions, they’d 
already guessed what the attack meant.

“Dragon Speaker?” A new voice, one Thorion didn’t  
recognize, drifted toward them on a bitter wind. The remnants 
of the Irongarde troops were emerging from the shelter of the 
buildings. Every soldier was bloodied. The Galantrians had  
suffered a resounding loss.

Keriya stepped forward and Thorion went with her. These 
people were expecting something—perhaps reassurance that 
everything would be okay, perhaps an apology, perhaps a vow 
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of vengeance for their fallen comrades.
“Is Lord Thorion alright?” one man asked. His right eye 

was gone and his temple was smeared with blood.
“Yes,” Keriya lied shakily. “I’m sorry we couldn’t do more 

to help. We were caught off-guard, and—”
“I saw him wield shadows,” said another man, younger, 

with a round face and frightened eyes. “Spit blackness into the 
sky, he did. How do you explain that?”

Keriya laid a hand on Thorion’s neck. He could feel her 
shaking. Now would be the moment to speak, to explain the 
day’s events. But there was nothing she could say that would 
make things better.

“You told us Necrovar was dead,” said the one-eyed man. 
His tone was accusatory, and he took an aggressive step toward 
her.

“I thought he was,” she whispered. Thorion watched as the 
soldiers’ faces grew slack with disbelief, then taut with fear.

“Do you mean to say,” said a bearded fellow, “he’s alive?”
“Look,” said Fletcher, “I think this is all just a big misun-

derstanding—”
His words were drowned out as the Galantrians began 

shouting about Necrovar, about being deceived, about spies 
and traitors.

“You can’t honestly think we’re working for the Shadow,”  
Roxanne protested over the clamor. “We were fighting the  
Imperials alongside you—you saw that!”

“What we saw was a mage who decimated our forces and 
didn’t make any special effort to kill you, and a dragon who 
wielded necromagic,” said the one-eyed man.

Thorion stared at the surrounding humans. Anger began 
to burn him, overtaking the worry that reigned in his heart. He 
couldn’t believe these creatures would turn on him so easily. 
Yesterday he’d been their savior, their idol . . . now he heard 
people calling for him to be locked up until they could find out 
what was wrong with him.

“Absolutely not,” Keriya was arguing with the one-eyed 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

741    2

soldier. “Thorion did nothing wrong, he shouldn’t be—”
“And what of you?” he countered. “You took an oath and 

told us the Shadow was gone, yet our town lies in ruin and 
we’ve a slew of witnesses who claim your dragon used dark 
powers.” He put his hand on the hilt of his sword, drawing it 
halfway from its scabbard. He hadn’t had time to clean it from 
the battle; its steel edge was crusted with blood. “Perhaps, 
Dragon Speaker, you should accompany us to the fortress.”

Thorion saw her eyes widen in furious realization.
<Keriya, don’t fight them,> he begged silently. <Enough fight-

ing has been done today, and I fear that whatever fight we enter with 
them, we will lose. We can’t prove I didn’t wield necromagic, because 
I did.>

<But they think this is somehow our fault!>
<It is,> he thought. <We failed to kill Necrovar. We gave them 

false hope, allowed them to let their guard down. They are frightened, 
and fear does terrible things to people. Don’t fight. You’ll only make 
it worse.>

Keriya gritted her teeth, but allowed the soldiers to escort 
her back to Indrath Olven. Her friends didn’t understand why 
she was giving in so easily—especially since they knew their 
innocence—and they each looked at Thorion in confusion. All 
he could do was shake his head and bow his neck in defeat. 

So it was that they went quietly into the fortress, prisoners 
in all but name.

They were brought before the Vaecount, who was in no 
mood to be forgiving after the destruction of his city. When he 
heard the accounts of how Thorion had wielded what appeared 
to be necromagic, condemnation settled into the lines of his face.

“Dragon Speaker,” he began in a delicate voice, “I must 
ask that you and Lord Thorion remain within the fortress walls  
until we find out what happened today.”

There was nothing Keriya could say except, “Of course,” 
though Thorion felt barely contained rage threatening to break 
through the dam of self-control she’d built around herself.

“This isn’t legal,” said Effrax. “As eldest son of the Ember 
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Clan, I demand a fair trial be held for each of us before you 
throw us in prison.”

“You aren’t being thrown in prison, you are being held  
temporarily for the safety of my people while we wait for a trial 
to be scheduled,” the Vaecount returned in frosty tones. “As 
none of you are royal—including you, Nameless—and as Lady 
Soulstar has agreed to my terms, I’m afraid we can afford no 
leniency on this matter.”

“She may have agreed, but I did not,” Effrax growled. 
“Why do I need to be ‘held temporarily’?”

“Mage fire nearly destroyed our town,” said the Vaecount. 
“As a fire wielder, we cannot let you go without investigation. 
The Smarlindians will have to undergo similar review.”

“They’ve done nothing wrong,” Keriya protested, for what 
felt like the hundredth time.

“Stay your words,” said Thorion, for he saw that she and 
Effrax were gearing up for a shouting match. “This is my  
burden to bear, and you, as my friends, have been dragged into 
it unjustly.” He flashed an angry look at the Vaecount and was 
pleased to see the mortal draw back. “But I would ask that you 
accept the Vaecount’s judgement in peace. Your innocence will 
be proven soon enough.”

His words quieted Effrax. The Fironian allowed himself to 
be led away with Fletcher and Roxanne. Thorion and Keriya 
were escorted from the Vaecount’s chambers last.

They were brought to a cold cell in the lower levels of the 
fortress. The iron walls seemed to close in on Thorion. Iron 
bars on a narrow window scattered broken moonbeams across 
the floor. There was an iron bed in the far corner, and he and  
Keriya settled down on what he could only assume was an iron 
mattress.

“What are we going to do?” she asked after a long silence.
Thorion felt his heart constrict in despair. “I don’t know.”
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“So, what’s our plan?” said Roxanne. “Sit here until they convict 
us?” She lay on the uncomfortable cot in her cell, glaring at the 
ceiling, and spoke loudly enough for her voice to carry through 
the vents to Keriya and Fletcher, who were in the rooms on 
either side of hers.

“I’m no good at planning,” came Keriya’s muted voice from 
the left.

“Well, here’s your chance to get some practice,” snapped 
Roxanne. “Stop moping and let’s get ourselves out of here.”

Was she being harsh? Yes. Keriya was in shock, but sitting 
around and being shocked wasn’t going to do any good.

“Maybe we shouldn’t.” Fletcher’s voice floated through the 
vent to the right. “If we escape, it will look like we’re guilty. We 
should stay until they can schedule an inquisition and—”

“And nothing,” said Roxanne. “They’ll find us guilty for 
lying to them.”

“We didn’t lie! We really thought Necrovar was dead.”
“It doesn’t matter what we thought, only what’s true,” 

Keriya said loudly, speaking over Fletcher. “And the truth is, I 
failed my quest.”

“No, you just haven’t succeeded in killing Necrovar yet,” 
Roxanne corrected her.

“How can I do that? Shivnath’s powers are gone.”
“Obviously some of the power Shivnath gave you remains 

in your soul,” said Thorion. “Our communication is a form of 

“You do not need to know fear to know that Man is dangerous.”
~ Tolbrayth Solarius, Second Age

Escape From Irongarde
chapter eight
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magic. I’ve explained this.”
“What am I supposed to do, talk to Necrovar?” said Keriya. 

“Think at him telepathically? You’re the only one now who can 
kill him, and you . . .”

She trailed off, and Roxanne didn’t have the heart to keep 
arguing. Fletcher, too, stayed quiet. They all knew what they 
were facing.

Eventually Roxanne grew restless. The quiet of the  
dungeons rang in her ears. Filled with unpleasant nervous  
energy, she got up and began pacing her cell.

Hello? She cast out her thoughts to see if there were any 
animals in range. Is anyone there?

For the past few months, Roxanne had been harboring a 
secret from her friends: she had the power to communicate with 
animals. Whether bird or beast, fish or insect, giant jungle cats 
or rats like the one who’d led her to the armory, she could hear 
their thoughts and make herself understood to them in turn. 
She’d grown so used to the buzz of their voices in the back of 
her head that this stillness was unnerving.

There was no response to her mental call. No wonder—any 
animal with a modicum of sense would have fled the mage fire.

A side effect of her ability to communicate with animals 
was that she was becoming more like an animal herself. Her 
senses were sharper, so she was the first one to hear the soft 
padding of footsteps in the hall.

She crossed to the front of her cell and put her ear to  
the crack between the solid iron door and its frame. Had the 
Vaecount sent down guards? Was it possible a verdict had  
already been reached? The footsteps stopped. There was a  
metallic jangling of keys on a ring and a creak as a door swung 
inward on rusty hinges.

Keriya gasped in shock. “Max?”
“Come with me.” Max’s whisper reached Roxanne’s ears, 

and she breathed a sigh of relief. A moment later she heard 
a deadbolt sliding out of place. Her door opened, revealing  
Keriya, Thorion, and the Erastatian prince. Keriya’s eyes 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

781    2

gleamed eerily in the scant light of the torches that flickered at 
either end of the hall.

“Thanks,” Roxanne breathed, slipping out to join them. Max 
nodded as they moved on to Fletcher’s door. He fished through 
the keys on the ring until he found the one that matched the 
lock.

As soon as he was free, Fletcher scurried out, wringing his 
hands with worry. “Don’t you think we should stay? Everyone 
here loves us.”

“They loved us when they thought I’d saved them,”  
Keriya said bitterly. “But you know how quickly people turn 
their backs on you.”

Fletcher grew subdued, and Roxanne could tell by the 
look on his face that he was remembering the way his brother,  
Asher, had disowned and betrayed him before they’d fled  
Aeria. Fletcher was the only one who remembered Aeria with 
any degree of fondness, through Roxanne couldn’t imagine 
why. The place had been backwards and wretched—and given 
how Asher Earengale had acted when his brother had needed 
him most, she suspected Fletcher was much better off without 
him.

“If yesterday’s attack tells us anything, it’s that you 
shouldn’t be locked up,” Max said as he led them down the 
long corridor. “We’ve got work to do.”

They had almost reached the end of the hallway and were 
about to enter a narrow staircase when Thorion stopped. His 
nostrils flared and he turned to a door to his left. “Open this 
one. Effrax is in there.”

Max raised an eyebrow but didn’t protest. He thumbed 
through the keys and opened the heavy padlock on the door. 
Sure enough, Effrax was inside, lying on his cot. He offered 
them a lopsided smile.

“Rescuing me, Maxton? Never thought I’d see the day.”
“Get up,” said Max. “We need to be out of the fortress and 

clear of Irongarde before dawn.”
Effrax stood on shaking legs. He looked awful; sweat  
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beaded on his brow and his face was drawn and haggard. He 
limped to the door and Thorion partially extended one of his 
bat-like wings, offering it to the Fironian. Proud though he was, 
Effrax put his hand on the hooked joint of the dragon’s fingers, 
using it to steady himself.

“Mind lighting the way?” Max whispered as the six of them 
entered the stairwell and began to ascend. Here, away from the 
torches, it was almost pitch-black.

“I’d love to,” Effrax said in a dry voice. “Only problem is 
they made me drink a healthy dose of evasdrin, so I’m not really 
feeling up to it.”

Fletcher made a noise of startled disbelief. “Why?”  
Evasdrin was a poison that cut people off from their sources, 
preventing them from using their magic. Once it entered your 
bloodstream, it usually took about three days to recover your 
wielding abilities.

“What, you didn’t hear? Mage fire destroyed the town. 
Therefore, all fire wielders are guilty,” Effrax retorted.

They reached a landing that opened onto the main floor of 
Indrath Olven. Instead of leading them into the central fortress, 
Max leaned against a wooden door on the back wall. It opened 
into a cramped hall beyond—probably a passage for servants—
and he ushered them through. Thorion had trouble fitting, but 
eventually they all found themselves huddled inside. Just in 
time, too, for Roxanne heard footsteps that indicated guards 
were roaming around.

“Does it get much narrower?” Thorion wanted to know as 
they set off again.

“No,” said Max, stopping to unlock another door. “We’re 
out.” Icy wind and blue moonlight flooded the passage as they 
filed outside. As soon as she was free, Roxanne pressed herself 
against the wall of the fortress. They were on a snow-glazed 
ledge behind the citadel, facing the mountain abyss.

“What kept you?” A snippy voice cut through the air. “If I’d 
known you were going to take so long, I’d have come up with a 
better distraction for the Vaecount.”
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Roxanne did a double-take. There, huddling by a snow drift 
with her hands stuffed under her arms, was . . .

“Sebaris?” Effrax gaped at the Princess of the Galantasa, 
looking as if he’d seen a ghost. To be fair, she did look rather 
ghostly. Her skin was pale, her heart-shaped face gaunt. She 
was garbed in a white fur coat and a loose, white hospital gown 
that billowed in the winds whistling through the canyon.

“You’re awake,” said Fletcher.
“You shouldn’t be out in this weather,” said Effrax. “You 

were in a coma for—”
“I’m healthy enough to save your neck, Nameless, so spare 

me the lectures,” she said, turning her nose up and sniffing in 
disdain, her fish-gill nostrils flapping shut and flaring open. 
Her attitude softened as her sapphire eyes landed on Thorion. 
“I’m sorry this happened. I trust my people treated you well?”

“Not particularly,” said Effrax. “How—”
“Explanations later,” Max interrupted. “We’re an hour 

from sunrise. Follow me.”
They moved in single file along the ledge, hugging the 

wall and keeping as far from the cliff as possible. Keriya made 
Fletcher walk between her and Roxanne, for he wasn’t fond of 
heights. He held onto Roxanne’s cloak, and Keriya steadied him 
whenever he slipped on a patch of ice.

Where the fortress met the great Irongarde wall, there the 
ledge ended.

“We climb from here,” said Max. “Thorion, we’re far 
enough away for you to fly.”

Thorion sprang into the air. The gusts from his wings  
battered the land-ridden travelers, and Fletcher clung more 
tightly to Roxanne. “What exactly did you mean by saying we 
have to climb?” he asked.

In response, Max jumped off the ledge. Fletcher squeaked 
in alarm, but the prince hadn’t fallen far—his head poked up 
over the snow. A staircase was hewn into the side of the cliff, 
with nothing but an iron railing between the steps and a fatal 
drop. Roxanne sighed in resignation and jumped down next to 
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Max. Keriya did the same.
“Come on,” she said, offering her hands to Fletcher. “It’ll be 

just like climbing Shivnath’s Mountains.”
“I hated that, too,” he grumbled.
The world grew lighter as they descended, and the mist 

thickened. Thorion rode silently through the air, circling  
beneath them. Roxanne figured he was serving as a sort of  
safety net in case anyone should slip on the icy steps. Though 
she could hear the rustle of his leathery wings as he passed, he 
was no more than a scrap of shadow drifting through the fog, 
even to her sharp eyes.

Keriya had moved to the front of the procession and Max 
went last, using airmagic to blow away any sign of their foot-
prints. Occasionally they passed openings that led deep into the 
mountain—perhaps those were tunnels leading to the famous 
iron mines? Hot air drifted up out of them, though they were all 
dark and still as death.

After what seemed an age, the mists thinned and they saw 
a bamboo forest sprouting below. It was warmer down here—if 
only marginally—and everyone breathed a sigh of relief at the 
sight of level ground.

Thorion was waiting for them. He held his right wing 
out awkwardly, and Roxanne could see a dark purple splotch 
spreading on the snow beneath him. The small wound in his 
membranous skin was dripping blood.

“Are you okay?” she asked when she reached the ground. 
It was a stupid question; obviously he wasn’t okay. He was  
dying. Even now, necro-threads were burrowing their way into 
his soul.

But Thorion smiled and nodded. Keriya went to him and 
examined his injury while Roxanne helped Effrax down the last 
few steps. He and Sebaris looked awful.

“What I wouldn’t give for a healer,” Max murmured when 
he joined them, gazing around at their ragtag troupe.

Roxanne looked at Thorion. “Couldn’t you . . . ?” She  
faltered, not sure how to continue. He’d healed a knife wound 
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in her side once. Timemagic was the root of his power, the same 
way lifemagic was the root of Roxanne’s, and he could fix any 
injury or sickness that would eventually heal on its own. She 
was sure he could patch up his wing and help Sebaris and  
Effrax.

He seemed to guess what she’d been about to say. “My 
source has felt diminished since yesterday’s incident,” he told 
her. “I’d prefer not to wield just now. I don’t think it’s safe.”

“Of course,” she said, ducking her head.
“We should keep going,” said Max. “We’re still within sight 

of Indrath Olven. We can rest once we’re in the forest.”
The sky was swathed in gray clouds, but it was now bright 

enough for them to pick their way through the bamboo with-
out trouble. Roxanne relaxed as familiar mindvoices of animals  
began to trickle in once more. She hadn’t realized how tense 
she’d been; there had been a time, not so very long ago, when 
she would have given anything to shut them up.

After an hour of hiking, Max decided they were far enough 
away from Irongarde to stop. Effrax sat at once, closing his 
eyes and leaning against a tree for support. Sebaris sank onto a  
boulder. She tried to maintain her royal composure, but her 
chest was heaving and her cobalt-blue hair was plastered to her 
forehead with sweat.

Max, who was wearing nondescript travel garments, drew 
a small pack from under his cloak. He doled out rations of dried 
lakeweed to all of them, even Thorion.

“So,” Fletcher said once the lakeweed was finished,  
“how’d you get here, princess?” He was trying to avoid the real 
problem, and they all knew it.

“I followed you from the Galantrian Palace,” she said  
coldly, “and was attacked by the bogspectre.”

“I think he was asking how you came to be part of this  
rescue mission,” said Effrax.

“I’ve been awake for days,” she informed them. “I asked 
my attendants not to alert anyone. During the attack, I escaped 
from the hospital and made my way to the fortress. I found 
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Max, he told me what happened, asked for my help, and here 
we are.”

Roxanne suspected the princess had glossed over quite a 
bit in her explanation, but didn’t pursue the matter. She didn’t 
care for Sebaris; the girl was as stuck-up and rude as Penelope 
Sanvire had been back in Aeria.

“And why are you here?” Effrax prodded.
“I should think the reason is obvious,” she said, crossing 

her arms. “I’m here to help Lord Thorion.”
Another long silence settled upon the group.
“Any idea where your sword is, Keriya?” said Max.  

Roxanne didn’t bother to ask how he knew Tanthflame had 
been looking for the sword. Word was sure to have gotten out 
by now.

“No,” she said shortly.
A third silence, this one darker and more foreboding.  

Roxanne began making bets with herself on who would be the 
first to bring up the main issue.

Surprisingly, it was Thorion.
“Is there anything I can do?” he asked.
Max cleared his throat. “Darksalm is a powerful substance, 

born of the very magic that flows through your blood. It has no 
cure. At least,” he added, “no cure has ever been recorded in 
our history.”

“Then there might be something?” said Fletcher.
“Probably not,” grunted Effrax. He was gripping his left 

thigh tightly.
“Well, let’s try to come up with ideas,” Fletcher persisted, 

his tone filled with irritating hopefulness. “Working together, 
maybe we can cure Thorion.”

“It’s impossible,” Max told him.
“Do not,” hissed a soft voice, “say that.”
They all turned to look at Keriya. She stood by Thorion’s 

side, and there was a dangerous glint in her eyes.
“I’m sorry Keriya, but sooner or later, you’ll have to come 

to terms with—”
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“I will come to terms with nothing,” she said. “We live 
in a world filled with impossibilities. Necrovar has returned; 
Thorion escaped the Etherworld; I died and was brought back 
to life by Shivnath. I’ve seen the impossible happen. I am the 
impossible. So don’t you dare tell me it’s impossible to save 
my dragon.” Her lower lip trembled but her chin stuck out in  
defiance.

“You heard her,” said Roxanne. “We’ve got three people 
who received the best tutoring in Allentria, one of whom is an 
expert on the Great War.” She shot Max a look, annoyed that he 
was being so negative. “Ideas. Let’s go.”

“The only way to free Thorion’s soul is by killing the  
wielder to whom it is bound: Necrovar,” Max retorted. “You 
must do as Shivnath commanded. Go to Mount Arax and  
enter the Etherworld through the Rift. Find the Shadow Lord 
and face him.”

“I can’t,” whispered Thorion. “He’ll twist my soul and take 
control of me as soon as I see him. He’ll kill me . . . or worse.”

It occurred to Roxanne that Thorion’s voice was different. 
Certainly it had changed from when she’d first met him—back 
then he hadn’t had emotions, so he had spoken in a calm, cold 
monotone—but now it was bleak and heavy, burdened with 
unspoken fears that hadn’t been there yesterday morning.

“Damned if you do, damned if you don’t,” Effrax  
murmured. Thorion’s pupils narrowed nervously as he  
nodded.

“Then we need to find a cure before we go to Necrovar,” 
said Keriya.

“What about a phoenix?” suggested Sebaris.
“Their fires purify and heal,” Effrax began, “but you need 

arcane magics to treat something like darksalm. That being 
said, we could seek out Valaan, the phoenix-god.”

“The elves.” Seba spoke over Effrax, ignoring his mention 
of Valaan. “Lady Taeleia is the greatest healer in Allentria.”

“Taeleia will tell you what any healer worth their salt will 
tell you,” said Max. “Darksalm is a sickness of the soul, not of 



DRAGON CHILD

851    2

the flesh. You can’t change a soul.”
“A caladrius bird,” she shot back without missing a beat.
“They work the same way elves do; neither lifemagic or 

timemagic will help Thorion.”
“There’s tell of a healer in the north, a werelion—”
“Bedtime stories,” Max said dismissively.
The royals tossed ideas back and forth, brainstorming  

increasingly far-fetched plans. The Aerians, whose knowledge 
of healing amounted to what the schoolelders had taught them 
about aloeferns, could only sit and listen, nodding when some-
thing sounded interesting.

“What about Lake Sanara, back in Aeria?” Fletcher offered. 
“Its waters have powerful healing properties.”

“Oh yes,” scoffed Seba, rolling her eyes. “Let’s all get on 
our flying pigs and soar over Shivnath’s Mountains to the  
wonderful land of Aeria. We can bathe in the Fountain of Youth, 
take a stroll through the Broken Vale, and visit the island home 
of the Chardons while we’re at it.”

Roxanne and Keriya exchanged uncomfortable looks. 
They never spoke of their homeland, and since meeting Cezon  
Skyriver—a crotchety criminal who’d informed them that no 
one in Allentria believed Aeria really existed—they hadn’t told 
anyone else where they were from. Roxanne caught Fletcher’s 
eye and shook her head; now wasn’t the moment to come clean.

“Sanara’s useless anyway. It never healed anyone,”  
Keriya muttered. Max, who was standing next to her, chuckled 
dryly. He thought she was making a joke.

“A unicorn,” Sebaris said at last. No one shot her down this 
time.

“No one’s really figured out their magic,” said Effrax, grow-
ing thoughtful. “And they’ve always been considered among 
the most powerful of the healers.”

“You’ll be wasting your time,” said Max. “Nothing will 
solve this—nothing except facing Necrovar.”

Keriya’s eyes clouded at the prince’s words. She turned 
away from him and asked, “Where can we find a unicorn?”
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“They once lived in the western forests,” Effrax told her. 
“Further north. They prefer the cold.”

“Then we’ll head north and west,” she declared, and she 
actually turned and started walking.

“Where are you going?” Roxanne was sure Keriya had no 
idea what a unicorn was, much less where to find one; it wasn’t 
a term they’d ever come across in Aeria.

“If I found a dragon, I can find a unicorn,” Keriya replied. 
“Necrovar will get a stronger hold on Thorion every day, and 
the Allentrians . . . well, Fletcher had it right. How do you think 
our escape will look to them? They’ll be after us soon.”

“You didn’t find me, you summoned me, Keriya,” said  
Thorion. “Is it wise to spend time searching blindly for a  
creature who may not even be able to help?”

“What else can I do?” she said, rounding on the group. 
For a moment she looked like she was about to cry. She pulled  
herself together with obvious effort and announced, “The quest 
has changed. Our only objective now will be finding a cure for 
Thorion.”

Max shook his head and crossed his arms. “For the  
record, I think this is a bad idea.”

“What’s a bad idea?” Keriya challenged him. “Saving the 
only creature who can defeat the Shadow?”

“No, losing sight of your main objective,” he returned, his 
voice unnaturally cold.

“Maxton, I can’t fight like this,” Thorion whispered. “If I go 
to Necrovar now, it would be suicide.”

The prince’s gaze flickered briefly to the dragon, then back 
to Keriya. His face softened as he stared down at her. “If this is 
what you want, so be it,” he said. “We’ll stop in Edora to get 
supplies. North and west—this way.”
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Despite the deep snow, they made record time with Keriya and 
Thorion forging the way. Fletcher often wanted to complain 
of his nearly-frozen feet, or ask to stop so he could catch his 
breath. But with every sodden, miserable step he took, he 
reminded himself of what Thorion must be going through. So 
he put his head down and kept his mouth shut. Besides, the 
hike was keeping him warm—for the most part—and thinking 
about his feet kept him from thinking about his empty stomach.

They arrived at the small mining settlement late that night. 
Guards stood before the main gate, alert and grim; had news of 
the attack reached them already?

“Seba and I are the only ones who should go in,” Max 
announced as they huddled in a thicket of giant ferns just off the 
path leading into Edora.

“I can’t go in there,” the princess protested. “They’ll 
recognize me.”

“That’s the point.” He looked at her with an almost pitying 
expression. “You can’t come on this journey. You’re still weak, 
and you’ve never been more than a league from home in your 
life. You need to go to the guards and request an escort back to 
your palace.”

“Don’t coddle me, Maxton,” she snapped. “I deserve to be 
part of this quest.”

“It isn’t a question of deserving—”
“It is a question of honor,” she said, a dangerous fire 

“Tread lightly in enemy territory.”
~ Ghoori Proverb

Edora
chapter nine
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kindling in her eyes. “If you hand me over to the Edoran guards, 
I’ll tell them what you did and where you’re going. Yes, if you 
force my hand, I’ll do it. This is one fight I will not lose.”

There was quite a bit more arguing to be done, but Seba 
was adamant. Eventually she turned to Thorion and asked him 
if she could come. Fletcher saw Keriya shake her head madly 
at the dragon, but Thorion considered the request and nodded.

“That settles it,” Seba said triumphantly as Keriya’s mouth 
fell open. “Now, it will look suspicious if Max goes in alone. 
Someone must accompany him.”

She was very bossy, Fletcher thought, as the group  
bickered over who should go with Max to get supplies. Fletcher 
had only had one previous encounter with her, and she hadn’t 
been pleasant then, either; but that had been right after an  
attack on her hometown. He’d thought it was just the stress, but 
maybe she was always like this.

“It can’t be Effrax,” she was saying. “They won’t want him 
in there.”

“Story of my life,” said Effrax, reclining on a rotting tree 
stump with his bad leg outstretched.

“I’ll do it,” Fletcher offered. “I don’t stand out. People might 
recognize the rest of you, but no one knows who I am.”

So it was that Fletcher found himself approaching the  
bamboo gates with Max.

“No idea what’s gotten into Seba,” the Erastatian was  
muttering under his breath. “She should know better. So should 
Nameless, for that matter. Why do they want to put themselves 
through this? It’s not like the legends and songs, you know,” he 
added, casting a sidelong glance at Fletcher as if to impress that 
point on him. “This kind of journey is dangerous.”

“They have their reasons for coming,” Fletcher said with a 
shrug. “So do I.”

Indeed, the guards on duty were suspicious of travelers 
arriving so late. The foreman stopped them and peered into 
their eyes, and looked as if he might turn them away until Max 
slipped him a gold derlei.
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“Here,” said Max, pressing a few more coins into Fletcher’s  
hand as they entered the town green, which was lined with 
thatched cottages. “Get at least a week’s worth of dried meat, 
fruit, seeds, anything that will keep our energy up. I’ll deal with 
the rest.”

“I don’t—” Fletcher began, but Max was already striding 
away. He stared down at the gold glittering in his palm. He’d 
never dealt with Allentrian currency; in fact, before he had 
crossed Shivnath’s Mountains, he hadn’t even known about the 
concept of money. The Aerians had traded for everything, or 
made whatever they needed for themselves.

Fletcher wandered until he found the butcher’s shop, 
marked by the cured meats hanging in its windows. He knocked 
on the door, shivering against the night wind.

A slot in the door slid open and a set of angry blue eyes 
peered out. “What do you want?” demanded a gruff voice.

“Sorry, I—I just need to get some provisions,” Fletcher 
stammered.

“It’s late. We’re closed.”
“Please,” said Fletcher, “it’s urgent. I have money.”
“Come close, let me see your eyes.”
Fletcher leaned forward for the butcher to inspect him.  

After much deliberation, he shut the slot and opened the door.
“Can’t be too careful these days,” he said, standing aside 

to allow Fletcher in. He was a squat, balding man, only a little 
taller than Fletcher himself. “The bogspectre’s on a rampage. 
This is the boldest it’s ever been. Coming into villages in its own 
form, roaming all across the Galantasa—I’ve a cousin way up 
north who’s seen it himself!”

“Oh?” said Fletcher, feeling uncomfortable. He knew more 
about the bogspectre than he cared to admit—Keriya had saved 
its life, and it had given her that magic sword in return. He tried 
to change the subject, asking the butcher for as many dried meat 
strips as four gold derlei would buy, and for directions to the 
grocer and granary.

“Hah! Edora’s too small for all that. We get our produce 
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shipped from Irongarde,” said the butcher. “Tell you what, I’ll 
sell you some of my personal stock for the rest of those coins. 
I’ve got loads in the shed out back. Wouldn’t want you to head 
up to the city at this hour. Bogspectre’ll have your guts in a 
heartbeat. More attacks this past month than in the last five 
years combined!”

“Really?” said Fletcher.
“Word is,” the man continued, lowering his voice, “it’s 

searching for something. I know it sounds crazy, but my  
cousin swears on it,” he added, misinterpreting Fletcher’s  
horrified expression.

The butcher rambled on about bogspectre conspiracy  
theories as he plodded out the back door, but Fletcher knew the 
truth. The monster was looking for something. The same thing 
Necrovar and Tanthflame were looking for, the same thing  
Keriya would be looking for if she didn’t have Thorion to worry 
about.

Where had the monster’s ancient sword disappeared to? 
It was obvious Tanthflame and his cronies didn’t have it, and 
Fletcher was certain the Galantrians wouldn’t have gotten rid 
of it, for they’d known how much it meant to Keriya. It couldn’t 
have simply vanished; someone—or something—must have 
taken it. But who, apart from an agent of the Shadow, would 
have broken into Indrath Olven to steal it out of the armory? 
Who could have?

“There’s some fruit and nuts, some dried lakeweed, and I 
threw in a few honey sweets,” said the butcher, shaking Fletcher  
out of his private thoughts as he returned with two bulging 
packs. Fletcher accepted them and thanked the man for his  
generosity.

“You got somewhere to stay tonight?” the butcher asked, 
taking in Fletcher’s thin frame and bedraggled appearance.

“Yes,” he lied.
“Good. These aren’t the times to be traipsing about on your 

own. The Foreman’s thinking of contacting Irongarde, having 
the Dragon Speaker and Lord Thorion deal with the bogspectre. 
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Did you hear how she defeated Necrovar? I reckon she’ll have 
that monster’s head on a platter within a week.”

Fletcher took this as his cue to leave. He hefted up his bags 
and bade the butcher a hasty goodbye as he slipped outside.

As soon as he was out on the wooden porch, he froze. Five 
Irongarde soldiers were riding through Edora’s main gate. 
Their horse-like mounts had wide webbed ears, reminiscent of 
the fins of a spinyfish, and matching webbed feet that spread 
across the snow. Thick muscular tails curled cautiously behind 
them. Fletcher’s stomach sank when he caught sight of the one-
eyed guard who’d arrested him.

“Actually, I just remembered,” he said, darting back  
inside. “You don’t have any spare boots, do you?” He pointed 
at his own boots, which were sopping wet and dripping on the 
floorboards. It seemed like a convincing excuse.

“You don’t have any more derlei, do you?” the man asked, 
fixing him with a beady glare. Fletcher shook his head. He 
glanced out the window and saw, by the light of the lanterns 
swinging from iron posts along the path, that the soldiers were 
getting closer. One man dismounted and went to knock on a 
door.

“Then off with you.” The butcher made a shooing motion 
at Fletcher. “It’s late, and—what’s all that, then?” He spotted 
the riders and bustled over to the grimy window, squinting out 
into the street.

“Helkryvt’s blood,” he swore under his breath. “They’ve 
got the kelpies out—they’re on the hunt. It can’t be the bog- 
spectre again, so soon?”

“You know,” said Fletcher, thinking fast, “my friend and I 
were coming in from the north, and we heard something funny  
on the far side of the village.” He pointed in the opposite  
direction from where Keriya and the others were hiding.

“And you didn’t think it worth mentioning to our guards, 
boy?” blustered the butcher.

“Well, we thought it might have been the wind,” he said. 
“But I’m sure someone should go tell them now. It might be 
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worth investigating.”
“It might,” the other agreed. He opened the door, storming 

out toward the kelpie-mounted men. “Hello there! You—yes, 
you, sir. I’ve a bit of information concerning the bogspectre.”

Fletcher ran. He stumbled to the back of the hut, shoved 
open the door, and exited into the night. Slogging through drifts 
of snow up to his knees, he staggered away as fast as he could. 
He had to warn the others. They must have seen the guards 
approaching—surely they’d have enough sense to hide, right?

“Of course not,” he wheezed to himself, circling around a 
hut. Keriya had as much sense as a wooden spoon. She was 
probably arguing with Effrax and Seba right now, wanting  
to storm the town to make sure Fletcher and Max weren’t  
captured.

Raised voices echoed through the streets. He suspected  
the butcher had learned who the guards were really after.  
It would only be a matter of time before they discovered  
Fletcher’s footprints, and then he’d be done for.

Just as he was about to return to the green, a shaggy horse 
and cloaked rider appeared out of nowhere in front of him. He 
yelped and fell backwards. This was it. He’d been caught.

“Whoa,” said a familiar voice from under the hood of the 
cloak.

“Max?” Fletcher breathed, scrunching up his nose. “Is that 
you?”

“Shh.” Max rifled around in one of the bulging saddlebags 
that rested over his mount’s back and tossed a white coat to 
Fletcher. “Put that on, draw up your hood and take the reins,” 
he hissed. “Quickly.”

Fletcher didn’t ask questions. With shaking hands he 
donned the coat, drew the hood down over his head, and 
grabbed the horse’s reins. Max heeled the animal forward and 
Fletcher was tugged along.

“Halt!” The same guard who’d allowed them entrance 
stepped out of the gatehouse to block their exit. “Edora’s under 
inspection. No one’s allowed in or out.”
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“Stand down, soldier,” said Max. He held out his left hand 
to the man. On one of his fingers was a sapphire ring Fletcher 
had never seen him wear before. It was inscribed with a crest—
the same symbol the Galantrian flag bore. “The Vaecount  
has summoned me to Indrath Olven. I am to meet with him 
regarding the dragon’s escape.”

The guard wavered with indecision for a moment before 
submitting to Max. “Of course, Your Grace. Best of luck.”

Max nodded curtly, and he and Fletcher walked through 
the gates uncontested.

More shouts rang through the still of the night, and  
Fletcher fought the urge to bolt. If they ran now, the Edoran 
guards would alert the Irongarde guards, who would come 
tearing after them with those kelpies, who looked much  
better suited to running in the snow than the mulish brute Max 
had bought.

They rounded a bend in the path and Max pulled off his 
hood. He yanked off the sapphire ring and hid it in a pocket. 
“Climb on,” he whispered.

With Max’s help, Fletcher hoisted himself onto the horse’s 
back. It kept snorting and shying away from him. Once he was 
seated, they veered into the woods. Max conjured a breeze  
behind them, which dusted powdery snow over the hoofprints 
they left.

When they arrived at the patch of ferns, the horse made a 
startled braying sound and reared up at the sight of Thorion. 
Fletcher clung to Max and only just managed to keep himself 
from falling.

Roxanne ran to meet them. She reached out for the horse 
and it quieted under her touch, allowing her to stroke its neck 
and murmur soothingly in its ear.

“Thank Shivnath you’re alright,” Keriya gasped. “We saw 
the riders. How did you escape?”

“Never mind that,” said Effrax. “What did you get for us?”
Max dismounted gracefully and began pulling things out of 

the saddlebags. Fletcher slid sideways and landed face-down in 
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a pile of slush with his purchases.
“Effrax, medicine for your leg,” said Max. “It should also 

lessen the effects of the evasdrin. Seba, proper clothes for you. 
Waterproof bedrolls for everyone. Fletcher, you’ve got the food, 
yes?” Fletcher nodded and hoisted up the bags, shaking snow 
off them. “Better than nothing, I suppose. Where’s the rest of 
the derlei?”

“The . . . rest of the derlei?” Fletcher repeated.
“I gave you eight gold pieces.”
“I . . . well, the man sold me as much meat as four gold 

derlei would buy, and then he sold me some fruits and nuts for 
the rest,” said Fletcher. “He even threw in some honey sweets.”

“You got swindled, Little Lordling,” said Effrax, who 
looked like he was fighting to hide a smile. “The lot of that 
wouldn’t be worth two gold derlei.”

“Leave it to a peasant,” Seba growled.
Cheeks burning, Fletcher stared down at his feet. How was 

he supposed to know the worth of things? The royals might not 
know he was from Aeria, but anyone could see by his clothes 
that he’d never had two gold pieces to rub together in his life.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Thorion, his voice low and  
urgent. “I can hear the riders—they’ve done a sweep of Edora 
and they’re sending someone to check in the mine, but soon 
they’ll move on. We need to be as far away as possible by the 
time they come out. Kelpies are excellent trackers.”

“Seba, you ride,” said Max. “You and Effrax can take turns 
on the horse. Who’s good with animals?”

“I am,” said Roxanne, taking the reins from Max as he helped 
the princess into the saddle. Fletcher, still feeling ashamed, tied 
the provision bags on behind Seba.

“Roxanne will lead the way. Keriya and Thorion will go 
next—”

“I think it would be better if they went ahead of us,” said 
Roxanne. “You know, so we can keep an eye on Thorion. He’s 
nervous enough as it is.” She indicated the horse with a nod.

“Fine,” said Max. “Keriya, Thorion, you first. Roxanne and 
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Seba next. I’ll go last and cover our tracks.”
“Where are we going?” asked Thorion. 
The quiet, frenzied motion of the company stopped.  

Fletcher stared around at his friends. That, of course, was the 
big question. They’d decided to find a unicorn, but how would 
they go about doing it?

“We should have some semblance of a plan,” said Effrax, 
looking at Keriya. She mumbled something under her breath 
about being bad at planning. “Well, we can’t do what we did 
with Thorion. We wandered all across the Galantasa looking 
for him.”

“A unicorn can’t be rarer than a dragon,” said Fletcher. 
“Thorion’s the only dragon in the world.”

“I keep telling you, you didn’t find me,” Thorion growled. 
“Keriya summoned me.”

“Then we’re back at square one. We can’t summon a  
unicorn to us,” said Keriya.

“Actually,” said Roxanne, fiddling with the reins, “we 
could do that.”

Everyone looked at her. Fletcher scrunched up his nose in 
confusion, but Thorion had a dawning look of comprehension 
on his face. Effrax even smiled approvingly.

“Care to explain what you mean?” said Max. Roxanne  
started to reply, but was interrupted by another far-off shout 
from Edora.

“I’ll tell you once we’re out of earshot,” she promised.
Keriya and Thorion wove through the trees and bamboo, 

away from the settlement, and Roxanne led the horse after 
them. Fletcher followed, stifling a groan as snow began to melt 
into his boots once more.

It looked like they were in for another sleepless night.
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Roxanne crouched in a snow drift, peering beneath the ice-
frosted fronds of a bush at the obstinate snowfox that hid there.

Two-legger leave. Must hunt now, can’t hunt with two-legger 
nearby.

The fox was upset and his thoughts were disjointed. Images 
darted in and out of Roxanne’s head with every twitch of his 
whiskers. She’d have to be patient with this one.

I will leave—
And take other two-leggers with!
—but only after you’ve answered my questions, Roxanne 

finished, matching the white-furred creature glare for glare.
Her powers had developed significantly since she’d 

arrived in Allentria. Not only could she understand animals’ 
thoughts, she was able to speak—or rather, think—to them in 
complete sentences.

The snowfox squirmed. Roxanne could sense he wanted 
to scamper away and hide in his burrow. She locked onto his 
round, beady eyes with hers.

Stay. Be calm, she thought. Now that she’d revealed her 
secret to her friends and was using her powers daily, she was 
getting better at exerting her will over smaller creatures—a 
facet of her magic that she wasn’t entirely comfortable with, but 
which had come in handy. The sooner you answer, the sooner we’ll 
be gone.

What does two-legger want? The fox’s thoughts had a 

“Live on hope, die of starvation.”
~ Moorfainian Proverb

North And West
chapter ten
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petulant color to them.
I told you. We’re looking for a unicorn. For the tenth time, 

Roxanne focused on the mental image she’d created based  
on the descriptions Max, Effrax, and Seba had provided: a  
white horse with cloven hooves and a long, thin tail. Its most 
distinguishing feature was the silver horn in the center of its 
forehead. Have you ever seen one?

Why you ask? the fox thought, examining the image she sent 
him.

“Because I’ve asked every animal we’ve found in this  
tronking rainforest, and they’ve all pointed me this way,” she 
hissed aloud through clenched teeth. You’re the only one I’ve 
sensed all day. Just give me something to go on and I’ll be happy to 
leave.

No onehorn seen since I was a kit, it thought. Many, many moons 
ago. No good looking here, no onehorns here. Two-legger should leave.

What? Roxanne leaned forward excitedly and the fox 
growled. Does that mean you’ve actually seen one? No one else has 
seen one, they just told me to go north and west!

Yes; go more far-cold, to the place of always-snow, in the  
direction of sun-down. The onehorn lives on a mountain there.

Roxanne was flabbergasted. Examining the fox’s mental  
image of the onehorn, she found it beautiful and sleek, much 
more delicate than what she’d pictured. Its horn wasn’t so 
much silver as it was gossamer crystal, air and light spun  
together into a shining, deadly point.

Thank you, she thought to the fox, releasing her mental hold 
on him. He darted through a tunnel hidden in the deep snow, 
hissing and spitting in indignation.

Roxanne stood and brushed herself off. For the first time in 
the fortnight they’d spent trundling through the rainforest, she 
felt hopeful. She finally had a solid lead.

She slid back down a steep hill and kicked her way through 
a snowbank to return to her friends.

“Any luck?” said Max.
“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “I found an animal who’s  
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actually seen a onehorn! I mean a unicorn.”
Max looked shocked, perhaps even doubtful, but Keriya 

brightened at once.
“That’s great!” she exclaimed. “Where did it tell you to go?”
“Uh . . .” Roxanne’s face fell. “North and west.”
“That’s what all your bloody animals have said,” Seba 

snapped from her seat on Emyr, the irascible woolly mule. “We’re  
getting nowhere. This hasn’t helped at all.”

“The others told me that if I wanted to look for a unicorn, 
I’d most likely have to go north and west. This snowfox told  
me he saw a real unicorn living to the north and west, on a 
mountain. I think that means we’re getting close.”

“That’s good enough for me,” said Keriya, smiling at  
Roxanne and cutting Seba off before she could make any more 
rude comments. The princess sniffed scornfully and folded her 
arms over her chest.

“There are a few big peaks north of Sairal,” said Max. 
“Big enough to have snow on them year-round?” asked 

Roxanne, remembering the fox’s description of the unicorn’s 
home.

“In colder years.” Max looked at Keriya. “Think it’s worth 
looking into?”

“Of course,” she said, offended that he would even ask 
such a question. She nodded to Thorion and the two of them set 
off. Max followed, leading Emyr.

Roxanne’s excitement faded, her moment of triumph cut 
short by the looming prospect of the long journey they still had 
ahead of them.

She stole a glance at Thorion. The dragon had found a rock 
formation that jutted up through the forest canopy. He scaled it 
with ease and spread his wings when he was free of the tangled 
branches. His skin membranes caught and held the warmth of 
the pale sun, making them glow like gold. He sprang into the 
air, and with three powerful wingbeats he was soaring toward 
the clouds.

Thorion looked healthy and was growing at a steady rate. 
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In this deserted corner of the empire, he was free to fly when-
ever the weather permitted. Watching him twirl overhead with 
such obvious joy brought an unexpected twinge of sorrow to 
Roxanne’s heart. Somewhere within him, the shadow-cancer 
was spreading.

He’s fine, she told herself as he disappeared behind the wall 
of trees before them. 

They moved slowly that day, crunching through tracts of 
crusty, hard-packed snow and slogging through swamps of 
slush. In the afternoon, clouds rolled in and dusted them with 
freezing rain, which made everyone irritable.

Fletcher cursed as he toiled uphill, following the path the 
others had forged. Roxanne lent him a hand, pulling him up 
over a boulder.

“Watch out,” she said, pointing to a patch of black ice. “One 
slip and you’re done for.”

“It really is Shivnath’s Mountains all over again,” he 
wheezed. “But there’s no Shivnath to save us this time.”

Keriya had told Roxanne and Fletcher the full story about 
her relationship with Shivnath, from the moment she had met 
the dragon god up to the night she’d fought Necrovar. After  
the battle with the Shadow, Shivnath had demanded the  
bogspectre’s sword and Keriya had refused to give it to her.

Personally, Roxanne thought Keriya had shown an  
astounding lack of good judgement doing that—especially  
given how every lunatic in Allentria suddenly wanted the 
weapon. The sword was clearly full of dark powers, and it 
would have been much safer in Shivnath’s claws.

That night they found a dry cave to make camp. Roxanne 
gathered some soggy kindling and Effrax managed to set it 
aflame.

“It’s official: we’re out of everything,” Seba announced 
as she rummaged through their supply packs, now woefully  
empty. She shot a contemptuous glare in Fletcher’s direction. 
“If someone had gotten even half as much as we needed—”

“Don’t blame him,” said Roxanne, who was itching for a 
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fight. “He didn’t know any better.”
“You’re worse than he is,” said Seba. “You, with all your 

magic—why don’t you just wield and call us a bird or a rabbit 
to eat? We’ll starve to death because of you!”

“Why don’t I just wield and call these rocks down on your 
head?” Roxanne growled, clenching her fists. She’d firmly  
stated that she wouldn’t use her gift to kill animals, yet Seba 
insisted on badgering her about it every time they stopped.

“Now Tigress, no need to get violent,” said Effrax.  
“Besides, we still have plenty of the most important thing we 
need, and we’re in no danger of running low.”

“Oh?” Seba directed her piercing gaze at him. “What is 
that?”

He lifted a canteen that he’d filled with snow. “Water.”
Seba huffed in frustration and turned her back on him,  

muttering something about him being useless. The crooked 
smile slid off Effrax’s face.

“Sorry, Princess, I forgot. Never had to deal with this sort of 
thing inside that bubble of yours, did you?” he said. “Lucky we 
have a mule to carry around the really useful members of the 
group. Valaan forbid you should get a blister on those dainty 
feet of yours.”

“You will not speak to me like that, Nameless!”
“If you have a problem with how I speak, Your Grace, may 

I suggest taking it up with your soldiers? Or perhaps your  
father? I’m sure they’d be happy to sort me out.”

“Excuse me.” A soft voice silenced Effrax and Seba. “I’ll 
take some water, please.”

It was Thorion. He got up from where he lay and plodded 
toward Effrax. The Fironian offered him the canteen of freshly- 
melted water, tipping it sideways so Thorion could lap at the 
liquid with his tongue.

Roxanne slowly unclenched her fists. They were all  
hungry and exhausted; of course tempers were running high. 
For Thorion’s sake, she would behave.
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Things were better the next morning. They were heading  
downhill for the first time in what seemed like ages, which put 
everyone in better spirits. Everyone except Roxanne.

“This can’t be right,” she said to Max, who was leading 
them. “The fox said the unicorn would be on a mountain. In a 
place that always has snow.”

“We’ll get there,” he promised her.
Sure enough, after another hour of hiking they rounded  

a bend in the jagged boulders and emerged onto a plateau. 
A river snaked through the rolling valley below. It split the 
land, branching off in two directions, and its smaller fork led 
west. There it pooled into a narrow lake hugged by a village. 
Roxanne’s heart leapt at the sight of smoke curling up from  
distant chimneys.

“There you go,” said Max. “Sairal.”
Sairal was bordered on the west by farmsteads and on the 

north by steep hills. These sloped up into a high ridge that was 
long and thin, like the blade of a serrated knife.

“We’ll reach it before nightfall if we can find a safe route 
down,” Max told them. “We can rest in the village and head to 
the mountain in the morning.”

“Thank the gods,” Seba grumbled under her breath.
“Wait,” said Thorion. “Is it wise for us to go into the town? 

We have no way of knowing what the villagers have heard 
about us.”

Roxanne paused to consider this. Though the trek through 
the rainforest had been arduous, it had given them the illusion 
of safety. They’d been alone in the middle of nowhere. Upon 
re-entering the real world, all their problems would become 
real again. Tanthflame was out there, and he was after their 
blood. They’d become felons the moment they’d fled Irongarde. 
Kelpie-mounted Galantrian soldiers were hunting for them.

“I don’t think we have much choice,” said Effrax. “We need 
supplies.”

“Well,” said Seba, “we should send someone who—”
“Doesn’t stand out,” Fletcher finished in a tired voice. “I’ll 
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go.”
“And waste the last of our derlei? I think not,” she said 

snippily. “Maxton, you go with him and make sure he doesn’t 
spend all your gold pieces on a canvas sack of dirt.”

“Here’s a thought,” said Keriya. “Why don’t you leave 
Fletcher alone and stop being a shrew?”

That was the last straw for Seba. She dismounted and  
started shouting about being a princess and deserving better 
treatment. Keriya stood her ground and shouted right back. Max 
took hold of Keriya’s arm to pull her away from the screaming 
match—and that set Seba off like nothing else had.

“Why are you taking her side, this peasant you’ve known 
less than half a year?” she demanded, pointing a finger in  
Keriya’s face.

“I’m not taking sides, I’m trying to keep you from murder-
ing each other,” said Max.

“I’m not the one she’s going to murder,” Seba spat.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Keriya demanded.
Before Seba could respond, a brassy note reverberated 

through the misty hills. Everyone froze. Roxanne lifted her 
head to the wind, then quickly lowered it when she realized 
she’d been trying to smell the air. As if communicating with 
animals wasn’t enough, she had to start acting like one, too. But 
now that they’d stopped arguing, she could hear footsteps. And 
angry voices. She wheeled to face Thorion.

“Hide,” she told him. He flattened his ears to his skull and 
his protective inner eyelids rose. He crouched at the edge of the 
cliff, preparing to launch into the sky.

Something bright winked at the corner of Roxanne’s  
vision. The rounded edge of a shield was poking out from  
behind a nearby boulder. Thorion’s head snapped around as he, 
too, spotted the metallic flash. Then, without a sound or sign of 
warning, he vanished.

Roxanne gaped at the place where, moments before, a  
relatively large dragon had stood. She heard a number of gasps, 
not all of which came from the members of their group, and 
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turned her attention back to the rock.
The owner of the shield was stepping into view. He wore 

white garments fringed with brown fur—perfect camouflage 
for his wintry surroundings. A white helmet covered his head, 
and his face was hidden by an opaque, crystalline visor. The 
shield was strapped to his left arm and he clutched a thin, 
curved blade in his right hand.

Upon seeing the weapon, Roxanne reached within herself, 
becoming one with her magicsource. She mentally grasped 
a group of threads and drew them out of her body, snaking 
strands of energy into the ground beneath the man’s feet.

Before she could complete her spell, the man dropped his 
sword. He reached up and removed his helmet with shaking 
hands. The face he revealed was youthful with striking blue 
eyes, short-cropped black hair, and an awestruck expression.

“That,” he said in a breathless voice, “was a dragon.”
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The enemy soldier’s name was Cai Alvpond, and it turned out 
he wasn’t an enemy at all. He and three other men were now 
clumped around Thorion on the small plateau. Once it had been 
established that the Galantrians meant no harm, Thorion had 
dropped the spell he’d wielded. Rather, he had lost his grasp on 
it; bending light around his body in order to become invisible 
was not a simple spell to weave.

At least, that’s what he told himself. He refused to entertain 
the notion that his wielding abilities were weakening due to the 
darksalm in his soul.

“We never meant you any harm, Lord Dragon,” Alvpond 
was saying. His hand kept drifting away from his body 
before he snatched it back; it seemed he longed to touch Thorion, 
but was afraid to do so. “We’re up here for precaution since 
the bogspectre’s been attacking people all over. And there’ve 
been creatures roaming the forests that you wouldn’t believe. 
Creatures darker than a moonless night.”

<Shadowbeasts,> Keriya thought to Thorion. <Tanthfl ame’s 
been busy. Probably using them to look for the sword.>

<Or us,> Thorion returned bleakly.
“We don’t want them coming anywhere near the town,” 

Alvpond continued. “Poison the land, they do, so we patrol 
the mountains as often as we can to hold them off. We’ve got a 
theory that they eat corpses. Our graveyard’s been torn up, and 
freshly-buried bodies have gone missing from their plots.”

“The foundations of idolatry are rotted and weak.”
~ Illistriel Alenciae, Eleventh Age

A Warm Welcome
chapter eleven
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Keriya looked away from Alvpond to meet Thorion’s gaze.  
<Do shadowbeasts really eat dead bodies?> she asked.

<No; they are dead themselves, reanimated by Necrovar’s magic, 
so they don’t need food for sustenance. But the truth of the matter is 
worse: I believe the missing bodies are rising as new shadowbeasts.>

Seeing her confusion, he elaborated. <Darksalm is not the 
only way to create demons. Necrovar’s power allows him to walk 
the shores of the river of time. He offers life after death to the newly- 
deceased in exchange for their souls. That ability was one of the things 
that made him such a formidable opponent during the Great War, for 
he could raise an army from a battlefield of corpses.>

<Why would anyone agree to give him their soul?>
<They are dead,> Thorion thought stonily. <They have no 

memories, and they don’t know any better. He tricks them.>
<That’s horrible,> thought Keriya.
<It is,> he agreed. <And unfortunately, it means Necrovar is 

growing stronger.>
A pointed cough from Fletcher shook Thorion and Keriya 

out of their private conversation. Alvpond had addressed her 
while she’d been preoccupied.

“Sorry, what?” she said, looking around at her friends.
“We heard of your triumph over the Shadow, Dragon 

Speaker,”Alvpond repeated. “Your presence honors us.”
“As does the presence of our princess,” another man added, 

turning to Seba almost as an afterthought and bowing. Seba’s 
cheeks flushed and her lips thinned, but she managed a stiff 
nod to her subjects.

“We’re sure you’re on important business,” said Alvpond, 
fidgeting nervously, “but would you consider stopping in Sairal 
as you pass through? Just to boost morale . . . we don’t get much 
traffic, and times have been hard since the bogspectre went  
on its rampage. No one wants to travel anymore. We get no 
peddlers, no minstrels or players, nothing.”

Keriya exchanged furtive glances with her companions,  
inviting input. Every one of them looked to Thorion to decide.

<We do need supplies,> he thought, and Keriya nodded. 
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Aloud he said to Alvpond, “We’d be honored to see Sairal.”
Alvpond and his men escorted the questers into the valley, 

babbling all the while. Their chatter was the perfect cover for a 
whispered conversation between Keriya and her friends.

“What in Shivnath’s name is going on?” Roxanne muttered. 
“How come they’re not arresting us?”

“If Sairal doesn’t get much traffic, maybe they haven’t heard 
what happened in Irongarde,” Keriya said under her breath.

“They heard about you and Necrovar,” said Roxanne.
“The whole world heard about that. It was important news.”
“Whatever the reason, this works to our advantage,” said 

Fletcher. “If they haven’t heard anything it gives us a chance to 
tell our side of the story. We can show them Thorion’s alright.”

“But I’m not,” Thorion interjected without thinking. 
Fletcher’s smile faded and the humans grew quiet and som-

ber. Ahead of them, Alvpond cheerily hacked through a patch 
of evergreen ferns with his katana as he chattered on and on 
about the bogspectre.

“You know, they were worried about the bogspectre back 
in Edora, too,” Fletcher whispered, clearly trying to change the 
subject. “The butcher thought it was searching for something.”

“The sword,” Keriya guessed. “Why, though? It gave the 
sword to me.”

“Yeah, but isn’t the bogspectre a little crazy?”
“The bogspectre’s probably the one who stole the sword 

from Irongarde in the first place,” said Roxanne. “Probably 
dropped it back in that mud puddle and forgot about it.”

Keriya opened her mouth to argue, then sighed and shook 
her head, thinking better of it.

<You’re upset?> Thorion asked.
<The bogspectre was lucid when it spoke to me, and it was most 

lucid when talking about the sword,> she replied. <I don’t think it 
would forget where its treasure was.>

<I also met the creature,> Thorion reminded her, his mind-
voice dark. <And I can vouch for its violence and insanity.>

<I know. I’m sorry. At least the sword will be safe with the  
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bogspectre . . . I hope.>
Thorion wanted to reassure Keriya about the weapon; 

there was so much to say, but now wasn’t the time. They were  
approaching the bridge to Sairal and, despite the fact that these 
people hadn’t heard about the attack on Irongarde, Thorion felt 
a stirring in his gut and a prickling along his spine—sensations 
he associated with the state of unease.

The village was ringed by a wall of logs sharpened to fine 
points. It was clear the barrier was a recent addition, for the 
wood was bright and clean. Rickety watchtowers on stilt-legs 
stood on either side of the main gate, and Thorion could see 
armed humans inside the structures.

“Who goes there?” someone called through the dusk.
“Cai Alvpond, and I come with great news—the dragon is 

here to visit Sairal!”
Thorion heard voices rise and fall in patterns of excitement 

and disbelief. Torches were lit behind the wall, their light shaft-
ing through gaps between the sharpened pikes. People began to 
shout when they spotted him.

“The dragon has come! I can see him, he’s really here!”
The gate was opened at once. Alvpond and his men marched 

before Thorion as a guard of honor, announcing his arrival.
The young warrior led them down a wooden boardwalk 

that stretched out onto the lake. The houses and shops closest 
to shore were built on stilts, sitting like ducks upon the surface 
of the placid water. Thorion had no problem with water, but as 
more people emerged from the depths of the village to gawp 
at him, he found himself worrying that the walkway would  
collapse under the weight and dump them all into the lake.

 Children hindered his movement, darting underfoot,  
daring to come close and stare at Thorion in unabashed awe 
until their mothers dragged them back with admonishments 
about showing proper respect.

“It’s no trouble,” he told one woman, who looked like she 
was about to cry as she apologized for her son’s behavior.

“He speaks Allentrian,” the surrounding people gasped. 
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Thorion pulled his scaly lips into a smile, but it felt forced and 
insincere. Something had broken inside him after the incident 
in Irongarde, and it had nothing to do with the darksalm. He’d 
seen how quickly humans could turn from adoration to hatred. 
It made him distrustful, even angry. And though the Sairali had 
done nothing to deserve his anger—yet—his smile deteriorated 
into something closer to a snarl.

“Look,” squealed a young girl perched on her father’s 
shoulders to get a better view. “It’s the Dragon Speaker!”

Keriya’s presence drew further gasps, and whispers flitted 
among the onlookers as they strained to catch a glimpse of her. 
She smiled and waved at the child, which caused the girl to 
laugh in delight. But Thorion felt a coldness drift through their 
bond, an echo of what Keriya was feeling, and it did not match 
her smile. There was unease in her as well, and a faint under-
current of guilt.

“Here we are,” said Alvpond, stopping before a large  
building lined with wooden pillars. “The town hall.”

Waiting on the steps was a middle-aged man draped in a 
blue cloak. “Welcome, Lord Dragon,” he said, spreading his 
hands wide. “I am Tenjo Vinstream of House Ori, mayor of 
Sairal. We are humbled by your presence.” 

Vinstream bowed to Thorion, and the crowd followed 
his example. “Are these your servants?” he asked, squinting 
around in the torchlight.

“Certainly not!” Seba slid off Emyr and planted her hands 
on her hips with a furious flourish. Apparently she would 
tolerate being ignored in light of Thorion’s presence, but she 
couldn’t abide to be taken as a commoner.

“This is Princess Sebaris Wavewould, sir,” Alvpond said 
quickly. The gasps of awe from the onlookers were fewer than 
they had been for Thorion or Keriya, which seemed to irk Seba.

“A thousand apologies, Your Grace,” said Vinstream, 
pressing his hands together beneath his chin and doubling 
over in a bow. “Rest assured, we’ll provide you with our best  
accommodations.” The mayor hurried down the steps toward 
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Thorion. “Our inn is right this way. You shall have the finest 
of feasts laid before you and the softest linens to sleep upon. 
Alvpond, go and fetch . . .”

Vinstream’s instructions were drowned in the hubbub that 
sprang up as the mayor brought them to a rustic inn. Its wooden  
sides were worn and weathered, but its straw-thatched roof 
looked new. The innkeeper nearly had a fit when he learned 
that Thorion, Keriya, and Princess Sebaris were all going to stay 
there that night.

“My inn is not worthy,” he said as he ushered the group 
into the common room and sat them at a table by the fireplace.

“Your inn is adequate,” Seba told him, in a tone which 
plainly indicated it was not.

As Vinstream had promised, a feast was brought before 
them. It was by no means fine—at least, it was less fine than 
the food Thorion had grown accustomed to in Irongarde—but 
the famished travelers dug in eagerly. There was home-baked 
bread, a lakeweed dish, and smoked trout from the river. In 
fact, the finest dish of all, a roast pig, was reserved for Thorion.  
Forgetting his misgivings, he tore at it ravenously. Prey was 
scarce in the winter and he had subsisted on birds and rodents 
during their trek. He hadn’t realized just how hungry he was.

As it grew late, the people who crowded outside the win-
dows began to retire to their own homes. Even the serving  
staff, who’d been hovering around to offer refills of spiced  
cider, disappeared one by one.

Thorion finished the pig and licked the bones clean. His  
human friends ate until they could eat no more. When they 
were finished, a peaceful stillness fell upon them. Thorion 
sighed and rolled onto his side, closer to the crackling blaze in 
the hearth. He soaked up the warmth from the smooth, black 
stones surrounding the fireplace, and felt himself slipping into 
a light doze.

“So,” said a small voice. Thorion’s eyes sprang open at once 
and found Keriya. She perched rigidly on the edge of her chair, 
the only one who didn’t look relaxed. “What do we do now?”
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She looked to Max, who tended to know the answers to 
most of her questions. But Max remained silent.

“Really? No ideas?” she said with a touch of anger. When it 
became clear Max wasn’t going to offer anything, Effrax sighed 
and folded his hands together over his dinner plate.

“No one knows much about unicorns,” he began. “They’re 
elusive and rare. That being said, we do have one advantage.”

“Which is?”
“Roxanne,” he said, leaning forward to look at Roxanne, 

who sat across from him. “You did say you could summon the  
unicorn, didn’t you?”

“It was a figure of speech,” Roxanne muttered, unwilling 
to meet his eye.

“Ah, silly of me to have forgotten the old ‘summon a  
unicorn’ adage.” Effrax’s gaze could have burned a hole in  
Roxanne’s head, so focused on her was he. “I didn’t have the 
privilege of royal tutoring when I was growing up, but I’m  
familiar with basic lore. It’s said that unicorns can be called and 
tamed by fair, innocent, demure maidens who sit alone in their 
forests and sing for them.”

“You think I’m demure?” growled Roxanne.
“I don’t know about the nonsense and embellishments put 

into the old wives’ tales, but I do know those tales are based on 
a grain of truth,” said Effrax. “And whatever you may or may 
not be, Tigress, there’s no denying that you have an exceptional 
gift.”

Thorion watched Roxanne, waiting for her response. She 
was staring down at her hands, which were clenched into fists 
on her lap; then she looked up, right at him.

“Fine,” she said softly. “I’ll try it.”
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Roxanne lay awake in the room she’d been given, staring at the 
canopy of her bed. Why was she so nervous? She was a good 
wielder and she’d spent the better part of two months honing 
her new powers. True, she had never tried to exert her will over 
anything bigger than the snowfox, but that shouldn’t stop her 
from making an effort.

The problem was there was too much pressure. Keriya and 
Thorion had placed all their trust in her. She was their last hope, 
and if she couldn’t find the unicorn . . .

She sighed and scrubbed her hands over her face. For the 
first time, she truly appreciated how Keriya had felt when she’d 
first tried to find Thorion.

Roxanne rolled over and gazed out her window through 
the divide in the thick curtains. The snow on the thatched roof-
tops reflected the light of the Oldmoon, making the night seem 
brighter than usual. She sat up and swung her feet out of the 
bed. Sleep was a lost cause, for she had too much on her mind. 
She donned her green dress and winter cloak, slipped into her 
leggings and boots, and eased her door open. The hallway was 
lit by a single lantern and was as still as a graveyard. No one 
else was having trouble sleeping.

Roxanne stole down the wooden stairs to the common 
room. Though the fire was sure to have died by now, the 
hearthstones would still be warm. But when she arrived, she 
saw someone was awake. Thorion lay on the floor, his scales 

“Hope is an emotion as dangerous and futile as any other.”
~ Cylion Stellarion, Second Age

The Dragon And The Unicorn
chapter twelve
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glinting like embers in the dim glow of the smoldering coals. 
His head rested upon his forepaws and his eyes were wide and 
vacant. For a moment Roxanne feared something was wrong; 
then his ears twitched and his pupils contracted. He tilted his 
head and turned to look at her.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “Didn’t mean to disturb you.”
Another shape rose behind Thorion, silhouetted against  

the faint light. Keriya had been curled up against his side. 
Fletcher’s face, thinner than ever, emerged from the shadows 
in the corner.

Roxanne shook her head, smiling ruefully. “You couldn’t 
sleep, either?”

“I’d just managed to doze off,” Keriya yawned.
“Look, Keriya,” Roxanne began, “about the unicorn . . .”
She trailed off, staring down at her friends. She wanted to 

tell them not to get their hopes up. She wanted to warn them 
that she wasn’t sure she could do what had to be done. But 
when she opened her mouth again, what came out was, “Do 
you want to go look for it?”

“Now?” Fletcher wrinkled his nose. “It’s the middle of the 
night.”

Roxanne shrugged. “Better than lying around, waiting for 
the sun to come up.”

Keriya sprang to her feet, all trace of fatigue gone.  
Thorion rose quietly, and Fletcher, not wanting to be left  
behind, scrambled up after them. Keriya grabbed her cloak and 
eased the door open. It swung inwards on silent hinges, but 
a rush of chilly air whistled into the room. The four of them 
quickly slipped into the night and set off down the road.

They plodded through Sairal in silence. The only sound 
was the crunch of their feet upon the hard-packed snow and the 
low whisper of wind as it ghosted through the houses.

When they reached the pikes at the northern edge of town, 
luck was with them. The wall was under construction, and they 
found a gap in the pylons wide enough for them to fit through.

They tromped across an open plain until they reached the 
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forest that blanketed the slope of the mountain. As soon as they 
entered the cover of the trees, it grew warmer. These woods 
were lush and vibrant—pines sported emerald needles on 
snow-heavy boughs, and red dogwood branches bore vines of 
ice orchids, which bloomed even in the wintertime.

Sairal vanished from sight as they delved deeper into the 
wild. Roxanne didn’t know where she was going, but when 
they reached a glade with a softly trickling waterfall, she 
stopped. This seemed like a magical place, perfect for a unicorn. 
The falls emptied into a glassy pool that hadn’t frozen over, and 
the clearing itself was open and bright, dotted with mossy rocks 
and ringed by evergreens and birches. 

Now that they were here, Roxanne’s uncertainties resur-
faced. “I’m not sure what to do,” she admitted. “What did you 
do when you called Thorion?”

Keriya furrowed her brow. “I tapped into the magic 
Shivnath gave me, and it sort of took over. I still don’t know 
how I did it. The only thing I really remember was the feeling 
of power.”

“You had to have done something. Magic can’t wield itself.”
“I was very focused,” Keriya offered lamely. “I just  

concentrated on what I wanted.”
Roxanne already knew intent was crucial to any spell, so 

this advice was useless. Just as you had to intend to move your 
arm to pick something up, or intend to move your legs if you 
wanted to walk somewhere, you had to intend to do something 
specific when wielding. All the magic in the world was useless 
unless she could properly channel its power to accomplish a 
task.

She began pacing, treading fretful furrows through the  
untouched snow of the glade. “Don’t know where to start,”  
she muttered to herself. “How would I recognize its mental  
signature, or connect to its mind? I’ve never even seen one  
before. And what if it doesn’t want to come? What if—”

“Hey.” Keriya’s soft voice stopped her in her tracks and she 
looked up. The pale girl offered a soft smile. “If I could do it, 
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you definitely can.”
Roxanne’s lip quivered. She looked to Thorion next; he 

watched her with the same heart-wrenching expression of quiet 
confidence that was on Keriya’s face.

“What if I fail?” she whispered, hating herself for voicing 
her doubts.

Keriya shrugged, still smiling. “We try again somewhere 
else. But I don’t think you will.”

Her friends’ belief in her caused warmth to spread through 
Roxanne’s chest, burning away her doubts. She could do this.

Is anyone out there? she tried, attempting to sense nearby 
wildlife. Then she stopped herself. She wasn’t searching for any 
old animal, she was searching for a unicorn. She concentrated 
on the mental image she’d received from the snowfox and tried 
again.

Unicorn, if you’re here, please come to us. We need your  
help. She sent her thoughts out as far and wide as she could, 
closing her eyes as she waited for a response. Without her  
vision, her other senses sharpened; the scent of pine was  
sharp and crisp. The forest stirred and breathed as wind brushed 
the treetops. She heard the patter of tiny footsteps—small  
creatures foraging in the night.

Long minutes passed, but Roxanne’s concentration didn’t 
lessen. When Fletcher let out a gasp, her eyes flew open and she 
glared at him. “Do you mind? I’m trying to—”

“Look,” he whispered, pointing with a shaking finger.
Roxanne turned, scanning the clearing. She was so busy 

looking for whatever Fletcher had seen that her eyes slid right 
past it at first—it stood in the midnight gloom of the trees, its 
hide blending into the darkly sparkling snowdrifts. Only when 
it stepped into a puddle of moonlight did she realize what she 
was seeing.

The unicorn was even more beautiful than the fox’s  
memory had shown. He stood on long, willowy legs, and his 
mane looked like it had been spun from clouds. His muzzle 
was narrow and elegant, and his horn was nearly three hands 
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in length, tapering to a diamond point. Dark, iridescent blue 
eyes regarded her with an alarming intensity.

It has been a long time since I had such interesting visitors. Who 
are you? His thoughts were unlike any Roxanne had encoun-
tered before. Animals communicated through images, feelings, 
memories, colors—things her brain instinctively translated into 
language—but the unicorn had a distinct voice, and so precise 
were his thoughts that Roxanne could almost hear him speak-
ing human words in her head.

My name is Roxanne Fleuridae, she thought back, suddenly  
ashamed of her own poor communication skills. I called you  
because we’re in need of a healer.

She indicated Thorion, who stood behind her like a shining 
statue. The bronze and crystal beasts stared at one another for a 
long moment. The unicorn was the first to look away. He bent 
one foreleg and sank into a bow, dipping his horn toward the 
ground.

Welcome home, dragon. The world has grown cold without your 
light.

“Thank you,” said Thorion, arching his neck to return the 
bow. Was the dragon responding to the unicorn’s gesture, or to 
his thoughts? If it was the latter, did that mean Thorion could 
hear him?

“Unicorn,” said Roxanne, cringing at the gracelessness 
with which she addressed the creature, “this is Thorion Svelto-
rious, and he’s sick. We heard you have great healing powers, 
and we were hoping you could help him.” She spoke aloud 
for the benefit of her human companions, though she also  
sent thoughts to the unicorn. However, something in the 
shrewdness of his gaze made her sure he could understand the 
Allentrian tongue.

My powers are great, thought the unicorn, but you came to me 
in vain. I cannot heal the drackling.

“What?” Of all the ways Roxanne had envisioned the  
mission failing, this had not been one of them. “You don’t even 
know what’s wrong with him!”



ELANA A. MUGDAN

1161    2

The unicorn tossed his regal head and stamped a cloven 
hoof in the snow. He turned his attention back to Thorion. You 
are shadowed.

Thorion nodded, and Roxanne frowned. So he could hear 
the unicorn’s thoughts. Why was it that Thorion could hear the 
unicorn’s thoughts, but Roxanne couldn’t hear Thorion’s?

As I surmised, this is a sickness of the soul, the unicorn went 
on. And I cannot change a soul.

“Does that mean there’s no hope?” asked Thorion. Keriya  
turned to him, aghast, and Fletcher put his hands over his 
mouth. Though they could only hear half the conversation, by 
now it was obvious the conversation was going badly.

Only if you had hoped to cure the incurable, the unicorn  
replied. The Shadow has latched onto you, and its poison will spread 
until it infects every thread within you. But, while your body is surely 
doomed, there are steps you can take to save your soul.

Thorion’s lips curled in a snarl. He stepped forward,  
glaring at the unicorn.

Yes, thought the unicorn. The only way to save the yet- 
untainted threads of your magicsource is to do as Valerion Equilumos 
once did, ages ago.

So, not only could Thorion understand the unicorn, he 
could send his own thoughts to the creature. And he’d even 
managed to shield those thoughts from Roxanne. 

She thought back to something Effrax had once told her. 
He’d said powerful wielders used lifemagic to manipulate their 
brainwaves to communicate telepathically with other living  
organisms, and he’d also said Thorion didn’t use lifemagic 
to communicate. Evidently the dragon and the unicorn were  
operating on a different wavelength, one Roxanne couldn’t pick 
up on. What was it he hadn’t wanted her to hear?

“What you suggest can’t be done,” Thorion said aloud,  
rattling his wings.

Valerion did it, thought the unicorn, unruffled by his  
aggressive show. And if you do not wish Necrovar to steal your soul, 
you will find a way to do the same . . . else you doom the world.
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“You refuse to help, when I know you have hidden  
powers,” Thorion hissed. “If I die, may the blood of Selaras be 
on your conscience for the rest of your days!”

Ah, young dragon, the unicorn thought, staring upon  
Thorion with unspeakable sorrow. You began to die the moment 
you learned to live.

Thorion roared at the unicorn, who didn’t so much as flinch.
“Thorion, aretraté,” Keriya yelled in his native language. 

“Dor endral ne tesevos!”
The roar died in Thorion’s throat. He blinked and looked 

around, as if he wasn’t sure how he had gotten there. Slowly, he 
folded his wings and backed away.

“I . . . apologize for my actions,” he said shakily to the  
unicorn. “I have the answers I came for, though they weren’t 
the ones I wanted; I will leave you now.”

The unicorn made no reply. With a flash of silver he was 
gone, cantering back into the heart of his forest.

After a strained silence, Fletcher cleared his throat. “I take 
it that didn’t go well.”

“The unicorn can’t help,” Thorion said in a hollow voice. 
He trudged out of the clearing, looking more tired than ever  
before. Keriya hurried after him, and Roxanne and Fletcher 
trailed behind to give them space.

By the time they re-emerged onto the plain, the sky was 
growing light. The sun crawled over the eastern peaks as they 
slipped through the pike fence into Sairal, its light diluted by a 
misty haze.

They reached the inn without incident. The innkeeper was 
shocked to see that they had already been up and about, but he 
wasted no time in making them a hearty—if somewhat bland—
breakfast.

They ate in silence. Thorion in particular was detached;  
he picked at his plate before slinking off to the corner by the 
fireplace. Roxanne didn’t blame him for wanting to be alone. 
She didn’t understand what had happened, but she was sure 
of one thing: if the unicorn had been their last resort, then they 
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were out of resorts. They’d reached a dead end.
When the royals came downstairs, it fell to Roxanne to  

explain everything. She retold the story three times—first to  
Effrax, then to Max, and finally to Seba when the princess joined 
them.

“The unicorn told Thorion to do what Valerion had done,” 
Roxanne finished, glaring at the Galantrian, who had rudely 
demanded to be given all the details, “and Thorion told him it 
couldn’t be done. And that was the end of it.”

Seba rounded on Max at once. “What did Valerion do?”
“He gave his soul to the gods of Selaras. Then they used his 

magic to wield a spell powerful enough to imprison Necrovar,” 
Effrax supplied.

“I wasn’t asking you,” she said disdainfully. “Besides,  
everyone knows Valerion’s story, but we don’t know how he 
did it. How was he able to work with the gods? How did they 
bypass the binding laws to take his soul?”

“Seba, let it go,” said Max. “You’re trying to prevent  
Thorion’s soul from being taken, if I’m not mistaken.”

Roxanne winced at his choice of words, but his argument 
subdued Seba.

“You’re right. I wasn’t thinking,” she said, in a tone that 
might have sounded contrite if it hadn’t been so cold.

“Maybe the unicorn wasn’t suggesting we do anything to 
Thorion,” said Effrax. “Maybe it was suggesting we seek help 
from the gods. We should go to Valaan and ask for assistance.”

“Would Valaan be allowed to help?” said Keriya. “I thought 
gods couldn’t interfere with mortal affairs.”

“Ah, that’s the beauty of it,” Effrax said with a dark smile. 
“Thorion isn’t a mortal—he’s a dragon.”

“You would cross the continent to bring Thorion to your 
guardian?” Seba sneered. “Why waste all that time? Bring him 
to the Zumarran Sanctum here in the Galantasa. Better yet, 
make a sacrifice and ask the Chardons to change him, if you’re 
going to turn to the gods.”

“Valaan is a phoenix. He’s better equipped to deal with 
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this,” Effrax argued.
“I can’t bring Thorion to the Fironem while he’s sick,” said 

Keriya. “Shivnath said that’s where Necrovar is.”
Effrax narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you afraid?”
“Why do you want to go there so much?” she shot back.
“Would you like a numbered list or a fully written report?”
“Let’s see what Thorion thinks,” Fletcher interjected.
Keriya turned to the dragon. “Quoras celtral fira?”
“Tenerey nhilos oaevriu laesra.” He turned to the room at 

large and said in Allentrian, “It seems we must appeal to higher  
powers. For lack of better options, we will go to the phoenix 
god.”

Seba was quite put out by this decision and Keriya looked 
less than pleased, but Roxanne was happy to have a plan of  
action. It also put Max in good spirits, and he announced that he 
would spend the day getting them supplies.

Roxanne figured she deserved a better cloak for the next leg 
of the journey, so she volunteered to go with him. They fetched 
Emyr from the stable and hit the streets of Sairal to stock up.

Max filled Emyr’s saddlebags with long-lasting food like 
dried lakeweed, salted meat strips, and unleavened bread. He 
offered payment at every store they visited, but oftentimes the 
shopkeepers insisted he take the goods for free, sending him 
along with their well-wishes for the dragon.

In one store Roxanne found a lovely coat and a sturdy pair 
of black knee-high boots. Pleased with her finds, she headed 
back to the inn as the world began to grow dark. The exhaustion 
from last night’s adventure had finally caught up with her, and 
she wanted to be well-rested for tomorrow.

She ate dinner with Fletcher and Effrax before going to bed. 
She nestled under her warm covers, looking forward to getting 
a decent night’s sleep for the first time since she’d left Irongarde.

But a decent night’s sleep was not to be, for three hours 
later she was awoken by a terrified scream.
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Keriya had retired early. She’d been given the best room the inn 
had to offer; it was large enough for Thorion to lie comfortably 
on the floor, stretched out in front of the brazier.

He dozed off first and Keriya soon followed, but she was 
once again plagued by nightmares. First she rode a unicorn to 
the Fironem and spoke to Shivnath, who told her that not even 
the gods could help Thorion; then she was chased by the bog-
spectre, who howled at her for losing its treasure and swore a 
bloody vengeance upon her; then she was standing on top of 
a volcano and she jumped into its fiery depths, ending up in 
a place of darkness where Necrovar was awaiting her. As the 
heat enveloped her, he gazed into her eyes and told her that she 
had murdered her dragon.

Keriya felt herself thrashing around in her bed. She 
wanted to wake up, but it seemed she was trapped in the 
nightmare. Necrovar laughed and the volcano burned her 
skin, making her sweat through her sheets. When she could no 
longer stand the sight of him, she opened her mouth and 
screamed.

That finally jolted her body out of the nightmare. Her eyes 
flew open, and she promptly screamed again. Her room was 
on fire. At first she thought she might still be dreaming, but the 
heat was too intense to be anything but real.

She leapt out of bed, squinting through the searing smoke, 
searching for Thorion. He was in the corner. His sides were 

“Our rights will be forgotten, and our wrongs will live forever.”
~ Nairon Torium, Third Age

Shadow Fire
chapter thirteen



DRAGON CHILD

1211    2

heaving and his wings fluttered fitfully. He must have knocked 
over the brazier with his erratic movements.

“Come on, let’s get out of here—” She cut herself off as he 
whipped his head around. He wore a vacant expression and his 
eyes were glowing.

Someone was wielding against him. Necromagic was close 
by.

Keriya stood amidst the growing flames, gaping at him. 
“Thorion?”

He twitched at the sound of his name. A flicker of recog-
nition briefly lit his face. Then he jerked and roared in agony.  
Keriya felt her own body jerk in an instinctive response, and felt 
a faint pain radiating from her chest into her limbs.

Blinded by fear and rage, Thorion leapt across the room  
in one bound, reared up, and smashed his forepaws into the 
window. His talons sliced through the heavy curtains as easily 
as a knife sliding through warm butter, and the glass shattered 
as he threw his weight upon it.

“No! Come back,” she cried, but it was too late. Thorion flung 
himself into the night. He crashed into the thatched gable of  
a nearby house before he spread his wings, flapping to gain  
altitude.

Keriya yanked on her dress and leggings, grabbed her 
boots and cloak, and ran to the door. She flung it open to reveal 
Fletcher and Roxanne, dressed and looking alarmed.

“Thorion’s sick,” she said before either of them could speak. 
“Roxanne, get Effrax and have him put out the fire. Fletcher, 
come with me!”

Her friends didn’t ask questions. Roxanne raced toward  
Effrax’s room at the end of the hall and Fletcher scampered 
down the stairs after Keriya.

“Someone’s twisting his soul again,” Keriya told Fletcher.  
She threw her boots on the floor and stamped her heels 
into them before dashing into the night. “We have to find  
whoever it is. We have to kill them.”

She heard herself say the words, and was somewhat 
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shocked to discover she meant them. Though she’d briefly 
thought she had killed Necrovar, she had never taken the life of 
another living being. But at that moment she wanted whoever 
was wielding against Thorion to die.

She wasn’t sure if this sudden bloodlust was Thorion’s, or 
her own. 

“If there’s necromagic close by,” Fletcher panted, sprinting 
after her, “how come your eyes aren’t glowing?”

Keriya stopped so abruptly that Fletcher almost ran into 
her. She turned to a nearby store and squinted at her reflection  
in the glass display window. Sure enough, her own eyes  
remained dark.

“The necro-wielder is probably out of range by now,” she 
said distractedly. “We need to find Thorion.” Craning her neck 
upwards, she searched the sky. She couldn’t see the dragon, but 
she heard a crash from the west and suspected he may have hit 
another building as he floundered in the air.

“This way,” she screamed, pelting off. Fletcher’s footsteps 
followed her, as did the telltale sounds of people waking from 
their slumber and throwing open their shutters to see what the 
commotion was. She caught a flash of bronze out of the corner 
of her eye and skidded on a patch of ice as she turned, hurtling 
down a side street toward the lakefront.

“Thorion, come to me,” she screamed, aloud and telepath- 
ically. No response from the dragon. A feral screech drifted 
down to her from a few streets over and she heard a loud crack, 
as if a bolt of lightning had struck. At once, an angry orange 
glow illuminated the fog over Sairal.

“More fire,” gasped Fletcher. “Is he wielding?”
“He’s being forced to wield.” Keriya changed course again 

and headed toward the light of the blaze. “The necro-wielder 
must be around here somewhere!”

Even as she said it, she realized her own eyes still weren’t 
glowing. What was happening? Why was Thorion acting like 
this if he wasn’t being controlled by Necrovar’s forces?

Something passed overhead, blotting out the light of  
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the Oldmoon. Keriya looked up in time to see a dragon- 
shaped shadow zoom by, heading for the lake. She tore after 
him, leaping from solid ground onto the boardwalk.

She and Fletcher raced past the stilted houses and emerged 
onto the wharf at the end of the wooden walkway. Thorion  
circled above the water, shrieking like a banshee. He was  
silhouetted against the rising Bloodmoon, which bled red light 
onto the mists that clung to the surface of the lake.

Enraged shouts alerted Keriya to a group of men on a  
nearby dock. One of them lifted a crossbow and fired an arrow 
at Thorion.

One moment Keriya was standing next to Fletcher; the next, 
she was at the man’s side. She wrenched the crossbow from his 
hands and threw the weapon into the lake. It cracked through 
the thin layer of ice that had formed close to shore and sank into 
the depths.

“What the blood are you doing?” he yelped. She recognized  
that voice—it was Cai Alvpond.

“That’s Thorion,” she spat. “You were attacking the  
dragon!”

Alvpond’s face went pale. “I didn’t mean . . . I didn’t 
know—!” He seemed at a loss for words as he gazed up at  
Thorion. “But why’s he acting like this? Why’d he attack the 
village?”

Keriya didn’t have an answer for that.
<Thorion, can you hear me? Please tell me what’s going on. I 

can help you!> But as she gazed at Thorion’s downward spiral 
toward the black lake, she realized that wasn’t true. Shivnath’s 
magic was gone. She couldn’t help her drackling any more than 
she could wield fire, water, air, or earth.

A crackling noise behind her told her the fires Thorion 
had accidentally started were spreading. The thatched roofs of 
Sairal were easy tinder despite the snow. She put her head in 
her hands and sank into a crouch, trying to blot out the world 
around her.

Think, she told herself desperately. 
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“Keriya!” Roxanne’s voice reached her next. Keriya glanced 
over her shoulder to see the taller girl huddled with Effrax in 
the shadow of a house on shore, clutching Emyr’s reins. The 
whites of the mule’s eyes were showing and he looked ready to 
bolt. “Come with us!”

Keriya shook her head. But Fletcher, who’d followed her 
onto the dock, took her by the arm. “We have to go.”

“No!” Keriya struggled against Fletcher, but he held her 
firmly as he pulled her away from Alvpond.

“I’m sorry, Dragoneyes,” Effrax said when they reached 
him. “There’s nothing you can do.”

Those words hurt as much as every nasty taunt Penelope 
Sanvire had ever thrown her way. The Aerians’ insults began 
echoing in her brain: You have no magic. You are a cripple. You are 
worthless.

“You don’t know that,” she told him.
“I know we’re all in danger and we can’t stay here. Thorion’s  

set fire to half the town. It doesn’t matter if he didn’t mean to,” 
he added when Keriya opened her mouth to argue. “It only 
matters that it happened, and people saw.”

“Why don’t you just put the fires out?” she demanded.
“Right,” he said dryly. “What do you think will happen 

when they see a Fironian wielding anywhere near a fire? I’ll be 
a pincushion for their arrows before they can figure out I’m not 
attacking them. We need to leave while we still can.”

“I’m not leaving,” Keriya hissed. “I’m not a coward, and I 
am not abandoning Thorion—”

“Keriya, shut up.” Roxanne came up on the left and snaked 
her arm through Keriya’s. Fletcher tightened his grasp on her 
other side, and the two of them led her away from the lake.

They paused to let a group of townspeople thunder past in 
the street ahead of them. Some were wielding water, no doubt 
hurrying to douse the hungry flames.

“You two head that way! Naliki, follow me!”
“What the blood is this? Are we under attack?”
“Gotta be—there’s a fire-eater around here somewhere, and 
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Zumarra save his soul if I get my hands on him!”
Keriya saw Effrax flinch. She assumed ‘fire-eater’ was a  

derogatory term for a Fironian.
“It’s Irongarde all over again,” said Roxanne, staring after 

the Galantrians.
“Worse,” said Fletcher. “Because there’s no necro-wielder 

this time.”
“There is,” Keriya insisted. “There has to be! Thorion 

wouldn’t do this on his own.”
“I know.” Fletcher’s voice was grave, his face drawn. “It 

must be the work of the darksalm in his soul.”
They were three streets in from the boardwalk, but Keriya  

could still see Thorion over the lake. His form was swallowed 
by a burst of light as the wind caught a tongue of fire and  
carried it to the roof of a new building. The thatching flared 
up easily, and faint screams rang within. A wave of nausea hit 
Keriya and she stumbled, only remaining upright because of 
Fletcher and Roxanne’s support.

How they escaped was a mystery. Keriya blacked out— 
because of something that was going on with Thorion or due 
to her own shock, she didn’t know—and when she came to her 
senses she was rounding the northern tip of the lake, blindly 
following Max.

She allowed herself to be led away from the smoldering 
town. Dark smoke rose in slanted spirals from the houses where 
water wielders had managed to put out fires. Thorion was  
nowhere to be seen.

The companions hurried through the shallow snow by 
the edge of the lake. Seba rode Emyr, who was being led by  
Roxanne. Effrax brought up the rear of the group. He’d gotten a 
walking staff somewhere, but his limp looked bad.

<Thorion,> Keriya thought feebly, sending her message into 
the empty night, <where are you?>

No response.
They turned south to veer away from rocky terrain and 

entered a marshland where the ground was more slush 
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than snow. Giant reeds grew in scattered clumps, and fleshy  
mushrooms that towered over them shone ghostly pale in 
the starlight. The group made their way into the cover of the  
vegetation, grateful to be out of the open. Sairal had vanished 
from view by now. How much time had passed? Minutes? 
Hours? Ages?

Keriya tried reaching out to the dragon again. This time 
she felt an answer—no words, just a slurry of exhaustion,  
confusion, and hurt.

“Stop,” she said, her voice cracking. “Thorion’s coming.”
She dimly registered the reactions this pronouncement 

brought: Fletcher and Roxanne seemed relieved, but Max 
frowned, and a look of fear crossed Effrax’s face. Anger rose 
within her, flaring in her heart just as easily as the fires had 
flared on the rooftops of Sairal.

“Thorion didn’t do any of that on purpose,” she grated, 
directing her wrath at the Fironian. “He’s innocent—and you 
should know it! Everyone should!”

“Calm down, Dragoneyes. For what it’s worth, I’m on your 
side,” said Effrax. “But the Sairali aren’t. He looks guilty.”

“He only looks guilty because you made us run.” She 
jabbed an accusatory finger at Effrax. “Guilty people flee the 
scene of the crime.”

“He looks guilty because he burned down half the village.”
“IT WASN’T HIS FAULT!” Why could none of them see 

that?!
“Keriya,” Max said softly, “this sort of thing will happen 

more and more as the darksalm works its way into Thorion’s 
soul. There will be episodes where he can’t touch his source 
at all, and some episodes, like this one, where he will lose his 
grasp on his power and wield without restraint or direction. 
And when that happens, destruction will inevitably follow.”

Keriya feared that if she tried to answer she would start to 
sob. She turned her back on Max and scanned the clouds for 
Thorion.

His shape finally appeared through the murky darkness. 
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Keriya ran to him as soon as he landed, flinging her arms 
around his neck and hiding her face so he couldn’t see how 
close she was to tears.

<I’m sorry,> he thought.
<It wasn’t you. It was a necro-wielder—>
<No, Keriya.> His body shook with a tremor. <The Shadow’s 

poison is stronger than I thought. It hurt me, and I nearly destroyed 
Sairal as a result.>

Even hearing it from Thorion himself, Keriya refused to  
believe it. She leaned away from him and looked at her friends. 
They hung back, watching with apprehension—even Fletcher 
and Roxanne.

“We don’t have much time,” said Keriya. “We need to get 
to Valaan as quickly as possible.” She hated that plan, hated the 
idea of taking Thorion to the state where Necrovar was lurking, 
but she was at the end of her rope.

“The Fironem is a long way away,” said Seba.
Thorion heaved a sigh. “In that case, perhaps we should 

look into short-term solutions. Is there something that would 
lessen the effects of the darksalm while we travel? I need to  
ensure the safety of those around me, and in my current  
condition I can’t guarantee that.”

Everyone softened at the dragon’s honest plea. 
“You might benefit from regular healing sessions, just to 

take the edge off,” Effrax suggested.
“Lady Taeleia would help,” said Seba.
“Lady Taeleia is also far away,” Max reminded them, “in 

residence at Noryk.”
“And Thorion would be likely arrested if he steps foot  

within fifty leagues of the city,” said Effrax.
“I can’t go on like this,” said Thorion.
“Certainly not,” Effrax agreed. “But you also don’t have to 

be the one to find Taeleia. I can go to Noryk on your behalf, tell 
her what happened, and bring her back to help you.”

“What sort of idiotic plan is that?” Seba scoffed. “If we part 
ways, how would you ever find Thorion again?”
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“I’d just follow the trail of destruction,” Effrax retorted 
blithely.

“I’ll go, too,” Roxanne offered before his flippant words 
could spark an argument. “If I’m with Effrax, I can use the  
animals to help us track Thorion.”

“But—what?” Keriya was too tired, too upset to fully  
comprehend what Roxanne and Effrax were implying.

“Are you saying we should split up?” asked Fletcher.
Roxanne shrugged. “Thorion needs to go to Valaan; Effrax 

needs to go to Taeleia; I need to go with Effrax so he can get 
back to Thorion again. It’s the only way.”

“No,” said Keriya. “It’s too dangerous. I won’t allow it.”
“Allow?” Roxanne repeated, raising her eyebrows.
“Perhaps this decision should be left for the morning,” Max 

put in. “After we’ve had a chance to sleep on it.”
So it was that they made camp for the night. Max cut 

some reeds and Effrax set them alight. Everyone settled down 
around the fire. Fortunately Emyr’s saddlebags had already 
been packed, so they had their provisions with them—a small  
miracle amidst the tragedies of the evening.

Max doled out waterproof bedrolls, but Keriya refused 
hers. She sat by Thorion’s side, letting the cold sink into her as 
if she thought it might numb her pain.

<It wasn’t your fault,> she maintained, drenching her words 
with certainty.

<Keriya, this isn’t helping.> She was shocked by the anger 
in the dragon’s thoughts. <I know what I did. I should have been 
better, stronger, but I wasn’t. Now everyone pays the price.>

<You can’t blame yourself for everything that goes wrong,> she 
argued.

“I wonder where I got that trait from?” he hissed aloud. The 
comment slipped between her ribs and stabbed at her heart. She 
hunched her shoulders and edged away from him, hugging her 
arms to her midriff.

Keriya didn’t rest that night; she stared into the fire for a 
long time, thinking about what was to come. She didn’t want 
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to ask a god for help—Shivnath had been uncooperative at the 
best of times and downright deceitful at the worst, and Keriya 
had little cause to think Valaan would be any different.

What was Shivnath doing now? Did she know what had 
happened? She must, for Shivnath knew everything; but if  
that were so, why hadn’t she reappeared to Keriya? Surely  
Thorion’s illness and the loss of the sword warranted some 
meddling on the dragon god’s part?

Even if it’s just to remind me how miserably I’ve failed, Keriya 
thought to herself with a wry grimace, putting her head in her 
hands. I wish I could talk to her. I need advice.

Her brain circled back to their current plan and she sighed 
in defeat. She balked at the thought of going to the Fironem. 
That was where the Rift, the magical tear in the threads that 
separated Selaras from Necrovar’s prison, was widest. It was 
dangerous. It was a terrible idea.

But terrible ideas were all they had left. Thorion thought 
going to Valaan was worth a try, so she had to do it for his sake.

For my sake, she amended herself as dark visions clouded 
her thoughts. She pushed them away and refused to give them 
any credence.

She refused to imagine a future where Necrovar ruled.
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Fluffy snowflakes drifted from the heavens. The dawn was dull 
and cold. Fletcher stood in the chill of the morning and watched 
his two best friends bid each other farewell.

Roxanne leaned forward to hug Keriya. “Go fast.”
“Be safe,” Keriya replied.
They broke apart and Roxanne returned to Effrax and 

Emyr. It had been decided that they needed the mule more, so 
he had gone to them. Keriya nodded to Fletcher, inviting him to 
walk with her as she turned west. But he stayed where he was.

“I’m going with Roxanne,” he announced.
“What?” said Keriya, freezing in place.
“What?” Roxanne echoed behind him.
“You have Thorion and Max,” Fletcher explained to 

Keriya, lowering his voice. “Roxanne needs someone to go with 
her, look after her.”

“And who’s going to look after you?”
“We’ll look after each other.” He wasn’t a child anymore. 

He might not have Roxanne’s wielding abilities or Effrax’s skill 
with a bow and arrow, but he was more than just dead weight. 
He’d proved himself useful to Thorion in the dragon’s time of 
need; now he hoped he’d be useful to Roxanne, too.

Keriya seemed at a loss for words. Fletcher wasn’t sure 
what to say, either. The last time the two of them had parted, 
they’d had a fight, and Fletcher had assumed they’d never see 
each other again. Yet somehow this goodbye felt more serious, 

“Strength can be gained and cleverness taught,
But loyalty is key, for it cannot be bought.”

~ Smarlindian Folk Saying

Parting Ways
chapter fourteen
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more heartbreaking.
He mustered up a smile and embraced Keriya. “Necrovar 

won’t win,” he whispered. “He can’t. In all your stories about 
heroes, the heroes always triumph. Right?”

She put her arms around him and squeezed. “Right. The 
heroes prevail. And they all live happily ever after. So you’d 
better live through this.”

Fletcher chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”
When they drew apart, Fletcher turned to Thorion. He 

could hardly believe it was only two months ago they’d  
wandered the Galantasa together; the dragon had seemed so 
young and small back then.

“Everything will be okay,” said Fletcher.
“You have a good heart, Fletcher. It will lead you to great-

ness if you listen to it.” Thorion bowed his head in respect. 
“May your wanderings be blessed.”

“Until we meet again,” said Fletcher. Without thinking 
about it, he leaned forward and hugged Thorion goodbye.  
Before Thorion could react, he broke away and hurried over to 
Roxanne and Effrax.

“You don’t have to do this,” Roxanne muttered when he 
reached her.

“Yes I do.” He turned one last time to look at Keriya. She 
and Thorion were watching him, their eyes gleaming pinpricks 
of violet against the bland backdrop. Fletcher raised a solemn 
hand in farewell, then started walking east.

They trudged through the morning in silence. Fletcher 
could tell it was midday when his stomach started growling, 
but they didn’t stop. Eventually the rainforest grew visible 
through the white flurries, and he suppressed a groan. 

Effrax smirked, noting Fletcher’s reaction. “We’re not  
going back in there. We’ll skirt the edge of the jungle until we 
cross the West Outlet, and then it’s a straight shot across the 
fenlands back to Noryk.”

“Great,” said Fletcher. The fenlands had been unpleasant 
and damp even in the summer. He resigned himself to the idea 
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of being wet and frozen for the next month. He would keep 
going and he wouldn’t complain. Thorion needed help, and 
Fletcher refused to be the weak link in the chain of people who 
were going to save him.

As the afternoon wore on, Effrax tried to break the silence 
by engaging Roxanne in conversation.

“Why are you talking to me?” she asked, in a tone that 
Fletcher thought was much ruder than the situation warranted.

“Look Tigress, I think we got off on the wrong foot.”
“Maybe that’s because you never use my real name, or 

wait—maybe it’s because you tried to blackmail me.”
“To be fair, I was trying to blackmail Keriya, not you,” he 

said, catching Fletcher’s eye and shooting him a conspiratorial 
wink. “What do you say we start again?”

“Hmpf,” said Roxanne, and she lengthened her stride to get 
away from him.

“That’s how girls act when they like you,” Effrax said  
matter-of-factly to Fletcher, watching as Roxanne kicked her 
way through a snowdrift. Fletcher wasn’t sure about that; it 
seemed to him that Roxanne had been very upfront about her 
feelings for Effrax, and that none of those feelings had been  
particularly positive.

The sky darkened to a deep slate gray, then to an ominous 
purple. Effrax called a halt to their travels and they retreated 
into the cover of the trees to make camp. The Fironian tethered  
Emyr to a leafy bush he could nibble on, then opened the  
saddlebags.

“If you find me some kindling, I’ll make a fire,” he said.
Nodding, Fletcher and Roxanne moved further into the  

undergrowth.
“You’re being pretty mean to Effrax,” Fletcher observed, 

snapping branches off a spindly tree.
“So?”
“So we’re going to be stuck with him for a long time, and 

it’ll be better for everyone if we could all get along. He’s trying 
to help Thorion, too.”
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“Only for his own benefit.” Roxanne yanked on a branch 
so forcefully that she uprooted the sapling it was attached to. 
“He’s wanted to bring Thorion to the Fironem for ages. Wants 
to take him to the palace to be praised as a hero or something.”

“I think he means well,” said Fletcher.
“That’s your problem. You insist on seeing the best in  

people, even when they don’t deserve it. Just because you think 
he’s good-looking doesn’t mean his intentions are good.”

Fletcher paused in his work and cast her a suspicious glare. 
She was preoccupied with her business of violently snapping 
twigs and branches, and it seemed her churlish comment 
had been voiced without much thought. He deliberated with  
himself for a few long moments before he replied, in a  
measured voice, “I can think he’s good-looking and still be a 
good judge of character.”

Roxanne also stopped moving. She turned fully to assess 
him, her expression hard to read in the dusk. The silence that 
descended upon them was deafening, and Fletcher began 
to wonder if he’d made a serious miscalculation. Finally she 
opened her mouth and he braced himself. He refused to make 
excuses, but he suddenly feared what she might say.

“Does Keriya know?”
He let out a slow breath. “I’m sure she’s guessed,” he  

admitted. He grabbed a nearby shrub and pulled off a branch 
with fingers that were suddenly shaking. “She knew people 
hated me, she heard the names they sometimes called me. But I 
haven’t told her outright. I couldn’t have said anything back in 
Aeria even if I’d wanted to. The Elders would have stoned me 
to death.”

“Or burned you at the stake,” she said. “They were fond of 
that one.”

Fletcher managed a humorless snort and Roxanne smiled.
“I’m sorry you think you have to hide who you are,” 

she told him. “It’s not a good feeling. But we’re not in Aeria  
anymore. Remember that. You can be whoever you are here.”

A warming sense of relief spread through Fletcher. He  
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nodded to himself, allowing a self-satisfied smile to quirk his 
own lips.

“What?” she asked.
“You see? I am a good judge of character,” he replied with 

a touch of smugness. Roxanne rolled her eyes, but some of the 
tension she’d been holding in her shoulders eased away.

“I still say you’re wrong about Effrax,” she said, returning 
to her work. “The trusting him bit, at least. I will freely admit 
he’s good-looking.”

Over the next few days, Fletcher saw an improvement in  
Roxanne’s temper. Something had changed between them 
since he’d confided in her. It was as if in opening the door to his  
biggest secret, he had managed to tear one of her walls down. 

Roxanne wasn’t what he would call reserved—she was the 
furthest thing from it, in fact—but she was guarded. She kept 
many secrets, and she’d been forced to divulge one for the sake 
of the quest. Thus, it had only seemed fair that Fletcher should 
offer something of himself to her. Now that he had, they were 
both more comfortable.

From an emotional standpoint, at least. There was hardly  
any comfort to be found in their tedious cross-country slog.  
He could tell Roxanne was making an effort to be civil to  
Effrax, but hunger was making everyone cranky. Effrax kept 
them on strict rations and Fletcher’s stomach always felt empty.  
Malnourishment hindered them. Every day they walked longer 
hours and covered less ground. Every night sleep came easier 
to Fletcher as his body slowly shut down, trying to conserve 
what little strength he had left. At this rate, they would run out 
of food long before they reached Noryk.

“We haven’t been graced with a magic show in quite some 
time, Tigress,” Effrax said one afternoon, limping along next 
to Emyr. His movement was labored, but the injury appeared 
to pain him less—though perhaps it was just too cold to hurt. 
“Why don’t you entertain us menfolk?”

“What did you have in mind?” Roxanne’s tone was pleas-
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ant enough, but Fletcher saw her hands curling into angry fists.
“Something to break up the monotony,” Effrax replied in 

a long-suffering voice. “We haven’t seen any of your friends 
recently. Who’s around?”

“A few mice, a snowfox, a hare, an owl,” she said without 
missing a beat.

“Let’s meet them, then.”
Roxanne frowned at Effrax as if sizing him up. Then she 

looked at Fletcher, who shrugged.
“Might be nice,” he said. He added in an undertone, “Might 

keep our minds off being bored and starving to death.”
Roxanne sighed. A look of concentration clouded her fine 

features, and moments later Fletcher heard a whisper of move-
ment. A white rabbit emerged from the rainforest a few heights 
in front of them. It was barely visible against the snow; Fletcher 
only noticed it at all because of its movement.

“This is—” Roxanne’s words were cut short as something 
whizzed through the air past her face. There was a soft thunk, 
then everything was still . . . until she let out a bloodcurdling 
shriek.

Emyr brayed and reared up, startled by her outburst. She 
rounded on Effrax, who stood calmly with his bow in hand. 
“You—how dare you!” She was livid, unable to speak. “You  
betrayed me—you just . . . why?!”

Fletcher squinted through the mist and saw a single arrow 
sticking up out of the snow. The hare was pinned beneath it, 
unmoving. A blot of red marred the pristine whiteness around 
its body.

His empty stomach turned over with shock even as it  
rumbled with hunger. The odd sensation made Fletcher  
nauseous, though his mouth was watering.

“You may not agree with my methods, Tigress, but I’m the 
leader here and I’ll do what I must to protect you,” said Effrax, 
slinging the bow over his shoulder. “Sometimes that means 
making the call no one wants to make, doing the things no one 
wants to—”
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Roxanne stepped forward and slapped him. The sound 
echoed across the empty plain to their right. Effrax reeled away, 
stumbling and almost losing his footing. He worked his jaw a 
few times and rubbed his cheek, glaring at her.

“You want to help Thorion? You want to reach Noryk? 
Then you’ll have to make sacrifices. I know you’ve been keep-
ing the animals at bay since before Sairal, but if you want to 
survive this journey you can’t do that anymore.”

For a moment, Fletcher was afraid that Roxanne was  
going to wield against Effrax. He had never seen her so  
incensed. She drew five long breaths through her clenched teeth 
before speaking.

“Fine. But if you ever use me like that again, I will kill you 
just as happily as you killed that hare, and twice as easily.” With 
that, she whirled around and stomped into the trees.

They made camp. Effrax conjured a fire and proceeded to 
skin the rabbit. Fletcher couldn’t take his eyes off the gruesome 
sight. Under normal circumstances he would be horrified by 
the blood and the sound of the hare’s pelt being ripped from its 
muscles. Now he watched Effrax’s every move like a hawk, and 
was revolted to find that his mouth was still watering.

Effrax built a makeshift spit to cook the animal. The smell of 
roasting meat was like ambrosia to Fletcher. The problem was, 
he was certain to upset Roxanne if he accepted any of the food.

Roxanne returned from the wild when it grew dark. She 
sat at the edge of the firelight and dug a hole in the snow,  
exposing the frozen earth beneath. Placing her hand over the 
patch of dirt, she wielded, growing a carrot for herself while 
glaring daggers at Effrax.

“You’re wasting energy,” Effrax warned her.
“I’ll replenish my energy by eating my cruelty-free dinner, 

thank you very much.”
Effrax shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. Your 

magicsource isn’t an unlimited well of power.”
“I know,” she snapped. “I’m an accomplished earth wielder 

who’s saved your two-timing neck on multiple occasions.”
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“Then you should know that whatever energy you put 
into your magic is energy you pull directly from yourself,” he 
snapped back. “The energy you used to create that carrot is not 
equal to the amount of energy the carrot will give you back by 
eating it. You’ll slowly kill yourself growing food that can’t  
sustain you in these conditions.”

Fletcher hunched his shoulders and tried to make himself 
small. He had no interest in getting roped into the middle of 
this argument.

“What’s done is done, and it wasn’t by your hand, it was by 
mine,” Effrax continued. “So do me a favor, Roxanne, and have 
some meat.”

Roxanne yanked the carrot from the ground and began 
crunching on it loudly. In response, Effrax took the rabbit off the 
flames and tore into it. A pang of hunger made Fletcher double 
over and he wrapped his arms around his stomach, watching as 
juice dribbled down the Fironian’s chin. Had the rabbit not been 
meant for him? Was Effrax going to eat the whole thing?

Roxanne grew two more carrots before she lay down  
in the snow. Despite all her power, she was starving and  
exhausted, and not even she could muster up the energy to 
wield any more. Fletcher was rather fuzzy on the mechanics 
of magical energy conversion—the Aerian schoolelders hadn’t 
bothered teaching him much because his own magic was so 
weak—but he suspected Effrax had a point. Roxanne couldn’t 
replenish her physical or magical strength with carrots alone, 
especially if she was creating those carrots using energy from 
her own body and soul.

 Thinking of carrots made Fletcher eye the orange roots 
longingly. How he wished he could grow food. But according 
to the Allentrian Tier System, only Tier Six wielders and high-
er were able to perform creation magic; Fletcher suspected he 
wouldn’t even be classified as a Tier Three wielder. 

He glanced back at the rabbit and reflected that weaponry 
skills wouldn’t hurt, either. As it was, he was helpless, depen-
dent on others for his survival.
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He was ashamed of himself.
Effrax noticed Fletcher’s sorry state and remembered  

himself with a little shake. He stood and walked over, offering 
him the rabbit.

“Here,” he said. “You need this more than I do. Eat the 
rest.”

“But you only had a couple bites,” said Fletcher, though 
he grabbed the proffered meal and began gnawing on it. It was 
burnt and tough, and it tasted glorious.

“You were a walking skeleton even before we started this 
quest,” Effrax told him. “Eat.”

Fletcher ripped into the rabbit without abandon. Effrax 
went to Emyr and pulled the last of their provisions from the 
saddlebag. He left a bedroll and the bag of dried fruit and nuts 
next to Roxanne before retreating to the far side of the fire.

Only when Effrax finally fell asleep did Roxanne pull the 
bag of food closer to her to eat.
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No matter how quickly Thorion had latched onto emotions, 
they were still foreign to him. He was confused. He couldn’t 
decipher the burning tangle of hurt that had settled in the pit 
of his stomach.

Why? The question consumed his every waking moment. 
Why had this happened to him? Not so long ago, he’d been a 
hero; now everyone hated him. He had been happy and free; 
now every step he took was one step closer to his dark fate.

He’d never thought much about death before. Unbonded 
sovereign dragons were blessed with longevity stemming from 
their timemagic. They could heal from most physical wounds, 
and they were immune to the base magics. They weren’t easily 
killed—and without emotions, they didn’t have the capacity to 
fret over death the way humans did.

When Thorion had bonded, he’d lost his racial advantages. 
He had become mortal. And with death lurking on the horizon, 
mortality was now a terrifying concept.

A week had passed since they’d parted from Fletcher and 
Roxanne. As they continued west, Keriya asked what the uni-
corn’s advice had meant and what Valerion had done. Thorion 
refused to tell her anything, going so far as to cloak his mind to 
shut her out. This hurt her deeply, and he regretted it at once. 
But he was too tired to talk. He was too ashamed of the things 
the darksalm had made him do. He was too broken to hope.

And he couldn’t do what Valerion had done.

“Awareness is a heavy burden to bear.”
~ Delmin Tierlake, Tenth Age

The Werelion-Healer
chapter fifteen
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Valerion had willingly cut out part of his own soul—he 
was little better than the demon lords who’d served Necrovar 
in the Great War. Mortals viewed Valerion as the greatest hero 
who’d ever lived, but the dragons knew a different version  
of history. Valerion hadn’t been heroic, he had been selfish. 
If anything in his scheme had gone wrong, he would have 
doomed the world.

“We’re nearing the border,” Max commented one evening 
as they bedded down around a pitiful fire. “Once we’re in the 
Erastate, we can stop in any town and I’ll be able to find help.”

“I don’t think we should go to any towns,” said Thorion. 
“It’s too dangerous.”

I’m too dangerous, he thought. His stomach churned with 
shame and his throat constricted. Why were emotions so pain-
ful? It wasn’t fair that they could cause such physical agony.

“Maybe we shouldn’t cross the border,” Seba mused.
Max sighed. “If this is about you not wanting to go back to 

your—”
“It isn’t about me,” the princess snapped. “I think we 

should head to the Naetren Mountains.”
“Why?” asked Keriya.
“Because all the legends of the werelion-healer say he lives 

in the Naetren basin,” said Seba. “I should think you’d want to 
investigate it, no matter how hard the journey may be.”

“Seba, that healer is a myth,” Max told her flatly.
“Most Allentrians think unicorns are a myth,” she retorted,  

“yet these peasants somehow managed to find one. Don’t you 
think it’s worth our time to at least look for the werelion?”

“No, because we don’t have any time,” said Max. “We have 
to go to the Fironem.”

“I’d like to hear more about this werelion,” said Thorion. 
This was the second time Seba had brought it up, so she must 
know something.

“Well, the legends say he has incredible healing abilities—”
“I’ve heard these stories,” Max interjected, “and there’s 

nothing to them. My younger brother was born with an illness 
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and my parents scoured the land for a healer who could save 
him. All my father’s men couldn’t find this fabled werelion, 
and my brother died within six months. If the full power of the 
Erastatian military couldn’t locate him, that means he doesn’t 
exist.”

Seba didn’t look disheartened; on the contrary, her eyes 
took on a sudden gleam. “I know, Max. I’m sorry. But that may 
be because your brother wasn’t the one doing the searching. 
The werelion only reveals himself to those who are ill.”

Thorion glanced at Keriya. He let go of his mindcloak and 
reached out to her telepathically. <What do you think of this plan?>

He sensed Keriya was reluctant to trust Seba, but she was 
also desperate to try anything that had the slimmest chance of 
working. <What do you think of it?> she returned.

Truth be told, Thorion was also desperate . . . but he wasn’t 
sure it was wise to chase myths.

<My kin knew of the werebeasts,> he thought. <They were 
strong wielders, but we never interacted with them. We didn’t have 
to, since our own healing abilities were sufficient for our needs.>

<If he’s strong, then we must try to find him.>
<Remember, it’s been seven thousand years since my people  

last saw Selaras. Werebeasts were rare even when dragons ruled the 
world. There is no guarantee they’ve survived the ages.> As a bitter 
afterthought, he added, <We didn’t.>

<It’s a bad plan,> she thought. <But so is going to the  
Fironem. I’m afraid we’ll get to the temple only to find Valaan can’t—
or won’t—help us. How much time would we lose if we tried this 
first?>

<Ask them,> he replied, dipping his snout toward Max and 
Seba.

Keriya did so, and Max let out a disbelieving laugh. “You 
can’t be considering this.”

“There’s no way of knowing,” Seba replied, speaking over 
the prince. “We’d have to look for the werelion, and I mean 
really look for him. We don’t have your friend to call him to us.”

“Well, where are the mountains?” Keriya pressed.
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“That’s them, right there.” The princess pointed west at a 
rocky ridge that was barely visible through the fog. “They’re 
the tallest in the region. Impressive, no?”

“Mm,” Keriya said in a non-committal voice. In spite of  
everything, Thorion had to hide a smile. Keriya had grown up 
in the shadow of Shivnath’s Mountains; the Naetren peaks were 
no more than mere foothills to her eyes.

Seba looked back at Thorion. “So, you’ll try it?”
Thorion was stuck. He didn’t know the right choice—if 

there was one. He tilted his head at Keriya, encouraging her  
to make the final call, but she looked just as indecisive. He  
could feel fear creeping through her. It reached out through the 
bond and latched onto him, twining around his innards like 
strangler-vines. 

He knew that fear. It was the same fear he grappled with 
on a daily basis now. She was deathly afraid she’d make the 
wrong choice.

<Remember,> he thought, sending her a mental image of a 
summer day when the two of them had trekked through Doryn 
Fen, <I trust you.>

Keriya smiled and laid a grateful hand on his shoulder. 
“That’s it, then. We’ll try to find the werelion.”

The following morning, they turned away from the Erastate 
and headed into the Naetren Mountains. Surprisingly, it was 
warmer here. This was confusing until they crested a low ridge 
and found themselves facing a valley filled with hot springs. 
Steam wafted from the bubbling aqua pools, making the air 
heavy and moist.

Keriya actually laughed aloud when she saw the springs. 
Thorion reflected that it seemed an age had passed since she’d 
last laughed.

“Look—no snow,” she exclaimed. Indeed, the springs and 
the steam had melted away all traces of white, revealing rocky 
land dotted with tufts of grass and reeds.

“Let’s stop for lunch,” said Max. “We could all use a break.”
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Thorion flew off to hunt while the humans made their way 
into the valley. He angled toward the higher peaks, hoping  
he might find something more substantial than the rabbits  
and grouses that lived in the flatlands. A smudge of emerald 
on the misty Naetren slopes slowly resolved into a pine forest. 
Warm updrafts from the springs filled his leathery wings.

He couldn’t find anything larger than a red bearcat, but his 
spirits were lifted. However, as he angled south to return to his 
friends, something caught his eye—dark specks drifting across 
the Galantrian marshlands in unnatural patterns.

When he returned to the valley with his kill, he saw that 
Keriya had unlaced her boots and was soaking her travel-worn 
feet in the shallows of a gurgling spring. Max had made a fire 
and unpacked their waterproof bedrolls, and Seba was relaxing 
on one of them.

“We’re being followed,” Thorion hissed, dropping the 
bearcat. “There are shadowbeasts behind us.”

“How many, and how far off?” Max asked.
“A good-sized pack,” said Thorion. “Perhaps a day’s  

journey from us.”
Suddenly there was a sizzling noise and a spout of water 

blasted into the air not four heights away, making all of them 
jump. A breeze caught the spray and carried the droplets to 
them, showering them with a light mist.

“Just a geyser,” Seba whispered shakily. She had leapt to 
her feet and drawn her blue-gold knife in defense.

“We can’t stay here,” said Keriya. “We need to stay ahead 
of the shadowbeasts.” Thorion noted she’d reached for a sword 
that was no longer at her side. She patted her hip as if miss-
ing its presence, and another guilty pang tore at his heart. He  
wanted to talk to her about the ancient blade, but he couldn’t do 
it now. He had to concentrate on solving his own problems, not 
adding more to his plate.

The next day they passed a gap in the large, blunt boul-
ders at the crest of the mountains and entered the basin. Here 
it seemed like spring rather than the dead of winter. Pine trees 
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gave way to fresh-smelling yellow grass in the shallow val-
ley. Birds sang overhead and a stream pooled into a large hot 
spring. It was the size of a small lake, and it was clearly what 
warmed the whole area.

Keriya stared around in wonderment. Thorion was pleased 
that, for all his human had seen and done, she could still find 
awe in the simple beauty of nature. Yet there was sadness seep-
ing out of her—sadness that they had to keep moving, sadness 
that they had been robbed of the luxury of being able to stop 
and enjoy places like this. She’d envisioned quite a different  
future when she’d believed she had defeated Necrovar.

Thorion hung his head. Keriya tried so hard to be brave; 
she still had hope in her heart. He wished he could reach out 
and take that emotion, as he had when he’d first met her, but 
it wasn’t that simple anymore. Emotions bloomed organically 
within him now, emotions that kept him miserable.

Suddenly he froze. He stared down at his feet, disbelieving 
horror swelling within him.

<Thorion? What’s wrong?>
“Nothing,” Thorion muttered, quickly looking back up at 

Keriya and flashing her a smile. She smiled back and continued 
onwards. He let the humans get ahead of him before returning 
his attention to his feet. Raising one shaking paw, he inspected 
his fingers. 

Thin black veins ran along the tips of his pearly talons. The 
stains were subtle, barely visible—he doubted any of his mortal 
companions would have noticed them—but the fact they were 
there at all was cause for panic. This was the next stage of his 
disease: the darksalm was showing on his body.

His whole chest hurt. It was like a tiny, rabid creature was 
chewing on his heart. Necrovar’s hold on him was growing.

Night fell and the stars emerged one by one as the group 
traversed the wide basin. Cool gusts blew in from between  
the peaks, meeting in the meadow and whirling in eddies. 
Moonbirds called to each other, their cries floating through the 
silence. The humans stopped at nightfall.
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“I don’t think we should light a fire,” Keriya said as they 
settled down. “It’ll serve as a beacon to any shadowbeasts who 
catch up to us.” She was agitated, peering across the grassland 
as she fiddled with the ends of her sleeves. Thorion suspected 
she was picking up on his inner turmoil.

“Maybe we shouldn’t even stop,” she continued. “Now that 
we’re here, we should be looking for the werelion.”

“You have to rest,” Max told her. 
“I’m not tired.”
“Keriya, be quiet,” Thorion breathed. A strange new scent 

had reached his nose. It was like nothing he’d ever encountered 
before—it was musky, saturated with the heady fragrance of 
strange magic. <Something’s out there.>

Fear surged out of Keriya and flooded through their bond, 
putting Thorion even more on edge. She turned to Max and 
Seba and whispered, “We’re under attack.”

It was as if they’d all been waiting for something terrible 
to happen. Max drew his shortsword and a breeze stirred the 
long grasses around them, indicating he was wielding. Thorion  
crouched, every muscle in his lithe body tensed, ready for  
battle. There was a rustling noise, and with his sharp vision he 
managed to pick out a shadow bobbing across the meadow.

“There,” he said, nodding toward the shape. 
The shadow froze a few heights away from them. When it 

wasn’t moving it blended into its surroundings. Thorion stood 
stock-still in the starlight, hardly daring to breathe. He scanned 
the grasses, but he had lost his enemy’s place.

Then a faint whisper reached him. He looked sharply to his 
right, reaching for his source on instinct. Yet he did not wield, 
for what met his eyes was not what he’d been expecting.

Crouching in the grass, regarding him with gleaming  
yellow eyes, was a man. But—it couldn’t be a man. Though his 
body was human in shape, he was covered with short, tawny 
fur, and he smelled like no human Thorion had ever encoun-
tered. A dark, tangled mane stirred upon his head, caught in 
Max’s air spell.
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“Welcome to my valley. I am Uhs,” he said, ignoring their 
shock at his appearance. His nose was broad and flat, and the tip 
of it was black. Silvery whiskers twitched on his cheeks, sensing 
the night air. “Very rude of you, isn’t it, to threaten someone in 
his own home?” He nodded at Max’s sword, which was now 
pointed at his chest.

“You surprised us,” Thorion said slowly, tilting his head 
in consideration of the strange beast. “We thought you might 
be . . . something else. I’m afraid we’ve grown used to being 
attacked.”

“What a sorry thing to grow used to.” Uhs raised his leg 
and used it to scratch behind his ear. He wore a tattered breech-
cloth, and there were strings of dark beads and sharp stones 
around his neck. They faced off for a few awkward moments 
until Thorion cleared his throat.

“I am Thorion Sveltorious. These are my companions,  
Keriya Soulstar, Maxton Windharte, and Sebaris Wavewould. 
We’re here because—”

“I know why you’ve come. I sensed you from leagues 
away. Never encountered such a mess in all my lives.” Quick as 
a flash, Uhs scampered nearer on all fours. “You are a dragon,” 
he observed.

“Yes,” Thorion agreed, somewhat disquieted by Uhs’s  
peculiar manner.

Uhs trained his gaze upon Max next. “And you are the 
prince of the air kingdom. Lots of things wrong with you, but 
I’m not about to get mixed up in any of that.”

Max didn’t respond. He tightened his grip on his sword 
and shifted his weight so he was standing closer to Seba. She 
huddled behind him, speechless for once.

“You are a galancrelas,” Uhs said authoritatively, this time 
addressing the princess. “Tricky business, what you’ve got 
there. Too late to do anything for you.”

Seba’s face drained of its color and she shrank away from 
his words.

“But you,” Uhs continued, looking at Keriya, “I don’t know 
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what you are. I’m not sure I can do anything to heal you. My 
apologies.”

“What? I’m not the one who’s sick. I’m fine.”
“You’re fine, are you?” Uhs scooted closer to Keriya,  

sniffing at the hem of her cloak. “You don’t seem fine to me. 
Oh, well I suppose you do seem fine. But that’s aside from the 
point, isn’t it?”

“I’m sick,” Thorion interjected. “And if you’re who I think 
you are, I need your help.”

Uhs halted his examination of Keriya and looked back at 
Thorion. “Who do you think I am?”

“The werelion-healer.”
Uhs blinked up at him, neither affirming nor refuting his 

identity. A black-tufted tail flicked slowly behind him. Thorion 
took the creature’s silence as an invitation to continue. 

“I don’t know what you’ve heard of the goings-on in  
Allentria, but Necrovar has returned, and he has poisoned me 
with a substance called darksalm. Can you heal me?”

“Not sure.” Uhs scuttled over and began prowling around 
Thorion. “My magic only works when I am fully transformed, 
which is at the height of the Oldmoon cycle.”

Thorion felt his brows contract. “What exactly does that 
mean?”

“When the moon is new, I have the appearance of a man,” 
Uhs explained. “When the moon is full, I am a lion. It is only at 
the full moon when I can wield my magic.”

“The Oldmoon is waning right now,” said Keriya. “Are you 
saying we have to wait here for a whole month?”

<If he can help me, isn’t it worth the wait?> Thorion thought 
to her. <We should give him a chance. He’s a legendary healer, and 
we actually found him—or rather, he found us.> He reflected on 
Uhs’s remarks, the assertion that there was something wrong 
with Max, and the implications that both Seba and Keriya were 
sick. Was any of that worth worrying about?

It probably was, but now wasn’t the moment to do so.  
Thorion was plenty worried about himself, and it was an 
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all-consuming worry that didn’t allow room to think of anyone 
else.

“If you wish to stay until the Oldmoon is full, then I shall 
study each of you,” said Uhs. “Perhaps in a few suns I’ll have 
a better sense of which of you I can heal and which of you are 
doomed.”

“We accept your offer, Uhs,” said Thorion, bowing his head.
Uhs offered a curt nod in return and stalked off through the 

grass. “Follow,” he growled.
Keriya started after the werelion, but Max reached out and 

caught her arm. Thorion got the sense that he should give them 
some privacy; he hastened after the healer, but his sensitive ears 
picked up their whispered conversation.

“Are you really going to do this?” Max hissed.
“Thorion wants to,” said Keriya. “We have no choice.”
“You can choose to take responsibility as his rheenar and 

make the decision for him.” Max had lowered his voice even 
further, but Thorion still caught every word. “You can make 
him go to the Fironem—”

“I won’t make him do anything,” Keriya growled.
“So you’re going to waste a month here with that creature? 

He’s a fraud.”
“I don’t think so,” came Seba’s shaky voice. “I think he’s the 

real thing.”
“What happens when we need this month back?” Max  

argued. “What happens if Uhs can’t help? What happens when 
the time we spend here ends up being the difference between 
Thorion’s life and death?”

Keriya yanked her arm out of the prince’s grasp and strode 
away. She passed Thorion without looking at him, and he didn’t 
try to reach out to her.

Neither of them wanted to admit that Max had just voiced 
their worst fear.
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Keriya decided right away that she disliked Uhs. His assertion 
that there was something wrong with her had torn open old 
wounds. She’d only just begun to believe her own lies that she 
was fine the way she was; hearing the werelion suggest any-
thing to the contrary was the last thing she needed.

Uhs led them westwards across the basin until they 
reached a copse of featherpines. A sandy cave had been 
created there, dug out of the earthen ledge upon which the 
trees sat. Roots poked into the cave at odd angles. Bad-smelling 
herbs and animal entrails were strewn about haphazardly. The 
carcass of some unidentifiable creature lay half-buried in the 
corner.

“This is my home,” Uhs announced, gesturing proudly at 
the filthy hovel. “Since you will be staying here for observation, 
you are free to use it as you please. It should accommodate all 
your needs.” 

“Thank you,” said Thorion. “It’s . . . lovely.”
“Out here is the fire pit.” Uhs scampered past them 

toward a ring of charred stones surrounding a pile of kindling. 
He crouched by the pit and struck two flint rocks together. 
Sparks skittered out between their rough surfaces and the heap 
of twigs and dried leaves caught flame.

Uhs hunkered down beside the merry blaze. “Sit,” he 
invited them, tossing a larger log into the blaze. “We have much 
to discuss. First we will arrange payment for my services.”

“Hope is the dream of a soul awake.”
~ Adira Zyrblaze, Seventh Age

The Naetren Basin
chapter sixteen
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Keriya’s heart sank. She didn’t have any derlei—but she’d 
come too far to let that stop her. Feeling ashamed, she snuck a 
glance at Max. He rolled his eyes and dug in the inside pocket 
of his coat. Eventually he produced his coin purse and held it 
out to the healer.

“Will this suffice?” he asked in clipped tones.
Uhs sniffed at the proffered pouch. “What is it?”
“It’s all the derlei we’ve got,” said Max. “Take it or leave it.”
“What does it do?” Uhs snatched the pouch and brought it 

close to his dark nose, squinting at it cross-eyed.
Max and Seba exchanged an incredulous look. “You pay for 

things with it.”
“If I cannot eat it and it has no inherent magical properties, 

then it is useless to me,” Uhs declared, tossing the pouch aside. 
Max made a startled noise as the bag clinked to the ground and 
a few gold pieces spilled out, glittering in the grass.

“If you don’t want money, then what do you want?” asked 
Keriya.

“I like useful things,” said Uhs. “My patients often barter 
magic or knowledge in exchange for my services. I like these 
things, yes, but my favorite thing is secrets.” His yellow eyes 
flashed in the firelight as he speared Thorion with his gaze.

“What kind of secrets?” Thorion said slowly.
Uhs grinned, baring sharp little fangs. “Surprise me.”
The group remained silent. No secrets were forthcoming.
“Come now. No need to be shy,” Uhs encouraged them. 

“Everyone who wants my help must tell me one secret.”
“I’m all set.” Max picked up the coin purse and tucked it 

away before folding his arms over his chest. He glared at the 
werelion with an expression that was most unlike him.

“Suit yourself. I couldn’t help you even if I tried,” Uhs shot 
back. He looked at Seba next. “You are past the point of no  
return, as I’m sure you know. But I can ease your suffering and 
prolong your life. It would be a challenge, yes, but not beyond 
my abilities.”

Seba said nothing. She shook her head and huddled closer  
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to Max, shielding herself from the healer’s scrutiny. Uhs 
shrugged and looked at Thorion, but Thorion turned away 
from him as well. So the werelion’s attention shifted to Keriya.

Keriya was torn; on the one hand, she was offended by the 
fact that Uhs thought she needed healing. On the other hand, 
maybe she did. What if there was something wrong inside her, 
something that prevented her from wielding? She was face-to-
face with a healer whose abilities were the stuff of legend; what 
if he could actually help?

She met and held Uhs’ gaze. His pupils contracted with 
interest—perhaps even a bit of apprehension—as he examined 
her unearthly eyes. Finally she looked down at her feet.

“I have no magic of my own. I was born crippled,” she 
said. Max and Seba shifted uncomfortably on either side of her.  
Thorion, however, leaned closer, as if to lend her strength. 

“No one knew why I couldn’t wield, but they all hated me 
for it. They used it as an excuse to hurt me, both mentally and 
physically. They did their best to keep me out of their village. 
They used to whisper behind my back that I’d sold my soul to 
the dark spirits of the forest. They thought I might be a demon 
myself. Erasmus, my old teacher, always told me that if I was 
alive, I must have some sort of magic inside me. But no matter 
how hard I tried, how long I studied, how much I worked, I 
couldn’t wield anything.”

Keriya suspected this wasn’t the type of secret Uhs was 
looking for, but when she glanced up she saw the werelion 
sitting in rapt attention. Her human companions were also  
listening closely; they knew about her disability, but they’d 
never heard her speak of it in such detail.

“Go on,” Uhs prompted.
“I . . . well, that’s it.”
“It’s a good start,” he conceded. “But those are facts, not 

secrets. What is your secret?”
Keriya frowned. Those memories were some of her  

deepest and darkest; she kept them locked up so she didn’t 
have to confront them. What more did Uhs want from her?
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<Why don’t you tell him the things that happened as a result of 
you not being able to wield?> thought Thorion.

Heat rose in Keriya’s cheeks at his suggestion. She didn’t 
want to talk about it anymore. She regretted ever bringing it up. 
But for her drackling, she would have to continue.

“My secret?” she murmured, twisting the ends of her 
sleeves. “I had many secrets, but everyone seems to know them 
now. I was chosen by the goddess Shivnath to save the last  
living dragon. She gave me a portion of her magic, and tasked 
me with finding and killing Necrovar. I failed, and now I have 
to do everything in my power to set it right. But despite all 
I’ve done, I’m still incomplete somehow. Still broken. I’m the  
Dragon Speaker . . . and I am nothing.”

She was horrified to hear her voice crack. She cleared her 
throat and shook her head. “That’s the best I’ve got.”

Uhs wiggled his nose and twitched his whiskers. “Very  
interesting. Very illuminating, yes. Sadly, as I’m not quite sure 
what you are yet, I don’t know how to help you.”

Keriya shrugged. She should have known better than to 
think Uhs could fix what was wrong with her.

“But I will accept your secret as payment for helping  
your dragon,” Uhs declared. Keriya’s head jerked back up.  
The werelion was no longer looking at her—he was examining 
Thorion. “For I know dragons hate sharing secrets.”

The shadow of a growl wormed its way through Thorion’s 
throat.

“It is late, and you’ve come a long way; you should rest,” 
Uhs told them. He got up and stretched. “I am very busy and 
I have errands to run. I come and go during sun-up, but I  
always return at dusk. We can eat and share stories, and I will 
observe each of you in turn as the Oldmoon changes.”

Without another word, he darted off into the darkness. The 
long yellowish grass of the basin swallowed him up, making it 
impossible to track his movement.

With the werelion gone, everyone turned to Keriya.
“He’s right,” she said, unable to look at any of them. “We 
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should get some sleep.”
They bedded down outside the cave, for none of them were 

keen to sleep in the dingy mess of Uhs’ home. Max offered to 
take first watch, so Keriya and Thorion were free to retreat to 
the shadows outside the ring of firelight.

<Thank you for speaking up,> Thorion thought as he settled  
down next to her. He kneaded the ground, churning up the soft 
earth and burying his talons.

<It was nothing,> she replied.
<I know it’s a difficult subject for you. But you aren’t broken, 

Keriya, and you must never think you are.>
Keriya didn’t want another lecture about how she must, by 

definition, have some sort of magic. She didn’t want to hear that 
their communication was magic. She felt drained, and all she 
wanted was a good night’s sleep.

But no sooner had she closed her eyes and drifted off than 
someone was shaking her awake again.

“Whassamatter?” she moaned, cracking her eyes open. The 
fire had dwindled to a pile of smoldering coals, but it was still 
dark out. A figure crouched over her, a bit too close for comfort.

“Uhs,” she gasped, her vision adjusting to the night. She 
gave a start and shimmied away from the werelion.

“You have led others to my home,” said Uhs. “Creatures 
who are not welcome here. Creatures who intend us harm.”

Keriya frowned in consternation until she figured out what 
the healer must be talking about. Her stomach lurched. “The 
shadowbeasts?”

“A band of demons is patrolling the southern pass,” 
Uhs informed her. “I dealt with some of them.” He shoved a  
grubby hand into her face to show off a palmful of pitch-black 
ash—the dust of a disintegrated demon. Keriya shied further 
away. It was only then that she realized Thorion wasn’t by her 
side.

She leapt to her feet, causing Uhs to skitter back a few  
paces, and stared around. Seba was fast asleep beside the fire 
pit. But of Thorion—and Max—there was no sign.
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“Your sentry and your dragon were gone before I reached 
you. I imagine they went off to fight,” said Uhs. “There is an 
enchantment upon my home that will keep the fell beasts 
at bay, so your friends really needn’t have bothered. Still, I  
suppose demons are better off dead.”

“Thorion,” Keriya breathed. Panic, familiar and despised, 
rose in her chest. She opened her mind and expanded her  
consciousness. <Thorion, where are you?>

She sensed him at once, and also sensed something was  
wrong. When she touched his mind she felt a maelstrom of 
emotion tinged with bloodlust.

Without another word to Uhs, Keriya pelted off in the  
direction of the dragon’s thoughts. An angry howl reverberated 
through the featherpine forest at the edge of the basin, and she 
veered toward the noise. She was forced to slow down as she 
entered the cover of the trees, stumbling along blindly without 
the light of the moons to guide her.

<Don’t go after the shadowbeasts,> she thought desperately. 
In response, a deluge of fury and frustration poured into her. 
A blinding flash illuminated the woods moments later. Keriya 
threw up her hands to shield her eyes from the brightness.

“Thorion,” she screamed aloud, heedless of the demons 
who might hear. She had no way of knowing what part of 
the valley was protected by the enchantment, but it no longer  
mattered. The shadowbeasts were near, and Thorion had  
clearly engaged them.

“Keriya?” Max’s voice reached her—he was close. He joined 
her as she ran south, toward where she’d seen the flash of light. 
“What are you doing?”

“The shadowbeasts caught up to us,” she panted. “I have 
to help Thorion.”

“No, you have to get out of here!”
“Uhs said there’s an enchantment on the valley that will keep 

the shadowbeasts out,” she told him. “I need to bring Thorion  
back to safety.”

“And what, let the demons roam free?”
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“He can’t face them—what if one of them wields and twists 
his soul?”

“Yes, what if that happens?” Max grabbed her arm and 
spun her around to face him. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to kill every single one of those shadowbeasts if 
I must,” Keriya snarled, tugging herself free from the prince’s 
grasp. She started off again, but had hardly taken two steps  
before another explosion of light burst through the trees,  
blazing cold and harsh against her eyes. As the afterglow faded 
from Keriya’s retinas, she heard Thorion roar in pain.

A prickling sensation flared briefly on her right shoulder—
an echo of whatever Thorion was feeling.

Keriya and Max both jumped as a loud crash sounded  
from a nearby hill. Max began to wield, and Keriya stooped and 
grabbed a nearby shard of broken rock. But it wasn’t a shad-
owbeast who was racing toward them—it was Thorion. He  
barreled through the trees, snapping branches and trampling 
the underbrush.

<Keriya, leave!> His thoughts were indistinct and chaotic, 
diluted by fear-fueled rage. His eyes glowed like twin purple 
torches, flooding his surroundings with eerie dancing light.

“Get out of the way,” Max yelled, trying to pull her aside.
“He won’t hurt me.” She stood her ground as Thorion 

charged.
“He’s not himself. The darksalm is affecting him!”
“He won’t hurt me,” she insisted. She could see by the  

light of the dragon’s eyes that a black shape wafted through the 
forest, shadowing him. Her grip on the rock tightened and she 
took aim. Then she heaved it with all her might.

The rock sailed past Thorion. It might have hit the shad-
owman in the trees, but for the fact that the demon vanished a  
moment before it struck him. Thorion shook his head and roared 
again. He skidded around, uprooting a couple of unfortunate 
saplings as he turned, and spat a beam of light into the forest. 
He whipped his head this way and that, leaving a charred trail 
in the wake of his spell. It felled a large tree, withered a bush, 
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and finally found its mark as the demon re-materialized. The 
light hit the shadowman and he burst apart, disintegrating into 
dust.

Keriya didn’t even have time to let out a breath of relief  
before Thorion rounded on her. Though the demon was dead, 
his eyes were still aglow. He advanced upon her, a sinister snarl 
dripping from his lips.

“Thorion,” she said, taking a step back. “It’s over. You’re 
safe.”

She reached out to him telepathically, only to find his mind 
had gone oddly blank. He had the same vacant expression he’d 
worn in her bedchamber in Sairal. Regardless of whether the 
shadowbeasts were gone, the darkness inside him had awoken 
now—and it was driving him mad.

“Keriya,” Max breathed, twisting his fingers through hers. 
“We have to run.”

She shook her head. “He won’t hurt me,” she maintained, 
though her voice quivered with uncertainty this time. Thorion 
opened his jaws, preparing to spit another deadly beam of light 
at them.

“Thorion, stop.” She uttered the command quietly, but it 
was a command nonetheless. The words, spoken aloud in his 
own language, seemed to get through to him. He faltered in 
his advance and lowered his head, blinking. His pupils slowly  
expanded and the garish glow began to fade from his eyes. 
When he looked back up at her, it was clear he was himself 
again—but there was also an unspeakable sadness etched upon 
the fine scales of his face.

Keriya ran to him and leaned against his chest, putting her 
arms around his neck and stroking his scales. He stood rigidly, 
not attempting to return the embrace.

“All the shadowbeasts are dead,” he announced in a  
hollow voice.

“More will come,” said Max.
“You’ll be safe in the valley,” said Keriya, drawing away 

from the dragon.
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“They’re tracking him,” said Max. “Irongarde, Sairal, now 
this . . . he won’t be safe anywhere, nor will you. Hiding here 
will solve nothing. He needs to go to the Fironem.”

“It’s too long a journey,” murmured Thorion.
“It would be a long journey for us on foot, but not for  

Thorion alone. He could fly there in a matter of days.”
“Absolutely not,” said Keriya. “I don’t want Thorion to be 

separated from me again.”
“Why?” asked Max. “Would you put his life and yours in 

danger because you have some misguided idea in your head 
that you can help? You can’t save him.”

“Yes I can,” she cried.
Max regarded her with a pitying expression. “With what 

magic?”
Keriya was tired of that argument—tired of hearing it in 

her head, tired of hearing it echoed by the people around her. 
“I need no magic,” she said, recoiling from him. “Hard work, 
determination, hope—these are the only weapons I have, and 
they’ve gotten me this far.”

Thorion closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “Let us 
pray they will be enough to see us through to the end.”
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Roxanne nearly cried with relief when she saw the white cliffs 
of Noryk rising through the mists. She was cold, hungry, weak, 
and fed up with Fletcher and Effrax both. But the end was in 
sight. Soon she would sleep in a proper bed, eat a proper meal, 
and properly wash her hair, which was filthy and tangled.

“Finally,” Fletcher said, sinking to his knees and stretching 
his arms toward the Imperial City. “We made it!”

Effrax didn’t share in their elation. He clucked to Emyr and 
tugged on the mule’s reins. “We still have to get into the palace, 
find Taeleia, explain that we aren’t to blame for the destruction 
of Irongarde and Sairal, convince her to come with us to the 
Fironem, and do it all while avoiding Tanthflame’s lackeys.”

Roxanne’s spirits fell faster than an avalanche.
“How are we going to do all that?” she groaned.
“Oh, you’re speaking to me now, Tigress?”
“I want to make sure you’ve got a plan. It would be stupid 

to come all this way only to get caught.” Ever since Effrax had 
used her to murder the hare, she’d refused to address him 
unless absolutely necessary.

“You’ll remember that I have a fair bit of experience in 
covert activities,” he said.

“Sneaking around and spying and blackmailing people, 
you mean,” she corrected him.

“Call it what you will. Bottom line is, I should have no 
trouble sneaking us in and spying for information and black-

“The reputation of ten ages may be determined by a single act.”
~ Akora Nathreme, Sixth Age

Wanted
chapter seventeen
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mailing people into getting us an audience with Taeleia.”
Fletcher let out a weak chuckle. Roxanne shook her head 

and prayed to Shivnath for patience.
They picked up their pace now that Noryk was in their 

sights. Roxanne found herself lagging behind the boys, and she 
fought to keep up to prove she was fine . . . even though she 
wasn’t. 

She’d refused all the dead animals Effrax had offered her, 
insisting on growing her own food. The Aerians hadn’t culti-
vated many foods, so she only knew the weave of the edible 
plants she’d come in contact with, such as carrots, apples,  
potatoes, wheat, mushrooms, and corn. Unfortunately, none of 
those made a balanced meal. Besides, she hardly could have 
created an apple tree, so she’d been subsisting on carrots and 
dried rations. Not only was she malnourished, her body and 
soul were exhausted from her efforts.

As they drew near, Roxanne spotted a group of men riding 
toward the city. At first she thought they were Imperials, but 
their garments were white and beige. When the men reached 
the moat, they turned and began heading back west.

“Wonder what that’s about,” Effrax murmured, squinting 
at the men as they cantered off.

Once the riders were out of sight, the three of them slid 
down a muddy embankment and merged onto the Imperial 
Highway. They were almost there.

As they approached, however, Roxanne saw the base of the 
stone bridge arcing toward the city gates was guarded by two 
dour Galantrian soldiers.

“Relax, Tigress,” Effrax said when Roxanne tensed up. “Just 
act like you’re supposed to be here.”

The Galantrians skewered them with angry looks and  
lowered their halberds to block Effrax before he could step foot 
on the bridge. To his credit, Effrax played it completely cool.

“Afternoon, gentlemen,” he said, as if he didn’t have a care 
in the world. “Is there a problem?”

“Routine checkpoint,” grunted the man on the left. “We 
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need to examine your eyes.”
Effrax smiled politely and leaned forward. The Galantrian 

reached out and grabbed his face with one meaty hand.
Roxanne took an aggressive step forward, but Fletcher 

caught her and held her back. They watched as the Galantrian 
raised a metal instrument to shine a thin beam of light in each 
of Effrax’s eyes.

“They’re still looking for the bogspectre,” Fletcher breathed.
When the soldier was satisfied that Effrax wasn’t  

possessed by a murderous monster, he released the Fironian.  
Effrax stood aside, inviting Roxanne and Fletcher to come  
forward for their inspections. Roxanne tolerated the procedure, 
allowing the unpleasant man to hold her and squinting against 
the steady glow of the instrument when he pointed it in her 
eyes.

“Carry on,” he growled, scowling as if he was disappointed  
that he hadn’t found a reason to detain any of them. Effrax 
breezed past, and Roxanne and Fletcher slunk after him.

“That was easier than I thought it would be,” Fletcher said 
as they ascended the bridge.

“We’re not in yet,” Effrax reminded him, nodding to the 
grand gates that loomed beyond. Two more guards were  
stationed there, and these were Imperials. Roxanne hunched 
her shoulders and pulled up the hood of her coat.

“State your name and business in Noryk,” said the older of 
the two soldiers.

“Ravin Felcoal, visiting my brother who is employed in the 
Imperial Barracks,” said Effrax. Roxanne stifled a snort. This 
was just like the first time she’d visited Noryk; on that occasion, 
Cezon Skyriver had also lied his way in.

“Felcoal?” The guards straightened up and their gazes 
sharpened. “You Fironian?”

“Only by birth,” he replied. “I was raised with my cousins 
in the Smarlands.” He grabbed Roxanne by the crook of her arm 
and yanked her forward, showing her off to the guardsmen.

“Smarlands,” repeated the old soldier. “Then why are you 
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three in the Galantasa?”
Roxanne’s heart began to beat faster. Something was wrong, 

she could feel it. Effrax looked genuinely confused. “Is there a 
reason we shouldn’t be?”

“Haven’t we seen you somewhere before?” said the younger  
of the two, squinting at Effrax. Roxanne balled her hands into 
fists and made a desperate mental lunge for her magicsource, 
managing to snag only a few feebly glowing threads.

“We were in the Galantrian Village,” Fletcher offered. 
“We’ve been helping with the decontamination efforts. My  
sister is an expert earth wielder. She was sealing the darksalm 
in the stone containers. If you worked any time there, that may 
be where you know us from.” He edged closer to Roxanne and 
elbowed her in the side.

“Uh . . . yeah,” she added.
It seemed there was just enough detail in Fletcher’s  

explanation to convince the Imperials of his story. The younger  
soldier brought forth a ledger and made them sign in. Effrax 
took the stylus and scribbled three lines of Allentrian runes.

“Here,” grunted the older man, handing something to  
Effrax. “Put that on.” Effrax obliged, pinning the object to his 
chest—it was a silver brooch bearing the Imperial Crest. “You’re 
now free to proceed.”

“Thank you, soldier.” Effrax tugged on Emyr’s reins and 
the mule plodded forward as the gates swung inwards.

“You watch your back in there,” the man advised. “We  
appreciate efforts to fight the dragon, but the city’s not as safe as 
it once was for folks like you.”

“What?” Roxanne said without thinking. “What do you 
mean—”

“Thanks for the warning,” said Effrax. He reached for  
Roxanne without looking away from the guard and grabbed 
her wrist, pulling her through the grand stone archway. “I’ll be 
sure to keep my cousins out of trouble,” he added pointedly.

They entered Noryk and walked down Broad Street, 
which was not as Roxanne remembered it at all. The city had 
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been thriving with life and vibrancy in the summer; now the 
wide cobblestone thoroughfare was deserted, and the colorful 
flags and banners had vanished. She noticed boarded up shop  
windows and painted runes sprawled across doorways or 
burned into lintels.

“What happened here?” whispered Fletcher, staring aghast 
at the squalor.

“And what did they mean about fighting the dragon?” 
hissed Roxanne. She became aware that Effrax was still holding 
her wrist and yanked it from his grasp.

“What happened is Tanthflame got here first,” said Effrax. 
They turned onto a smaller street where some pedestrians and 
vendors were milling about. “And from the look of things, I’d 
say he’s been feeding the city some very interesting stories.”

“Why would anyone listen to Tanthflame?” said Fletcher. 
“Keriya proved he’s a traitor!”

“Keriya also fled Irongarde right after eyewitnesses saw 
Thorion wield necromagic,” Effrax returned. “And she lied  
under oath. She told the world Necrovar was dead.”

“She didn’t lie,” snapped Roxanne. “She thought she’d 
killed him.”

“But he’s alive.” Effrax lowered his voice as they passed  
between a bundled-up beggar and a sorry-looking fellow  
selling mince pies from a cart. “And don’t go screaming about 
Necrovar or Thorion, alright? We don’t know what Tanth-
flame’s told these people and we don’t know who we can trust. 
In fact, best not to trust anyone.”

“That’ll make it hard to get an audience with Taeleia,” said 
Fletcher.

“No it won’t,” grumbled Roxanne. “Who needs trust?  
Effrax was planning on blackmailing everyone to get what he 
wants.”

“So little faith you have in me,” said Effrax, though his 
mouth twitched in a lopsided smile. A moment later, the smile 
vanished and he froze.

“What’s—”



DRAGON CHILD

1631    2

Before Fletcher could finish his question, Effrax yanked on 
Emyr’s reins and herded the mule, and Roxanne and Fletcher, 
toward an alley. Emyr snorted and tossed his head, angered by 
the rough treatment.

“What the blood are you doing?” Roxanne growled as  
Effrax crowded them down to the end of the dingy passage 
and tethered Emyr to a rain pipe. A host of mangy black rats  
scattered into cracks in the surrounding walls.

“Stay here and be quiet,” Effrax instructed them.  
Before Roxanne could argue, the Fironian had whisked around 
and vanished back onto the street. Emyr stamped his hooves;  
Roxanne could sense he was upset and confused.

You and me both, she thought, glaring after Effrax. A few 
moments later he returned, clutching a crumpled parchment. 
Mutely, he held it up. It was written in Allentrian, but Roxanne 
didn’t need a translator to know what it meant. She felt the 
blood drain from her face as she reached to take it with shaking 
hands.

It was an inked picture of Keriya. Beneath that were a 
few lines of red runes, and beneath that were other, smaller  
pictures—pictures of herself and Effrax, and a bland-faced, 
large-nosed boy who was probably meant to be Fletcher.

“What is this?” Fletcher whispered.
“A wanted poster,” Effrax said grimly. “I was a fool not to 

have expected it. We were lucky we got in.”
Roxanne stared at the crumpled parchment as it fluttered in 

the wind. Why had they gotten in so easily? 
As she raised her eyes and caught sight of her reflection in 

one of the windows of the nearest building, her question was 
answered. She looked nothing like the Roxanne in the poster. 
Her cheeks were sunken and sallow; her hair hung in matted 
clumps around her grimy face; her eyes looked more yellow 
than hazel, and they’d lost their sparkle somewhere on the road. 
She glanced at Fletcher and Effrax, whose transformations she 
had seen happening slowly as they traveled. They, too, were 
mere echoes of their former selves.
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“What does it say we’re wanted for?” Roxanne asked,  
indicating herself and Fletcher. “We haven’t done anything. 
None of us have!”

Effrax took the parchment and scanned it. “You’re wanted 
for defying the empress of Allentria, kidnapping the princess of 
the Galantasa, extorting the prince of the Erastate, and aiding 
and abetting the war criminals Effrax Nameless and Thorion 
Sveltorious.”

“War criminals?” Fletcher wrinkled his nose in confusion. 
“What does that even mean?”

“It means Tanthflame’s found a scapegoat for what  
happened in Irongarde,” said Effrax. He began shredding the 
parchment into little pieces.

“How can he explain away what he did?” Roxanne  
demanded. “He burned Irongarde to the ground! Thorion 
couldn’t have done that—he doesn’t wield fire.”

“He doesn’t,” said Effrax, “but I do.”
“You?” gasped Fletcher. “Tanthflame’s pinning all of that 

on you?”
“Not just me, I’ll wager; all fire wielders. You saw the 

writing on those storefronts—‘Fironians Not Welcome’, ‘No 
Fire-Eaters Allowed’, ‘This is a Smoke-Free Shop’ . . . did you 
think those were just decorative paint jobs?”

“But Tanthflame is Fironian,” said Roxanne.
“How could he sell out his own countrymen like that?” 

Fletcher wanted to know.
Effrax shrugged. “Makes it all the more convincing. People 

will think he wouldn’t do that unless he was telling the truth.”
“Is that why they referred to you as a war criminal?” said 

Roxanne, pointing at the parchment pieces littering the ground. 
“Because he claimed you attacked Irongarde?”

“According to the poster, I am a co-conspirator with the 
Dragon Speaker in her plans to bring down the empire.”

“And did they conveniently forget the Dragon Speaker is 
fighting Necrovar, their real enemy?” Roxanne folded her arms. 
A chill wind whistled into the alleyway, wrapping around 
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them. She longed for nothing more than a warm place to lie 
down and sleep, to forget this whole mess. “Sounds like they’ve 
gotten their stories crossed.”

“Or like they’ve gotten their stories exactly right,” Fletcher 
said softly. “What better way to distract people from Necrovar’s 
return than to paint Thorion as the enemy instead?”

“You’re sharper than I gave you credit for, Lordling,” said 
Effrax, casting Fletcher an appraising look.

“Well, it makes sense,” said Fletcher, his dirt-caked cheeks 
regaining some color. “I’m sure it was easy to turn people 
against Thorion after what happened in Irongarde. And Sairal, 
if word of that has gotten out by now.”

“Great,” said Roxanne. “So Tanthflame blamed Irongarde 
on Keriya and Effrax. Thorion gets painted as an evil monster 
who goes around attacking villages. We’re all wanted felons. 
Now we’re stuck in Noryk, surrounded by Imperials, and we 
have no way of getting to Taeleia without being arrested.”

“Or killed,” muttered Fletcher.
“Don’t despair,” said Effrax. “I’ve got a friend in midtown 

who runs an inn. He’ll keep us safe while we figure out how to 
get in touch with the elf.”

“And when you do get in touch with her, how are you  
going to convince her we’re not felons and war criminals?” 
asked Fletcher.

“Taeleia is fair, and she’s smart. She’ll be willing to hear 
us out. Chances are she already knows Tanthflame is lying 
through his teeth about everything.”

“Then how come she doesn’t stop him?”
“Politics,” said Effrax, as if that was a proper answer.
Roxanne shook her head. “I don’t think this will be as  

simple as you claim. Especially since it sounds like Tanthflame 
is doing everything he can to start a war.”

“Oh, Tanthflame isn’t starting a war,” said Effrax, his voice 
growing cold. “The war’s already begun.”
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Things quieted down after the first night in the basin. Thorion 
didn’t see, hear, or sense any more shadowbeasts . . . but he 
grew ever more anxious and impatient as the Oldmoon thinned 
in the sky. The sickness was progressing quickly within him, 
and despite Keriya’s certainty that he wouldn’t hurt anyone, it 
was clear he was unstable.

Uhs gradually grew more human. His black, broad nose 
narrowed into a small fleshy protuberance and his whiskers 
receded into his cheeks. His tail and fur disappeared, though 
the wild mane on his head stayed much the same. The change 
seemed to be taking an age.

That full moon couldn’t come fast enough.
It was a tense environment. Seba was terrified of Uhs, 

and Max downright hated him. The prince stayed away from 
the healer, going so far as to leave whenever Uhs showed up. 
Though Thorion found the werelion fascinating, he couldn’t 
blame his friends for the way they felt. It was clear Uhs hadn’t 
had contact with the outside world in quite some time, and he 
tended to make a nuisance of himself. He insisted on following 
the humans and ‘observing’ them. He also insisted on running 
around in his tattered breechcloth on all fours, despite the fact 
that he now looked like a full-grown man.

“You smell like blood,” Uhs announced on the morning of 
the new moon, leaping down in front of Keriya as she headed 
for the stream. She nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Only a fool trusts in tomorrow.”
~ Syranelle Pacene, Eleventh Age

The First Signs
chapter eighteen
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“Uhs! Don’t do that,” she gasped.
Uhs sniffed at her. “And you smell angry. Are you hurt?”
“Get away,” Keriya snapped.
“Are you hurt?” asked Thorion, furrowing his brow ridges 

in concern.
“No!” Her face turned red and she stomped off. Thorion 

shot a questioning look down at the werelion. Uhs, who was 
chewing on his nails, nodded in a knowing manner.

“Bad time of the moon cycle for her,” he declared. This 
wasn’t much of an explanation, but judging from Keriya’s  
reaction, Thorion decided it was best not to pursue the topic.

Over the next fortnight, Uhs regained his feline appearance. 
His fur grew back in, his mane lengthened, his nose elongated. 
But he wasn’t the only one who was changing. A week before 
the full moon, Thorion woke to a rosy sunrise and saw that the 
black threads on his claws had grown. Inky tendrils stretched 
nearly to the base of his fingers.

He flew to the edge of the basin and dragged his ivory  
talons across a boulder until all traces of the Shadow had been 
scraped away. 

It was early and Keriya was still asleep, so Thorion flew to 
the stream next. He landed at the edge of the featherpines and 
hunched on a rock like a broken gargoyle, staring into a calm 
pool where the water eddied in a slow, stagnant circle.

At least I’m still able to hide it, he thought ruefully, dipping 
his blunted nails in the lukewarm liquid. Then he rose with  
a start. His reflection glared up at him, bronze-scaled and  
purple-eyed . . . purple except for thin, dark veins snaking 
across them like spiderwebs.

Thorion stamped his feet in the water with a thunderous 
growl, splashing away the image. How had the Shadow spread 
so quickly? How much time before it consumed his whole body?

One more week, he reminded himself, his sides heaving as he 
drew deep, calming breaths through his nostrils. One more week 
until the full moon.



ELANA A. MUGDAN

1681    2

That evening, Uhs returned to examine everyone as they 
sat around the fire pit. When he finished his usual poking 
and prodding, he and Thorion struck up a conversation about 
life-threatening diseases and their cures.

“Swamp fever,” Thorion challenged the werelion. Uhs, 
who’d been a scrawny man, had filled out nicely. He looked 
like a lion now, save for the structure of his bones.

“Blood transfusion,” said Uhs. He crouched beneath the 
overhang of his cave, inspecting the black tuft of his tail for ticks.

“It’s not that simple.”
“Certainly it is,” Uhs scoffed. “Swamp fever is caused by 

a blood parasite. I would exchange my own blood with the  
victim’s infected blood in balance. It is no trouble to me, since 
I am well-adjusted to burning out imperfections in bad blood. 
I win.”

“Fine. Leprous-plague.”
Uhs nodded. “Better. More difficult. I expect I would wait 

until the disease became terminal, yes, then I would trade one 
of my lives to my patient. Perhaps give him some extra skin, 
too.”

“You can do that?” Seba asked from where she sat alone 
on the far side of the fire, huddled in upon herself. She was  
always quiet when Uhs was around, but now she had perked 
up. “Trading lives, I mean. How?”

“I have nine lives,” said Uhs, raising one of his back legs 
to wash between his toes with his coarse tongue. “So I can  
exchange all of my life-threads with someone else’s without 
dying. This is how I save people who are mere moments from 
death. I have an excellent grasp of lifemagic, so even if the 
threads I receive in balance are badly damaged, I can heal them 
and package them for my own use later.”

Thorion frowned at the werelion. “Isn’t that an exorcism?”
“Silly dragon,” Uhs chided. “You of all creatures should 

know better. Life-threads are replaceable, and they only make 
up part of a magicsource—the weakest part, the destructible 
part.”
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“What’s an exorcism?” said Keriya.
Uhs grew solemn. “The most dangerous and difficult spell 

one can perform: cutting out one’s own soul,” he told her.
Thorion didn’t like where this conversation was heading. 

He opened his mouth to steer it in a different direction, but it 
was too late. The light of comprehension was already dawning 
in Keriya’s eyes.

“That’s what Valerion did,” she murmured. “The gods cut 
out his soul and used it to create the Etherworld.” Uhs cackled 
at her and she shot him a glare. “What? It’s true. I’ve heard his 
story.”

“Half the story.” Uhs leaned back and began chanting: 
“‘Flesh into sword, bone into blade, magic and blood and—’”

He got no further, for Thorion had crossed to the werelion 
in two strides and shoved him backwards. He pinned Uhs to 
the ground and bent over him with his fangs bared.

“How do you know that?” he demanded.
“Thorion!” Keriya cried behind him. He ignored her.
“Valerion’s prophecy is well-known,” choked Uhs, squirm-

ing beneath the paw Thorion had pressed to his neck.
“I don’t mean his prophecy,” Thorion hissed. “I mean his 

full story. How do you know?”
<Thorion, stop it!>
With a reluctant growl, Thorion heeded Keriya’s words. He 

backed off of Uhs and the healer scrambled up. He didn’t seem 
particularly upset by the attack, but there was a shrewdness in 
his gaze that hadn’t been there before.

Without thinking, Thorion reached out mentally to Uhs, as 
if he thought he might pry the information from the werelion’s 
brain. Uhs sensed the telepathic intrusion and responded.

The dragons guarded that story, Uhs thought to him, but my 
people know stories, too. 

Thorion frowned anew; Tier Eleven wielders had the ability 
to manipulate their threads in such a way that even telepaths of 
different magical mediums could understand them, but hearing 
the alien voice in his head was still shocking. 
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Sick creatures have a tendency to spill their darkest secrets when 
they fear they are drawing their final breaths, Uhs added.

<Who could have told you?> Thorion retorted, carefully 
shielding his thoughts from Keriya. <The dragons only know 
what Valerion did because he told Exandrya Lumenarion, and 
they never would have shared that information. No one in the 
world knows the truth, except perhaps for Necrovar and his 
minions. Are you allied with them?>

Someone knows, Uhs retorted, flicking his ears in irritation. 
Valerion knew.

<Are you saying Valerion told a werebeast what he’d 
done?> Surely that was impossible. Even if it were possible, 
when would Valerion have had time to do it? He’d died mere 
hours after his exorcism.

“Would one of you explain what’s going on?” Keriya  
demanded.

“Pay it no mind, Keriya. He doesn’t know what he’s talking 
about,” said Thorion. There were some things humans shouldn’t 
know. There were also things he was forbidden to tell . . . but 
that was a different matter entirely.

“He was talking about an exorcism,” Keriya said in  
Allentrian for all to hear. She turned to Uhs and planted her 
fists on her hips. “Is that what you intend to do for Thorion?”

“I can’t perform an exorcism, for it requires a magic I  
cannot wield. An ancient magic, a dangerous magic. Even if  
I could wield it, there is no guarantee it would help, for the 
Shadow’s poison has burrowed deep.” The werelion pointed at 
Thorion’s eyes. “If it is already showing itself upon your body, 
it may be too late.”

Thorion took another step back from Uhs. He felt as though 
he were the one who had just been pinned on the ground and 
choked. There were the words he’d feared hearing: Too late.

Emotions flooded into him, filling him to the brim with 
fire. He wanted to roar. He wanted to rend things apart with 
his talons, including Uhs. His stomach was churning, his heart  
was cold. This . . . what was this? There wasn’t a word in his 
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language or Keriya’s to describe it. It was fear, anguish, fury, all 
of these and none of them, greater and more awful than the sum 
of them combined.

He’d been angry more often than not lately, but everything 
he had felt for the past month, every aggravation and nuisance, 
was nothing, nothing compared to this. He dug his claws into 
the soil, wishing it were the werelion’s flesh. He hated Uhs. 
He wanted Uhs to die, to bleed out on the ground—and if he 
should use his extra lives to come back, Thorion wanted to kill 
him eight more times. Why the blood had the healer let them 
waste a full moon cycle here?!

Thorion hadn’t registered that Keriya had come to stand 
beside him until he felt a touch on his shoulder. He turned to 
find her pallid face a mask of torment.

“Do you mean to tell me,” she grated at Uhs, “that we wasted  
a month doing nothing, just so you could tell us nothing can 
be done?” Rage coursed through her and pulsed into Thorion, 
feeding his own dark emotions. She was more upset than she 
had been in a long time, and for good reason—she had been 
holding onto this hope, and now it had been snatched away 
from her.

I must have been holding onto it, too, Thorion realized. I let 
myself hope when I knew I shouldn’t. Why did I do that? Why did I 
let myself believe? Of all the foolish, arrogant, stupid things to do—!

“I didn’t say nothing could be done.” The sharpness in Uhs’ 
expression had been replaced with something gentler. “I can 
heal you of the physical ravages the darksalm has left on your 
body, young dragon. It will buy you more time in this world. I 
cannot change a soul . . . but perhaps I can give you the chance 
to find someone who can.”

“No one can change a soul.” Thorion’s long throat was 
burning. He wanted to blast the werelion to smithereens.  
Acting on his anger without considering the consequences, he 
wielded—or rather, he tried to. He could see his magic with his 
mind’s eye, but there was a shroud of darkness passing over it, 
a cloud crossing his inner sun. And with that cloud there, he 
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could not touch his source. It was just as Max had promised: 
here was an episode where he couldn’t even wield.

Despair surged to the forefront of the emotions warring 
within him. Thorion sagged beneath its weight and lowered 
himself to a crouch. His stomach turned over and it felt for a 
moment as if he was going to vomit.

Keriya must have felt it, too. She doubled over, clutching 
first at her belly, then at her heart. With a pained gasp, she 
turned her back on the group and darted into the night, fleeing 
uphill to lose herself in the forest.

Silence stretched between those who remained. The  
werelion and Seba were watching Thorion, but Thorion couldn’t 
bring himself to meet their gazes.

“Are you alright?” Seba asked after what seemed like ages.
“Clearly not.” He gathered his strength and shoved  

himself upright once more. He turned and walked away—not 
in the direction Keriya had gone, but toward a darker part of 
the forest to be alone. As he moved, something cold and wet 
trickled down the length of his snout. He crossed his eyes to see 
a single droplet of liquid rolling over his scales.

It was the first time he’d ever cried. Crying was something 
only humans did, for it was the epitome of foolishness—a futile 
expression of silly emotions at best, a waste of vital fluids at 
worst.

“I suppose it makes sense. After all, I am a fool,” Thorion  
murmured, allowing himself a rueful smile.

He stopped fighting his feelings and let the tears come.
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Keriya followed the stream uphill, winding around the boul-
ders that peppered its banks. She lashed out at a low-hanging 
branch, snapping it from its mother limb. She stubbed her toe 
on a small rock and kicked it into the darkness.

Onwards she climbed, until she burst from the forest out 
onto the stone peak of the basin. She stopped at the edge of 
a cliff, looking down upon the countryside stretching beneath 
her.

The night was clear and crisp. The Bloodmoon was rising 
to her right and the Oldmoon hung overhead, fat and useless. 
Keriya sank to the ground. She had known they were taking a 
risk in staying here; Thorion had known it, too. There had never 
been any guarantee that Uhs could help them.

She still felt betrayed.
Something hot and toxic swelled in her heart. This was 

all the werelion’s fault. He should have been upfront about his 
plans and abilities. Actually, it was Shivnath’s fault—she had 
abandoned Keriya, leaving her with no magic, no information, 
no viable way to make the right choices concerning Thorion’s 
health.

“What now, Shivnath?” Keriya murmured, slumping side-
ways to rest her cheek upon the cold expanse of rock. “What 
can I possibly do now?”

At some point she must have drifted off, because she was 
woken by a voice whispering in her ear. She sat up and found a 

“The truth is the truth, regardless of whether you believe it or not.”
~ Adair Galestorm, Eighth Age

Secrets of the Past
chapter nineteen
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cloaked figure kneeling beside her. His face was hidden in the 
shadows of his deep cowl, but two pinpricks of orange light 
glowed where his eyes should have been.

“Necrovar?” It didn’t look like the Necrovar she knew—
though to be fair, she’d never seen the real Necrovar. For all that 
this figure looked like a man, he reminded her forcibly of the 
splotch of darkness she’d dreamt of in Shivnath’s cave.

“Throughout the ages I’ve been called many things, and I 
have never been partial to Necrovar.” His voice was just as she 
remembered: melodic, seductive, dangerous. “It simply means 
‘darkness’—it doesn’t capture who I am. You could call me the 
Lord of Shadow Lords, the Great Mage, Prince of Demons—”

“Or Helkryvt,” she interrupted.
The fiery pinpricks flickered. “I don’t go by that name  

anymore.”
“Why’d you do it, Helkryvt? Why let the physical mani-

festation of evil into your soul?” She didn’t know why she was 
goading him—she was easy prey without her sword.

“I see you’ve already forgotten our conversation in the rain-
forest . . . or perhaps you chose to ignore what I told you.” A low 
rumble accompanied Necrovar’s words, a growl more tangible 
than audible. It hummed in Keriya’s chest, dark and sinister. “I 
wanted to eradicate evil; Helkryvt was a human who wanted 
the same thing. I had the power to do so, but not the ability to 
wield; he had the ability to wield, but not the necessary power. 
When I fused with his soul, we became one and canceled out 
each others’ weaknesses. Since then, everything we’ve done is 
to create a better world.”

Keriya barked a laugh. This monster was delusional.
“Why would you think of me as a monster?” he asked,  

responding to her thoughts.
“Well, there was that time you tried to murder me. And 

there’s this business with the darksalm and killing my dragon.”
“Only and always for the greater good,” he stated sagely.  

“Dragons and their rheenarae wielded a dangerous magic that 
brought Selaras to the brink of destruction. I tried to drive the 
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world in the right direction, to save it; but your kind wielded 
against me at every turn. You started this war, not me.”

Keriya didn’t believe that, but then again her knowledge 
of the Great War was limited to the scattered fragments of  
information she’d picked up along the way. All she really knew 
was that Necrovar had tried to take over the world and kill 
the dragons, and in the process he had destroyed the delicate  
magical balance.

“Dragons caused the imbalance, Keriya, make no mistake 
about that,” he said. “If you don’t think they are guilty, why do 
you think they were imprisoned?”

“Because of you,” she shot back. “Shivnath told me that in 
order to banish you from Selaras, the gods also had to banish 
a power equal and opposite to yours. In order to get rid of the 
darkness, they had to sacrifice creatures of light.”

“And do you blame the gods for that sacrifice?”
Keriya frowned. “Well, they had no choice. Otherwise you 

would’ve taken over the world—or destroyed it.”
“If you don’t fault the gods for the collateral damage of 

their meddling,” he began in silky tones, “you shouldn’t fault 
me for the inevitable deaths that will occur if people resist my 
return. The Etherworld binds my body, but my spirit can touch 
and observe Selaras, and every day I see the world slip further 
in its wicked ways. So you tell me, Keriya: should I retreat into 
the confines of my prison to rot for the rest of eternity? Should I 
stand aside and let your evil prevail? Or should I fight to fix it?”

Keriya supposed that answer depended on whose evil was 
greater: Necrovar’s or the humans’. And though she hated 
Necrovar, she couldn’t deny the humans had proved they could 
be just as ruthless and cruel as the Shadow.

“Evil has taken many forms over the years. Its nature is 
to hide, or better yet, to masquerade as righteousness.” His 
voice had transformed: now it was a growl that sounded like 
dead things rotting and living things dying. “You had the  
answer back in the rainforest. You knew who the evil ones 
were.  Do I have blood on my hands? Of course I do. In the war 
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for peace, none are innocent.”
“What about Thorion? He’s innocent! He’s done nothing to 

be punished for.”
“Certainly he has,” said Necrovar. “All the killing and  

violence, all the discord and imbalance he’s spread throughout 
Allentria—”

“None of that was his fault,” she cried. “Those things only 
happened because of me! They were my fault.”

Keriya hadn’t meant to say that. The words had tumbled 
out of her.

“Ahh . . . a woman after my own heart,” he breathed. “A 
human who takes responsibility for her choices and actions is a 
rare creature indeed. As a human, you are inherently evil; but I 
assure you, everything Thorion has done with his emotions has 
been by his own choice.”

“No. You don’t know what it’s like to be bonded—”
“Silence,” he roared, rising to his full height in a blast of 

shadow that swirled outwards from him. Black wisps sliced 
through Keriya, chilling her to the bone. “Don’t condescend  
to me. Don’t tell me I don’t know what it’s like—I know  
everything. You never speak to me like that!”

Keriya didn’t care how angry she made him. If he had 
wanted to kill her, he would have already struck her down. She 
shoved herself to her feet. “Thorion isn’t evil,” she insisted. She 
wanted to drill that into Necrovar’s thick skull, to make him 
understand that he was wrong.

“All dragons are evil.”
“Maybe you’re evil for thinking like that!”
“I THINK THAT BECAUSE IT’S TRUE!” Thunder pealed 

in the skies and lightning flashed down, searing a blackened 
circle upon the rocks between them. “I know what they are, and 
to save the world from them, I will destroy them all.”

“Then you’re a hypocrite,” she screamed back. “You don’t 
just punish the wicked, you punish whoever you view as a 
threat.”

“If you don’t support me, then you don’t support peace, “ 
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he snarled. “And that is reason enough to punish you.”
The way he put an emphasis on the word you sent fear  

ricocheting through Keriya.
“Oh, you’re hardly innocent,” he taunted her. “I could  

recite the long list of evil things you’ve done. We can start with 
the most obvious: what you did to your little dragon.”

He’s right. The thought echoed in her suddenly empty head. 
It’s all my fault. She’d known that from the beginning, of course, 
but hearing it from Necrovar transformed it from self-loathing 
into truth.

She had killed her dragon.
Her knees gave way and she crumpled back to the ground, 

staring blankly ahead of her and seeing nothing. The winds died 
and the mountain stilled. The Shadow crouched before her.

“Now you see.” His voice was soft, almost sorrowful. He 
began to melt before her eyes, withering away into the darkness 
that surrounded them.

“Wait,” she cried. Miraculously, he hesitated. Steeling her-
self with a shaky breath, she looked him straight in the eye. 
“I won’t deny I’m evil. But do not punish my dragon for that.  
Punish me.”

Necrovar smiled. “I am.”

Keriya jolted awake. The morning sun spread thin, watery rays 
across the plains below. Of Necrovar, there was no trace—the 
cracks in the boulders and the scorch marks of the lightning had  
vanished.

“Only a dream,” she whispered. The details of the conver-
sation were already slipping away, but she had a feeling that 
this nighttime visit to her subconscious wouldn’t be his last. He 
was getting stronger and bolder every day.

Keriya didn’t share the disturbing dream with anyone. She 
spent the next few days in a trance, lurking in the depths of Uhs’ 
cave. Thorion was avoiding everyone, and she let him have his 
space. She was no good at comforting people even when she 
didn’t feel like she herself was drowning in an ocean of despair. 
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Anything she tried to say or do would just make things worse.
She rose early the day before the full moon. Sighing 

and stretching her sore muscles, she crept out into the open. 
Seba was curled up in her bedroll near the fire pit. Max was 
leaned against the side of the sandy copse, his breathing slow 
and easy. Thorion lay nearby in the long grass. He looked a  
little too tense for Keriya to believe he was asleep, but she let 
him pretend.

So as not to wake her friends, she quietly made her way to 
the stream and washed her face, then sat on the bank as the sun 
rose. No one came looking for her, which suited her fine.

At midday she returned to the cave. Seba was up, tending 
a sputtering fire.

“Where have you been?” she demanded. “Thorion’s been 
alone all morning.”

Keriya didn’t appreciate Seba’s suggestion that she was a 
neglectful guardian, but the princess had a point. She stomped 
off again, hearing Seba mutter something that sounded like 
‘heathen peasant layabout’ as she left.

“Thorion? Are you around?” she called out, heading east  
toward the forest. She could have pinpointed him by reaching 
out telepathically, but she wanted to keep her consciousness in 
the confines of her own head. She was harboring too many dark 
thoughts she didn’t want him to see.

There was a soft rustle to her left. Keriya jumped and 
squinted into the trees. “Hello?” she said, reaching foolishly for 
a sword that hadn’t been at her side for months. A large shape 
was moving through the underbrush. With a glint of yellow 
eyes, Uhs emerged from the shadows.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you.”
Uhs looked like a lion now—not that Keriya knew what a 

proper lion was supposed to look like. The closest thing they’d 
had in Aeria were wolfcats, which were smaller and much 
less intimidating than the tawny-furred beast the healer had  
become.

“Hello, little dragon-child.” Uhs sniffed at her. “No, you 
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don’t seem to have gotten any better. Nor have you gotten any 
worse.”

“What a relief,” Keriya grumbled as he trotted over to a 
shrub with pale green buds sprouting from its branches. “Are 
you ready for the healing?”

“Yes. We will perform the ritual tomorrow night, when the 
Oldmoon has risen to its zenith,” said Uhs. He nibbled on one 
of the buds, then spat. “No good; I will come back. This is a  
laesabrel plant. Very strong healing properties, yes, but only if 
the buds are ripe.”

Keriya watched as he dug a marker in the soft earth by the 
bush. With a swish of his tail, he turned southwards.

“What do you know about the Great War?” The words 
were out of her mouth before she had decided whether she  
really wanted to talk to Uhs.

“I know little about the first war with the Shadow. I was not 
alive back then.”

“But you know about Valerion.” She followed the were-
lion, hurrying to keep up with his loping gait. “You quoted that 
poem. I know it, too. I read it once.”

When Keriya had crossed Shivnath’s Mountains, she’d 
spent a day in the dragon god’s cave. She had gone snooping 
and found an ancient book which had contained the poem on 
its final page.

“I do know Valerion.” Uhs danced sideways and sent a fly-
ing squirrel scampering for the cover of the trees. “He wrote the 
poem you speak of.”

“And?” Keriya prompted. “You called it a prophecy. I  
remember the rest of it goes, ‘Eternity binds only those who are 
dead, but thence from this spell shall I rise once again.’ What’s 
that referring to? Did the gods bring Valerion back to life?”

“That which happens through mortal acts cannot be  
undone,” Uhs informed her. “That is the eighth binding law. It 
is why the gods can’t bring anyone back from the Land of the 
Dead.”

“Shivnath brought me back,” she countered. Uhs turned his 
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head—which was easily the size of Keriya’s torso—to give her 
an unimpressed look. “I drowned in the waters off the coast 
of Aeria. I woke up alone in a place of darkness, not knowing 
who I was. I was this empty thing . . . no memories, no identity, 
no purpose . . .” She trailed off with a shiver as she recalled the 
endless void.

“Hm. It sounds like you were in the limbus, the space that 
exists between universes. I ended up there when I died once,” 
he said conversationally. “You didn’t cross the river of time, 
your soul was merely in transition. Still, not sure why she was 
able to tamper with you in such a drastic way. Might be any 
number of reasons. Might explain what’s wrong with you if we 
knew.”

“There is nothing wrong with me,” she grated, though the 
voice in her head screamed, Liar. “Anyway, that’s not the point. 
I just want to know if the gods brought Valerion back to life 
after they performed the exorcism.”

Uhs laughed. The sound was garbled by his lion form, and 
came out sounding like something between a purr and a hiss. 
“You misunderstand what an exorcism is.”

“Then explain it to me,” she challenged. “I may not be able 
to wield, but I studied with Erasmus for years. I know a lot 
about magical theory. I’m not stupid, I just have the bad luck of  
always talking to people or dragons or werelions who refuse to 
give me a straight answer.”

“Valerion offered his magic to the gods, giving them a  
source of energy to wield against Necrovar,” said Uhs. “That 
was not an exorcism—that was a sacrifice. And mortals 
sang Valerion’s praises for the next ten ages because they  
believed he’d sacrificed himself for them.”

“Well, didn’t he?”
“No. He had another plan, you see, a secret plan. He feared 

death, so he took steps to ensure his resurrection.”
“You just told me the gods can’t bring anyone back.”
“The gods can’t.” Uhs stopped walking and fixed her with a 

beady eye. “Can you think of no one else who has the power to 
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raise beasts from the dead?”
Keriya stopped, too. A tingling realization seeped through 

her. “Valerion can’t have given his soul to Necrovar,” she said, 
waving her hand to swat the idea away like she would a pesky 
fly.

Uhs rolled his shoulders in a shrug.
“But that would mean he came back as a shadowbeast,” 

she breathed. “That’s impossible. People would have noticed a  
demonic version of Valerion Equilumos running around.”

“Valerion tried to cheat death and the Shadow. But you 
cannot cheat the Shadow,” Uhs told her solemnly. “He wanted 
life and freedom . . . and in his quest for both, he ended up with 
neither.”

Keriya scowled. “Then he died? The exorcism didn’t work?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You haven’t said anything,” she griped, though that 

wasn’t true. Uhs was being intentionally cryptic, but she was 
getting more information from him than she’d ever gotten from 
Shivnath in a single sitting. 

“I just want to save Thorion. The unicorn said our only 
hope was for Thorion to do as Valerion had done, and you said 
Valerion exorcised half his soul.”

“He did,” said Uhs. “But the only reason he performed such 
a risky spell was so he could barter the other half of his soul to 
the Shadow, in exchange for life after death.”

She folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t believe you.”
“You don’t have to take my word for it. Ask your dragon.”
All dragons were connected in a unified consciousness, a 

hive-mind that gave all of them access to each others’ knowl-
edge. Though Thorion no longer had access to the connection 
with his kin, due to the fact that they were locked away in a dif-
ferent universe, this did rather seem like the kind of thing every 
self-respecting dragon would know. But surely he would have 
told Keriya if he had known something as important as this. 

Wouldn’t he?
She didn’t like the idea that Thorion might be keeping  
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secrets from her, so she said aloud, “Thorion wouldn’t keep  
secrets from me.”

“All the dragons have ever done is keep secrets.”
“Not Thorion,” she insisted. “Not from me.”
“You are beyond naïve if you think he would share  

the secrets of his kin with you,” Uhs scoffed. “Never trust a 
dragon.”

“Now you sound like Necrovar. Sure you aren’t working 
for him?”

“It’s common sense, really, not trusting dragons,” Uhs went 
on, as if he hadn’t heard Keriya’s remark. “Especially when you 
consider everything Valerion did.”

“You’re not making sense.” Keriya turned her back on Uhs. 
She was even less in a mood to have a conversation now, but 
the werelion had stirred up some unsettling questions, and she 
needed to talk to Thorion.

“That isn’t a very nice thing to say. Though in your defense, 
you probably don’t know. I suspect most mortals don’t know, 
come to that.”

Keriya closed her eyes. Uhs was baiting her. He was lonely, 
desperate for attention. He didn’t have anything important to 
say; he was probably just going to make up more farfetched 
stories.

Despite knowing this, her curiosity overpowered her  
desire to leave. Without looking back at him, she asked, “Don’t 
know what?”

“That Valerion was a dragon.”
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Effrax’s innkeeper friend turned out to be Grov.
Fletcher found this to be a pleasant surprise. Grov had 

been kind to them during their first visit to Noryk, and had 
given them free room and board. He’d also made them wash 
dishes, but Fletcher hadn’t minded that as much as Keriya and 
Roxanne had.

Roxanne was less happy to see Grov—perhaps remember-
ing those sweltering dishwashing days—and said it was no 
surprise at all that Effrax had brought them here.

“Lucky though, isn’t it?” said Fletcher. “Of all the places 
we could have ended up, we come to one where we know the 
owner.”

“There’s a reason we’re here, and it isn’t luck,” snapped 
Roxanne. “This proves Effrax is just as much a criminal as 
Cezon was.”

Grov wasn’t too thrilled to see them, either. He told 
Effrax he’d seen their faces plastered all over the city, that they 
were wanted by the government, and that if they didn’t leave 
straightaway he would bring them in himself and claim the 
bounty on them.

“They been sayin’ you’re a war criminal,” Grov grunted, 
pointing at Effrax with a meaty finger. “What you done now 
that’s landed you in such hot water?”

“An excellent story,” said Effrax. “A tale full of adventure 
and danger. It’s almost as good as the story about how you stole 

“A brave soul is pieced together by small acts of courage.”
~ Aurelion Moonclaw, in the Age before Ages

Back To The Palace
chapter twenty
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a crateful of voltcrystals from the Zulrothi port. Lifted them off 
a group of smugglers, didn’t you? What was the captain’s name 
again? He had an awful temper, if I recall.”

Grov consented to let them stay at the inn shortly  
thereafter.

So it was that Fletcher found himself in his old attic room. 
It was as musty as ever, but now it was also cold and drafty.  
Effrax went out that evening to work on his plan to get them into 
the Imperial Palace, leaving Fletcher and Roxanne with nothing 
to do but hide and slowly freeze. Fletcher almost wished Grov 
would put them to work in the kitchens—the hot steam and the 
ovens would be enough to warm his bones.

Two nights passed, and Effrax returned with a small  
wooden box and a sheaf of papers. They gathered in his room—
which was a proper room with a bed and a wardrobe and  
everything—to review his scheme.

“This is your moment to shine, Little Lordling,” he told 
Fletcher, opening the box to reveal a strange assortment of 
items. “You get to go into the Imperial Palace.”

“Me?” Fletcher failed to keep the squeak out of his voice.
“Your wanted picture looks the least like you, and I got 

you a disguise.” Effrax held up a pair of glass lenses connected  
by gold wire, and something that looked like a dead cat.  
“Glasses and a wig set. Try them on.”

Fletcher perched the glasses on the bridge of his nose and 
was surprised to find they actually enhanced his eyesight. With 
his new and improved vision, he glanced at the wig. “That’s not 
someone’s real hair, is it?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Effrax fitted the wig over Fletcher’s 
head. It was heavy and it made his scalp itch.

“This seems like a bad plan,” he said, catching a glimpse of 
himself in the mirror over Effrax’s washstand. He looked like 
Fletcher Earengale with a bad haircut.

“It’s better than magical concealment. My fence tried to sell 
me an amulet with a spell that would alter your appearance, 
but the palace has built-in protection against enchantments like 
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that. Once we get you a fake beard, you’ll be unrecognizable.”
Fletcher looked at Roxanne for input. She stood with arms 

folded and lips pursed. It was clear she disapproved, but what 
options did they have?

“I’ve arranged for you to meet tomorrow with my contact 
at the Imperial Alliance Institute,” the Fironian continued. “It’s 
not just anyone who can get an audience with a member of the 
Council of Nine, so here are some fake credentials.”

He handed Fletcher a sheaf of papers. Fletcher couldn’t 
read the writing, but he opened a thin, leather-bound booklet 
and saw an inked picture of someone who looked eerily similar 
to him. The biggest difference was the man on the page was 
older and his face was fuller. He had heaps of dark hair, along 
with a beard and glasses.

“Who is this?” breathed Fletcher, scrunching up his nose 
and squinting at the page. He didn’t need to squint, because the 
glasses sharpened every detail of the drawing and the foreign 
runes beneath it, but it had become habit.

“Maevran Thornfallow,” said Effrax. “Your new identity.”
“Where’d you get this? Is this a real person?”
“Relax,” said Effrax, avoiding the questions. “My contact 

will have your paperwork ready when you arrive, and you 
can take it straight to the palace from there. Someone from the 
Imperial Services Administration will receive you and process 
your request. If all goes well, you’ll be meeting Taeleia Alenciae 
within an hour.”

If all goes well. Fletcher shuddered at the thought of  
strolling into the palace with nothing between him and the  
Imperial Guards but some fake hair and glasses. “And, ah . . . 
what should I say when I meet Taeleia?”

“Tell her Thorion is infected with darksalm, we’re working 
to find a cure, and we need her help. If she believes you, give 
her this.” Effrax pulled a sealed envelope from his pocket and 
placed it on top of Fletcher’s papers.

“And if she doesn’t believe me?”
“Then you’ll be arrested and thrown in the dungeons.”
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“Effrax,” Roxanne growled, “this isn’t a laughing matter.”
“She’ll believe him,” Effrax assured the Aerians. “Trust 

me.”
Fletcher did trust Effrax, though Roxanne refused to. In fact, 

the person he trusted least in this plan was himself. He‘d find 
a way to mess things up. He’d say the wrong thing and reveal 
his identity, he would be carted off and thrown in prison, and 
Taeleia would never know Thorion needed her help.

He voiced his concerns to his friends the next morning as 
they bundled him into a fancy winter overcoat and pasted fake 
whiskers on his face.

“You’ll do fine,” Effrax told him.
“I’ll keep an eye on you,” Roxanne muttered in a dark voice.
“There’s a carriage waiting out front,” said Effrax. “Have 

everything? Beard’s in place? Very good; off you go.”
Fletcher descended the stairs and crossed the common 

room, feeling like he wanted to vomit. Sure enough, when  
he exited onto the cobblestone street, blinking against the 
brightness, a carriage awaited him. The driver didn’t speak; he 
merely opened the door and shut it again when Fletcher was 
seated. Then they lurched off down the road.

To Fletcher’s shock, the first leg of his journey went quite 
smoothly. The driver stopped before a colonnaded building 
and ushered Fletcher up the steps. Once inside, Fletcher was 
greeted by a bubbly young woman who asked if he was Master 
Qualspark’s nine-thirty appointment.

“Um,” said Fletcher, fiddling with his new glasses.
“He’s expecting you,” she said without waiting for an  

answer. “He told me to bring you in when you arrived.”
The woman showed Fletcher to a waiting room. As soon 

as she was gone, an office door opened and a harassed-looking 
Fironian poked his head out.

“Nameless sent you, did he?” he said, his eyes darting 
around in suspicion.

“Y-yes, I’m Maevran Tho—”
“Don’t care.” Master Qualspark disappeared briefly before  
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popping back out. He shoved a thick envelope at Fletcher. 
“That’s your paperwork. If they ask, say you don’t know who 
approved you. And not a word of this to anyone!”

All in all, it could have gone much worse. Fletcher thanked 
the young woman at the door, who was confused by his abrupt 
departure, and returned to the street to find his carriage still 
waiting. What had Effrax done to procure it?

I don’t want to know, Fletcher decided as he clambered back 
in. He gazed out the window and saw a pair of rats watching 
him from a nearby alley. Their beady gazes were a little too 
shrewd for his liking. Roxanne’s friends, no doubt.

The carriage set off. It turned a corner and the central stretch 
of Broad Street swam into view. Skyscrapers pierced the pale 
sky on either side of the thoroughfare, and before him Fletcher 
saw the grand archway that led to the palace. Lining the road 
were squads of Imperial Guards.

Fletcher shrank back into his seat cushions and tugged  
nervously at his wig. He half expected something terrible to  
happen, but none of the soldiers raised an alarm. No one jumped 
at the carriage and pulled him out, screaming for his arrest and 
execution. He passed safely beneath the arch.

The palace was as beautiful as ever, undiminished by the 
pallor of winter. Sparkling walls of creamy marble rose high 
into the air, narrowing into slender towers topped with golden 
onion domes. Fletcher’s carriage trundled across the sprawling 
courtyard and came to a halt at the bottom of the wide stone 
steps.

Fletcher stepped out and stuffed his shaking hands into 
the pockets of his coat. One hand clutched his identification  
papers, the other held the envelope he was supposed to give to 
Taeleia if she believed him. If she didn’t . . .

“Don’t think about that,” he muttered to himself. He’d  
gotten this far, hadn’t he? If he could willingly reveal the  
deepest secret about who he was, then he could certainly hand 
a bunch of papers to a servant and ask to see the elf. 

Roxanne had told him he could be himself in Allentria—
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and though her words had been offered in a very different  
context, Fletcher decided he wanted to be brave like his friends. 
So he straightened his back, doing his best impersonation of a 
puffed-up nobleman, and began to climb the steps.

More guards stood on either side of the vaulted doorway 
that opened into the entrance gallery. They didn’t acknowledge 
Fletcher as he ascended. He crossed the palace threshold and 
the cold vanished at once. A tingling warmth spread through 
him, and for a split-second he relaxed. His worry returned in 
full force when a servant materialized at his side.

“Welcome to the Imperial Palace. May I be of assistance?”
“Yes,” Fletcher said hesitantly. Effrax hadn’t gone into 

much detail regarding who he was supposed to speak to, so 
he decided to wing it. He did, after all, have his paperwork in 
order. “I’m Maevran Thornfallow, and I’d like to speak with 
a representative from the Imperial Services Administration. I 
need to arrange a meeting with Taeleia Alenciae. I have identi-
fication if you need to see it, as well as papers from the Imperial 
Alliance Institute.”

The servant frowned, and ice filled Fletcher’s stomach. He’d 
said too much—or perhaps not enough?—he’d been too hasty 
in presenting himself and demanding a meeting, he’d forgotten 
to do something important, his beard was coming undone—

“I’m sorry, Master Thornfallow,” the servant said with an 
apologetic bow, “but Lady Taeleia isn’t here.”

“Oh, that’s alright. I’m not busy, I can wait,” said Fletcher, 
though he was weighing the merits of fleeing the palace right 
then and there.

“But sir,” said the servant, “she left to return to her people. 
She isn’t coming back.”
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“I’ve a friend in Glasspath who confirmed it. She’s gone.”
It was well past midnight. Fletcher, Roxanne, and Effrax 

were the only ones awake in The Black Willow. Grov had long 
since retired, muttering that it was their own problem if they 
wanted to sit in the common room and get themselves caught.

Fletcher was still in disguise. He picked at the fake beard, 
which was peeling off his cheeks, and scratched at the itchy 
wig. He couldn’t wait to be rid of them, but he liked the glasses. 
He decided he would keep them, even though they were 
probably stolen.

“Taeleia knows what’s coming,” Effrax continued, leaning 
back in his chair and scrubbing his hands over his face. “Going 
back’s the only move she can make. If she did anything else, 
people would assume the elves are taking someone’s side.”

“They should take someone’s side,” Roxanne said fiercely. 
“Our side! They should help us fight Necrovar.”

“I’m not talking about Necrovar,” Effrax told her. “The 
states are preoccupied with fighting each other at the moment. 
Tanthflame’s seen to that.”

“How did it fall apart so quickly?” Fletcher wondered, 
staring into the fire’s dying coals. “Everything was fine the last 
time we were in Noryk. That was less than a year ago.”

Effrax shook his head. “Might’ve seemed fine, but the 
empire has been falling apart for decades. It’s just our bad luck 
that we’re around to see it come to a breaking point.”

“Beware the underworld not for its danger, but for its lure.”
~ Roty Faisolle, Second Age

The Sewers
chapter twenty-one
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They lapsed into silence. Fletcher would never understand 
politics—and it seemed to him that politics were just an excuse 
for people to fight with each other, so he wanted nothing to do 
with them. He put all thought of an impending civil war out of 
his head, for the bigger issue still loomed before them.

“Are there other elves in Noryk who could help us?” he 
asked.

“The elves aren’t known for their helpfulness,” Effrax said 
dryly. “Taeleia’s the only one who tolerates humans to any  
degree. As for other healers . . .” He trailed off.

“Who would help a bunch of war criminals?” Roxanne  
finished.

“But you do think Taeleia would have helped?” Fletcher 
pressed.

“If her departure from Noryk is any indicator, I’m sure of 
it,” said the Fironian.

Fletcher nodded. “Then we should go after her.”
“Elvinthrane is far to the east, Lordling. It’ll take more than 

a month to get there, even with the best winds at our back, and 
it’ll cost more derlei than I can scrounge up.”

“I don’t think those things should matter,” said Fletcher. 
“However long it takes, however expensive it is, we have to 
try for Thorion. You thought it was worth our while to come 
to Noryk, so it must be worth our while to go to Elvinthrane.”

“It does matter how long it takes,” Roxanne murmured,  
“because we don’t know how much time Thorion has.”

Fletcher sank lower in his seat and closed his eyes. “Well, 
should we keep going instead? Our only other option is Valaan, 
but how is searching for a god any easier than searching for an 
elf? At least we know where Taeleia went.”

“You don’t search for a god, you invoke him,” Effrax  
explained. “We’d go to the Valaani Temple and try to summon 
him there. Holy mages have done it in the past; we’ll have to 
make do with the Tigress and her particular talent.”

“Then you should go summon him,” Fletcher said to  
Roxanne. “And I should go after Taeleia.”



DRAGON CHILD

1911    2

He’d expected them to protest and call him crazy, but they 
did neither. Roxanne’s face fell and she closed her eyes. Effrax 
frowned at the wooden tabletop for a long time, lost in thought. 
At last, he sighed and looked at Fletcher.

“You’ll have to give me a week,” he said.
“A week for what?”
“To find you a ride.”

Whoever Effrax knew was very resourceful. That, or whoever 
Effrax was blackmailing was very rich. By the end of the week 
he had not only secured Fletcher a bloodbound carriage, he had 
also scrounged up quite a lot of derlei.

“Give the carriage a drop of your blood and it will open 
only to your touch,” he explained to Fletcher on the night of 
their departure. “It’s a good defense against brigands and  
anyone else who might mean you harm. You’ll want to keep 
that coat on at all times, because it makes you look wealthy 
and a bloodbound isn’t cheap. Take this.” He offered Fletcher a 
bulging, clinking sack.

“Thanks,” whispered Fletcher, opening the drawstrings to 
see a pile of gleaming coins within.

“And this.” Effrax handed him something small and  
oblong wrapped in an oilcloth. Fletcher pulled back a corner  
of the fabric to reveal a dark red gemstone, its faceted sides 
roughly hewn. “It’s a gleed. Blow on it to activate it—not now!” 
he snapped when Fletcher puffed up his cheeks. “Put it in a pile 
of kindling and it will start a fire.”

“I still don’t like this,” Roxanne muttered.
Fletcher smiled sadly. “You have your part to play; now I 

have mine. If there’s the smallest chance that Taeleia can help 
Thorion, then I must try to find her.”

Roxanne turned to Effrax. “I don’t suppose you got us  
anything useful for the road, did you?”

“You don’t need gleeds when you’re traveling with me.”
“But a bloodbound carriage and some derlei for a proper 

meal every now and then sounds nice.”
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“A bloodbound would draw too much attention to us, I’m 
afraid. As infamous war criminals, we’ll have to keep a low  
profile,” Effrax said in a heavy tone.

Downstairs, the old grandfather clock in the common room 
chimed twice. Effrax slipped a folded piece of parchment out of 
his pocket. “Ready?”

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” said Fletcher, and he followed the 
Fironian out of the room.

“How are we leaving?” Roxanne whispered as they tiptoed 
down the stairs and stole toward the back of the inn. “I thought 
you said they lock the city gates at sunset.”

“We can’t take the main exits. We were very lucky to get 
into Noryk; I doubt we’ll be so lucky again if we try to get out.”

They entered the kitchens, which were dark and quiet. The 
lingering smell of dinner hung in the air and Fletcher sighed. 
He’d gotten used to eating well at the inn; on the road he’d have 
no way of knowing when his next meal would come.

A blast of cold hit them when Roxanne shouldered open the 
back door. They gathered in the alleyway behind the inn and 
Effrax unfolded his parchment. It was a map of Noryk, Fletcher 
could tell that much—but it looked like someone had ruined it 
with doodles. There were squiggly green lines crisscrossing the 
streets and buildings.

“This way,” Effrax whispered. They passed the stable  
where they’d left Emyr and ended up on a narrow street  
between two skyscrapers. Waste bins were scattered around, 
and drifts of soot-blackened snow lined the buildings.

Effrax stooped and pulled on a metal grate set between the  
uneven cobblestones. The grate slid aside with a rusty squeak, 
revealing a hole wide enough for a man. Fletcher caught the 
faint glint of a metal ladder leading down into the darkness.

“After you,” said Effrax, offering Roxanne a bow. She 
peered into the hole, then crouched and descended without 
complaint. “You next, Lordling.”

Fletcher swallowed his misgivings and followed Roxanne. 
There wasn’t much light on the street and there was even less 
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in the hole. In fact, Fletcher thought as he lowered himself, his 
gloved hands slipping on the slimy ladder, he might very well 
have gone blind.

“Roxanne?” he squeaked.
“Here,” came a soft voice. Fletcher lowered his foot to  

the next rung of the ladder and met with nothing but air.  
Adrenaline pulsed through him, but he fell and landed with a 
splash on solid ground. Wetness seeped through his boots.

A moment later, another splash announced Effrax’s arrival. 
Fire flared in midair to Fletcher’s right, illuminating their sur-
roundings. They were in a large, circular tunnel made of stone. 
Slick algae coated the walls, and a shallow layer of brown, 
foul-smelling water carpeted the floor.

“Not even Tanthflame will think to police the sewers,”  
Effrax told them with a self-satisfied grin. He set off, Fletcher 
and Roxanne trailing in his wake.

No sooner did they round a bend than they ran into a sour-
faced Imperial Guard. Effrax stopped short at the sight of him. 
The guard froze, his mouth ajar in an expression of disbelief.

“Nice night for a stroll,” Effrax tried feebly. The soldier, 
who looked like he might be Erastatian, held his lantern aloft. 
Fletcher saw comprehension creeping across his dull features.

“Can’t stay to chat, I’m afraid!” Effrax grabbed Fletcher and 
Roxanne and yanked them in the opposite direction, his sphere 
of flame bobbing after them like a fey sprite.

A sharp blast of air hit Fletcher, knocking him face-down. 
He skidded along the rounded floor and heard Roxanne and 
Effrax tumbling beside him. The thick water, filled with globs 
of the unspeakable, clung to him like glue.

“To me! To me in Passageway Five,” cried the guard.
There was a roaring sound, and suddenly the whole tunnel 

was awash in furious orange light. Fletcher raised his head in 
time to see Effrax wielding a horizontal pillar of flame against 
the Imperial. The man deflected it, slicing through the blaze 
with a brutal cross current of wind.

“Run,” Effrax told Fletcher as he prepared another spell. 
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“I’ll hold him off!”
“But—”
“Just go! They’ll be flushing the system soon, and if we’re 

caught down here when that happens, we’re all in trouble!”
Roxanne stood up, fists clenched at her sides. A shiver ran 

down the length of the tunnel, as if some great monster were 
slithering beneath the slime on the walls. A moment later that 
slime came to life—it reached out and grasped the guardsman, 
constricting his body and wrapping around his face.

Roxanne raised her hands, then brought them down again 
sharply. Strands of the glutinous algae snapped across the 
width of the sewer, cutting them off from the Erastatian. For 
good measure, Effrax set the barrier on fire. The stringy green 
mass went up as easily as dry tinder, and billows of vile smoke 
rolled off it.

“That’ll hold him for a bit,” said Effrax. As one, they tore 
down the corridor, the splashing of their footfalls lost over the 
din of the hungry flames.

Effrax led them through a series of twists and turns. He 
veered down a wide tunnel, then skidded to a halt and shooed 
them in the opposite direction, stifling a curse. A light was  
shining around the corner: more Imperials had been drawn to 
the cries of the first.

Effrax pulled the Aerians into an offshoot of the main sewer 
so they could hide while he consulted the map. He scanned the 
green lines, his brow creased with worry.

“It’s risky,” he murmured, “but we have no choice.”
“What—”
“Shh!” He silenced Fletcher just in time. They held their 

breath as another small group of soldiers splashed by in the 
corridor adjacent to theirs. “Go now.”

Moving as quietly as they could through the sludge, they 
crept away from the enemy wielders. Effrax dimmed his spell 
to the size of a candle flame so as not to attract attention. They 
came to a crossroads, and Effrax tried to turn left. Before he 
could, an iron barricade descended from the curved ceiling 
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with a resounding thud, blocking his way.
“Gods damn it,” he spat, banging his fist against the new 

obstacle. “The open-ended tunnels are starting to close off for 
the system flush.”

“Not a problem,” said Roxanne, pushing past him. She 
raised her hands in a gesture that looked like she was lifting 
something invisible. The barricade shuddered, but stayed put. 
Frowning, Roxanne clenched her hands into fists and tried 
again. It rose fractionally, then ground to a halt.

“Why isn’t it moving?” she demanded, putting her hands 
on it as if trying to physically push it up.

“You’re only wielding against the door, but it’s connected 
to a network of gears and pulleys that operate the system,” said 
Effrax. “It’s locked in place.”

“Fine, then I’ll just—”
But it was too late to do anything about the barricade. A 

cry reached them, and Fletcher looked over his shoulder to see 
three Imperials at the far end of the corridor.

“Come on,” he cried, pelting down the right tunnel, which 
was now their only option for escape.

“Fletcher, don’t—oh, Valaan take it all!” Effrax splashed  
after him with a frustrated groan, Roxanne close behind.

They were chased by the soldiers’ shouts and a new sound, 
something like the growling stomach of a massive beast. A rush 
of humid, dank air whooshed past them.

“They’re wielding against us,” Fletcher panted, daring to 
glance back at the pursuing soldiers. But the gray-robed men 
had halted and were now backtracking.

“That wasn’t them . . . and they aren’t following because 
they know this is a dead end,” said Effrax, answering Fletcher’s 
next question before he had a chance to ask it.

The rumble grew louder. It pressed against Fletcher’s ears. 
He looked back once more and nearly tripped over his own feet. 
A massive wave, large enough to fill the whole of the sewer 
pipe, crashed into their tunnel, splashing up against the wall 
before roaring toward them.
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Fletcher had the presence of mind to clamp his hand onto 
Roxanne’s coat and take a deep breath. It was all he could do 
before the liquid hit. He was thrown off his feet, caught in the 
roll and swell of the wave. He held onto Roxanne desperately, 
and in turn felt her hand find his wrist and squeeze.

They were tossed around in darkness as the wave surged 
onward. Just when it felt his lungs would burst, he spun  
upright and his head broke the surface.

“Roxanne,” he gasped, choking. He’d never learned to 
swim in Aeria, but the movement of the water seemed to be 
keeping him afloat. They were at the crest of the wave, riding 
whorls of frothy liquid into the unknown.

“Here,” Roxanne coughed. “So’s Effrax.”
“I think the wave’s dying down,” said Fletcher. With such 

a long span of space to stretch out in, the water no longer  
consumed the whole tunnel. It seemed the worst was behind 
them.

“We’re heading for the filtration system,” Effrax cried.
Fletcher squinted in the inky darkness. Through some  

miracle, the bent ends of his glasses had remained curled 
around his ears. He pushed them up the bridge of his nose and 
saw an oval ahead that was slightly less dark than the rest of the 
tunnel: an opening to the outside world.

Fire flared to his left, and Fletcher blinked as Effrax raised 
his free hand to light their way—his other hand was holding 
Roxanne’s tightly. “It’s down to you, Tigress. We hit those  
filters and we’re done. Can you wield paramagnetic tungsten 
alloys?”

“I have no idea what that means,” said Roxanne. Her eyes 
glinted amber in the firelight as she glared at the end of the 
tunnel. Fletcher could now see it was crosshatched with a grid 
of silvery bars and filaments, some thick, some razor-thin. “And 
I don’t care.”

“Wield fast,” coughed Fletcher, fighting to keep his head 
above the churning liquid. At this speed, the grid would slice 
them into little cubed pieces. Roxanne closed her eyes, which 
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was not a reassuring sign.
Fletcher braced himself for the impact, but it never came. 

The bars distorted and bent apart just before the water reached 
them, allowing the three humans to tumble through unharmed.

“More,” yelled Effrax. Fletcher gasped—and caught a 
mouthful of foul sewage—when he saw another filtration grid 
just beyond. Roxanne reacted like lightning. She forced the bars 
apart, and finally the path to the outside was clear. Fletcher 
could see the stars twinkling as they careened toward the exit.

Then they were free—and he realized they’d exited the 
sewers from the side of the cliffs of Noryk, nearly ten heights 
in the air. He knew he shouldn’t scream, for it might alert  
nearby Imperials to their whereabouts, but he did it anyway. 
The moonlight illuminated the horrifying sight of the moat 
rushing up to meet him.

Fletcher let go of Roxanne and curled into a defensive ball 
just in time. He smacked into the icy river and was forced down 
by the weight of hundreds of tonnes of water.

He was trapped, and he would surely drown; for even if 
he’d had the ability to swim, he hadn’t the strength to escape 
the force of the liquid spewing from the tunnel.

Then something wrapped itself around his midriff. He 
clutched at his glasses and held onto them for dear life as he was 
tugged out of the deluge. He popped out of the moat and was 
deposited on the sandy bank with a splat. Looking up dazedly, 
he saw a vine fall limply to the dirt at Roxanne’s feet.

“T-thanks,” Fletcher said around chattering teeth, standing  
and shivering against the wind. She nodded and turned to  
Effrax, grabbing a fistful of his cloak and yanking him upright.

“W-what I wouldn’t give for a w-w-water wielder,” he 
grumbled, trying in vain to wring out his shirt. He gave up and 
glanced at the sky to orient himself. “Right. We’re actually n-not 
too far from your carriage, Lordling. Follow the moat north and 
you’ll find it. If you hit the eastern city b-bridge, you’ll know 
you’ve passed it and you d-double back.”

“W-what about y-y-you?” Fletcher stuttered, clasping his 
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thin arms around himself.
“We’re heading s-south to the temple,” Roxanne reminded 

him. She looked frozen, and it was clear her wielding efforts 
had exhausted her. “This is it.”

The cold momentarily left Fletcher as he stared at his friends. 
In light of what they’d just experienced, parting ways seemed 
an easy enough task. But what if something went wrong on his 
journey? Or theirs? What if he never saw them again?

No. Fletcher refused to accept that. Roxanne and Effrax 
would survive—of course they would. They were strong,  
capable wielders. And as for him . . . well, he would survive too. 
He’d do what he had to. He would do it for Keriya and Thorion, 
for the sake of all Allentria.

Effrax held out a hand. “Good luck, Master Earengale.  
One day, when this is far behind us, the empire will sing your 
praises. I’m proud to have traveled with you.”

Fletcher tucked those words safely away in the back of  
his mind, for he was certain he’d need to draw strength and 
courage from them before his adventure was through. He 
shook with Effrax before turning to Roxanne. Sopping wet and 
shivering, they stared at each other. Roxanne held out a hand, 
then thought better of it. She stepped in and gave him a hug.

“Where will we meet you?” she whispered.
“Huh?”
“When you’ve done what you need to do, where will we 

meet you? You and Taeleia,” she amended herself.
“It’ll have to be the Valaani Temple,” said Effrax. “I know 

we’d hoped to bring the elf to Thorion before that, but obviously  
things have changed. It’s close to the Smarlindian border and 
it’s a place of sanctuary. Regardless of whether the phoenix-god 
can help us or not, we’ll need Taeleia there.”

Fletcher bit his lip and nodded. “The temple it is.”
He raised a shaking hand in farewell, then set off along  

the moat. He looked back only once at Roxanne and Effrax.  
Despite the light of the near-full Oldmoon, their forms were 
soon swallowed by the night, and Fletcher was on his own.
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The dawn came too soon, cool and brittle. For the first time in 
recent memory there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The sun broke 
over the eastern hills, its light pooling in the hollows of the land 
and racing across the desert.

The thing that kept Roxanne going was the certainty that 
if she stopped to rest, she’d freeze to death. Only her outer 
garments had dried in the persistent winds, leaving her with a 
layer of dripping, icy fabric chafing at her skin with every step.

“Can’t you wield a fire to keep us warm?” she grumbled, 
casting a sidelong glare at Effrax. His lips, which were trembling
 with repressed shivers, quirked upwards sardonically.

“That’ll serve as a nice beacon for the Imperials. But if it’s 
for the Tigress’s personal comfort, of course I’ll—”

“Oh, forget it,” she snapped.
There was no clear path, and she had no idea which way 

they were supposed to go, but Effrax let her lead as the sun 
climbed in the azure sky. It lent a tiny amount of warmth to the 
left side of her body.

Before long, Roxanne heard shouts behind them. She looked 
back to see a dust cloud rising from a group of black specks on 
the horizon.

“Speak of the devils,” murmured Effrax. “I can’t outrun 
them on my bad leg.”

“They’d catch us anyway,” said Roxanne. “They’re on 
horseback and not half-frozen.”

“Trust is built upon consistency.”
~ Ghoori Proverb

Fugitives
chapter twenty-two
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“We should be able to take a couple Imperials. Let’s get to 
high ground so we have a better vantage point.”

They clambered up the closest sand dune, hampered by 
their damp garments. When they reached the top, which was 
tufted with clumps of thin grasses that swayed disconsolately, 
Roxanne turned to examine their pursuers. Her jaw dropped.

“A couple?” she repeated. “Does that look like a couple 
to you?” She pointed at the dust cloud. There had to be about 
twenty riders approaching.

“Hm.” Effrax tapped a finger on his chin. “Tanthflame must 
really hate us.”

“And since there’s nowhere to hide in this gods-forsaken 
state, we’re sitting ducks.”

“We could tunnel,” he suggested. Roxanne snorted.
“I can’t keep up that level of wielding. But we can burrow 

and hope for the best.” She cracked her knuckles and slid down 
the far side of the dune to get out of sight of the soldiers. In the 
valley between the mounds of sand, she embraced her source—
which felt as sluggish and cold as if it were still in ice water—
and sank her threads into the ground. She’d always thought 
there was nothing useful to be done with sand, but now she was 
thankful for its light consistency as she cleared a hole.

Effrax jumped into the pit and she followed. The landing 
jarred her, and she stumbled and fell against him. He put a 
strong arm out to steady her. She was tempted to shove him 
away, but his body next to hers felt warm, and the weight of his 
hand on her shoulder was oddly reassuring.

“Hoods up,” he advised. Together they crouched down and 
Effrax draped his cloak over the two of them, sealing them in a 
makeshift tent that smelled vaguely of the sewers.

Roxanne cast out more threads from her source to gather  
the sand she’d displaced and pull it back toward her. It slid into 
the hole around them and spilled down on their heads, forcing 
them closer together. She pressed back against the mass with 
a second web of threads, keeping the granules at bay as she 
refilled the pit.
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They were enclosed in total darkness and utter silence. The 
only sound was Effrax’s breathing and the blood pounding in 
her ears as she knelt in cramped discomfort, waiting.

The pounding of blood turned into the pounding of  
muffled hoofbeats. Roxanne bit her lip and strained to listen. 
She could tell the riders had stopped somewhere above, and 
she could just make out the sound of angry voices. She could 
imagine the discussion: Where are they? I just saw them! They 
can’t have gone far, there’s nowhere to hide. Scout the whole area!

“Drop your threads,” Effrax breathed in her ear. “Let the 
sand go.”

“Why?”
“They might try looking for active spells.”
“I thought only really powerful wielders could see spells,” 

she whispered, though she let go of her spell, thread by thread, 
and let the sand settle upon her. She wished she’d chosen a  
different position to sit in. Her legs and back screamed in  
protest at the added pressure. At least Effrax’s cloak kept the 
sand away from their faces.

“They’re all powerful, Tier Seven or higher. And if they 
have a mage in their group, he’ll be strong enough to see the 
magicthreads of other wielders’ spells as well as his own. One 
of the things that makes them so formidable.”

“Great,” she hissed, praying to Shivnath that the Imperials 
would leave soon. “Just great.”

It was impossible to say how long she and Effrax huddled 
there. Between her discomfort and the panic rising in her chest, 
it felt like ages. Finally they heard the riders move out. They sat 
and waited until all sounds and signs of the soldiers had faded.

Once again, it was just the two of them. Effrax’s breath on 
her cheek. The beat of her pulse ringing in her ears. If he was as 
uncomfortable as she was, he was doing an excellent job hiding 
it. He was as still as if he’d been carved from granite, crushed 
against her side. Was he really not bothered, or was he trying 
to be respectful of her in their cramped, sandy prison? Highly 
doubtful.
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“Think it’s safe?” she asked.
“Better give it a few more minutes, just in case.”
So they continued to sit and Roxanne continued to suffer. 

She insisted on wielding to lift the sand’s weight off them and 
Effrax didn’t complain. In fact, she heard him sigh with relief. 

Despite the fact that they were no longer being crushed, it 
soon became difficult to breathe. The air in the pit was growing 
stale and Roxanne was getting lightheaded. 

“Now is it safe?”
“It’s no longer safe for us down here, so we might as well 

check.”
She’d been ready and waiting. She stood up, heaving 

the sand out of the pit, tossing the cloak off of her, stretching 
her aching limbs. She drew a deep breath of fresh air as she  
clambered out of the hole. Effrax followed with more difficulty. 
When he was back on solid ground, Roxanne rounded on him 
and gave him an angry shove.

“What was that for?” he demanded.
“Because you got us into this mess, and the Imperials are on 

our tail, and Fletcher is all alone out there!”
“Fletcher’s in a bloodbound. If they sent out an eastern  

patrol at the same time they sent those men after us, he’ll be 
leagues ahead of them,” Effrax told her angrily. “Besides, he’s 
quite resourceful. He can handle himself.”

“Hmpf,” said Roxanne, as she crept up a dune to peer over 
its top. She could see far-off shapes roaming the sands. It looked 
like the group had split in two, and each platoon had spread 
out to cover more ground. “They’ll spot us if we move. I guess 
we’re stuck here til we die.”

“Only til nightfall,” Effrax corrected her. “The Imperials  
will head east to more favorable terrain when it gets dark. 
They’ll want to have access to food and water when they make 
camp.”

“It would be nice if we had some food and water.”
“My bow survived our escape,” he said, adjusting his cloak 

to reveal the sealed quiver strapped across his back. “As for 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

2041    2

water, there’s a lot more water in the desert than people think. 
We’ll be fine.”

Roxanne didn’t know if she believed that, but she settled 
down where she crouched, too tired to be bothered by cold or 
hunger. Despite the fact that she’d promised herself she would 
keep watch, she soon slipped into a dreamless slumber.

By the time Effrax woke her, the whole day had passed. The 
moons had risen and the world was still.

“I dug up a couple lizards from hibernation,” he said, 
showing her the curled-up reptiles. “You have to eat,” he  
added when he caught her look of disapproval. “If you widen 
the pit, we can make a fire and warm ourselves before we set 
out.”

In that manner they made their way southward. Roxanne 
wielded burrows for them to rest in during the days, and at 
night they stole across the land, finding their way by moonlight. 
Cactus plants provided them enough water to live on. They  
always watched the horizon, searching for signs that someone 
was hunting them, but it seemed they’d lost the Imperials. They 
were alone in the wasteland.

This is what I used to think all of Allentria was like, Roxanne 
thought as she plodded across the sun-scorched earth. In Aeria, 
it had been taught that everything on the far side of Shivnath’s 
Mountains was barren and uninhabitable. The villagers hadn’t 
been able to conceive of anything beyond their own little world.

For a brief moment she wondered what her life might have 
been like if she hadn’t left her childhood home. She wouldn’t 
have been freezing and starving to death, for starters. She 
wouldn’t have to be constantly looking over her shoulder,  
making sure there wasn’t anyone trying to kill her. She would 
have been safe.

But I wouldn’t have been happy. No matter how grand her 
delusions, Roxanne knew the Elders would never have allowed 
her to become a Hunter. She would have been assigned the  
boring life of a Weaver or a Baker, or possibly something worse. 
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A husband would have been chosen for her, and she would 
have had to bear his children. Beyond the basic wielding for 
whatever dull work she was given, she wouldn’t have been  
allowed to use her magic. And her father would have been 
there, presiding over it all, controlling her, herding her in  
whatever direction he deemed fit.

If she hadn’t gone to the ceremonial hilltop on that fateful 
day, if she hadn’t been in just the wrong place at the wrong 
time, she’d never have gotten tangled up with Keriya and 
Fletcher. She never would have fled Aeria with them. She  
never would have grown to love them as she did now. She  
never would have met Thorion or Max or Effrax, who toiled 
by her side and who—despite his many flaws—was ultimately 
good company.

She might be miserable now, but she did not for a moment 
regret the choices that had brought her here. And as the days 
turned into a week, then two weeks, she kept in her mind the 
memory of everything she’d left behind, and thought of every-
thing she’d gained. She reminded herself daily what she was 
fighting for.

And she marched on.
After a fortnight of travel, they crested the peak of a sandy  

ridge and were met with the wonderful sight of civilization 
in the valley below. The lights of a lively town glittered in the  
twilight like a hive of tiny fireflies. On a rocky peak across from 
them, a white-walled monastery gleamed on the mountainside.

“The Valaani Temple,” said Effrax. “We’re halfway there.”
“Halfway?” she said skeptically. Surely it couldn’t be more 

than another day’s walk before they reached the temple doors.
“We got here, sure,” he replied. “Now we have to summon 

a god.”
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The bogspectre lifted its head to the sky. Its nose had rotted 
away ages ago, but it opened its toothless mouth and sucked in 
a rattling breath, tasting the night air.

Its prey was close.
It had never roamed this far before. It had spent most of 

its existence ensconced in its rainforest glade, guarding its one 
and only possession: a treasure of immeasurable worth, a gift 
from a lovely creature long-forgotten, a sword that held a secret 
power. But someone had stolen that treasure, someone who 
bore the mark of the Shadow. And it must not let the treasure 
fall into the Shadow Lord’s hands.

Its hunt had led it to the furthest ends of its domain and 
further still. It stared now at a sluggish river scabbed with 
ice, beyond which towered great palisades. The white cliffs 
gleamed faintly purple in the light of the rising moons. Perched 
atop their heights lay a city of man where the taint of the 
Shadow hung thick.

The bogspectre had been drawn to this place, sensing a 
swell of dark powers. The Shadow Lord’s servants had grown 
in number, and the bogspectre vowed to hunt them all down. 
Destroy them. Yes. Murder them all, one by one, until it 
reclaimed its treasure. 

But it had since learned it couldn’t gain entry to the 
settlement, for some manner of deep magic protected those 
high stone walls. So it had taken to lurking, skulking around 

“The river whose source is purest is most easily contaminated.”
~ Calzani Proverb

Easy Prey
chapter twenty-three
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the riverbank, circling and waiting for an opportunity to strike.
A violent tremor wracked the bogspectre’s floating, oozing 

frame. It hovered low to the ground, soiling the sparse snow 
cover with dark droplets of its seething, ever-melting body. But 
it was used to pain, and it knew the sudden agonized cramping 
that had seized it would soon pass.

Sure enough, the seizure faded as quickly as it had come. 
The bogspectre lifted its head to the sky. Who was it? Why was 
it here? This wasn’t its home. Where was its treasure?

A frothing panic gripped the bogspectre as firmly as the  
seizure had. It remembered now. Its treasure was gone. Some-
one had stolen it.

A bleak wind carried a string of muffled curses to the bog-
spectre, and it lashed its tail, turning in the direction of the 
noise. Two flesh-rats were bumbling around on the banks of 
the moat that encircled the Shadow-stained city. Yes . . . yes, it  
remembered now, remembered everything. It had spotted 
them, two common footpads, as they’d traveled from the east. 
They had missed the city curfew and had been stranded outside 
the locked gates for the night. Alone and defenseless.

They would be the bogspectre’s next victims.
The bogspectre followed them at a distance, a phantom in 

the dark. They were making an awful racket, these doomed 
mortals, complaining about city regulations and the like. It was 
easy to follow them, for the bogspectre could make itself unseen.  
It had no soul, so it had no magic to wield—yet being soulless 
had provided it with strange powers. The bogspectre had but to 
twist the threads of its being to become invisible. 

In a motion like the wringing of a washcloth, the bogspectre 
swirled its body around. Its threads were wrenched through 
several different dimensions, a sensation which would have 
driven any sane creature mad. But the bogspectre was not sane. 
Its brain had long since dissolved, and was little more than a 
tangle of mush. It turned once more and was back in its own 
world, now invisible.

“Revur, look!” One of the flesh-rats leapt forward in a fit of 
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excitement, running away from the bogspectre toward a shiny 
black shape half-hidden in a patch of scraggly ferns. “Our luck’s 
about to change!”

“Helkryvt’s blood and bones,” Revur gasped, hurrying to 
catch up with his companion. The bogspectre oozed after them, 
not wanting to lose sight of its quarry.

“It’s a tronkin’ bloodbound carriage,” the first man said in 
awe, brushing aside the large, withered plant fronds to inspect a 
box-like object. “You know how much these things are worth?”

“Ooh, look at the insignia—this is one of those real high-
class ones. They’re protected with enchantments, ain’t they?” 
asked Revur, rubbing his hands across the smooth surface of 
the carriage. “If we can get in, we’d be safe for the night. They 
been saying the bogspectre’s come as far south as the fenlands 
now.”

“Rubbish,” said the other. 
The bogspectre hadn’t smiled in centuries, but a faint  

ripple disturbed the edges of its mouth. One could always count 
on humans to be fools. 

“C’mon, help me get this thing open. Must be a door here 
somewhere. We’re gonna be rich!”

“Where’s its golem?” said Revur, circling to work on the far 
side of the carriage while the first human tried to find a door on 
the side closest to the bogspectre.

“Its what-now?”
“You know, the things that tote the carriages around. The 

golems. Now one of those would make us rich. It would do 
whatever we say—it would rob the Imperial Treasury if we told 
it to, and break the necks of anyone stupid enough to get in our 
way.”

The two vagabonds shared a chuckle and redoubled their 
efforts to open the carriage, banging on the black metal siding 
of the box, kicking at it, standing on a nearby boulder to see 
if there was perhaps a hatch in its roof where one could gain 
access.

“Hey Revur,” said one to the other. “What if we just wait 
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for the owner to come back?”
“Huh?”
“Yeah, that way we wouldn’t have to break it open. We 

wait for the owner to open it, and when he gets here we jump 
out and slit his throat.”

“Huh,” Revur said again. His hand dropped to his waist, 
and he withdrew a shiny dagger from a sheath.

The bogspectre feared nothing in the mortal world, for it 
had no soul. Since it didn’t have a soul, it wasn’t truly alive; 
and since it wasn’t truly alive, it couldn’t die. So it was without 
hesitation that it approached the armed human.

It swirled soundlessly back into visibility right next to 
its target. The flesh-rat, who was burly and reeked of spirits, 
jumped and turned to face the unexpected presence at his side. 
He didn’t even have time to let out a cry before the bogspectre 
had ensnared his gaze with its own. The pathetic flesh-rat froze, 
his dagger halfway extended in defense, his mouth agape in a 
silent scream. Then the bogspectre pressed its gelatinous face 
against the pockmarked brown flesh and began the process of 
inhabiting the man’s body.

It burrowed into its new unwilling host through his  
eye sockets, compacting itself, stuffing itself down his throat 
and into his gut. The threads of its ancient, decaying, poisoned 
body twisted sideways, propelling themselves through every 
single one of the human’s veins. It twisted through another 
nameless, formless dimension, and saw the glow of the man’s 
magicsource. 

A flare of jealous rage burned bright in the bogspectre, as 
was always the case when it was presented with the sight of that 
which it lacked. The bogspectre smothered the source, pushing 
the brightness aside to make room for its dark presence.

Revur opened his eyes. He blinked and gazed around. Who 
was he? Why was he here? Where was here?

“You bloody trog, are you listening to me?” An angry voice 
split the night. “I asked you a question!”

The bogspectre blinked again. It gazed down at its  
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newly-acquired human hands, one of which clutched a narrow 
blade. It remembered. It curled its stolen lips and willed its feet 
to move forward. Revur’s body stumped around the carriage to 
join his friend.

“Well?” the other man demanded, planting his fists on his 
hips.

It was over in an instant. The bogspectre moved, drawing 
partially upon its host’s muscle memory, and partially upon 
some deep-submerged fighting instinct of its own. It didn’t 
know where the instincts sprang from, nor did it care—it was 
hungry now. A primal urge to feed had possessed it, much as 
it had possessed Revur; it had not eaten a proper meal in a ten-
age, and it longed to sate an appetite that would never be sated.

It launched Revur’s heavy body at his smaller companion. 
The other human, who was unarmed, shouted in alarm as the 
bogspectre wrestled him into submission. How wonderful it 
was to have hands and fully-functioning limbs! How powerful 
the bogspectre felt in moments like these. With a silver flash of 
the dagger, the flesh-rat’s throat opened and hot, scarlet liquid 
spurted out.

The bogspectre lowered its head and slurped at the life-
blood pulsing from the wound. 

As the body beneath it grew still and the salty tang seared 
its mouth and throat, a sense of regret and sickness stole over 
the bogspectre. Things hadn’t always been like this, had they? 
This wasn’t right. This wasn’t where it belonged.

It belonged back in its rainforest glen with its treasure  
hidden safely from the reach of the Shadow. But that wasn’t 
quite right, either; hadn’t there once been something else to 
life? Hadn’t there once been someone . . . special? Yes. Someone  
important. Someone with purple eyes.

Memories crashed together inside Revur’s head like storm-
tossed waves battering against a jagged shoreline—some 
belonged to the bogspectre, some to the human host, and 
still others came from the countless unfortunate souls it had  
possessed and destroyed over the ages. The bogspectre had no 
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way of knowing which of these memories were real and which 
were stolen. It closed its eyes and hunched over the fresh corpse 
on the ground, rocking back and forth. Who was it? Why was 
it here?

“To find my treasure,” it rasped aloud. It remembered. Its 
treasure had been stolen, and it was here, leagues upon leagues 
away from where it belonged, to track down the wretched, 
thieving shadowspawn who’d taken it.

Its hunger would never be sated, but strangely enough, 
the bogspectre had lost its appetite. It tucked the dagger into 
Revur’s belt, then grabbed the dead human by his ankles and 
began hauling him away from the site of the kill. It wasn’t  
sentimental or foolish; it knew it would want to feast later. Food 
was important, for it would need to keep its strength up if it 
hoped to gain access to the settlement atop the white cliffs.

Now that it had a new host body to command, it would 
soon be able to cross those gates. It would overturn the whole 
city to find its lost treasure. And it would destroy anyone who 
got in its way.

It was so preoccupied with its schemes that it didn’t even 
flinch when the cliff grates opened and water from the sewer 
system thundered into the moat. Had it lingered, it would have 
found another helpless victim to feed upon; but it left quickly, 
and when Fletcher Earengale stumbled upon the bloodbound 
carriage an hour later, the place was quite deserted.
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Fletcher spotted the bloodbound carriage easily. It poked out of 
a patch of sorry-looking ferns and its shiny black finish seemed 
over-bright in the darkness. Square on the bottom, rounded on 
top, it resembled a loaf of bread in shape. It was small, made for 
one passenger, and instead of a place to hitch a horse it had only 
two short poles.

How was Fletcher supposed to get anywhere in this? Pull 
it himself? He went up to the carriage to examine it—how was 
he even supposed to get inside? It had two tinted windows but 
no door.

“Perfect,” he grumbled, scuffing at a lumpy boulder.
He desperately wanted to be out of the wind, but he couldn’t 

get the carriage to open no matter how hard he tried. He rapped 
on it. He pushed at it. He kicked it, but the only thing that 
accomplished was to make his foot hurt. 

Stumped, he paced around the contraption in frustration. 
What if he couldn’t figure out how to operate it? Should he 
run after Roxanne and Effrax? If he lingered too long, he’d be a 
target for the Imperials if they came looking for him . . . and 
they were sure to come looking.

He stopped short when he reached the far side of the 
carriage. Something awful had happened here—the ferns had 
been trampled flat, and there was a puddle of shiny liquid that 
looked suspiciously like blood. The hairs on Fletcher’s arms 
stood on end, and he slowly backed away from the blood spill 

“The greatest weapon of our enemy is his ability to make us fear each other.”
~ Lykora Psyori, Second Age

Blood Test
chapter twenty-four
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that glistened black beneath the midnight stars. 
Just as he was about to flee, he remembered Effrax had told 

him to give the carriage a drop of blood. In a convenient twist 
of fate, he happened to be bleeding from multiple injuries he’d 
sustained in the sewers. He touched his cheek where his face 
had scraped along the floor, and his fingers came away glazed 
with red.

Fletcher retreated to the safer side of the carriage. Then he 
pressed his bloody fingertips to the smooth metal siding.

The sound of stone grating on stone met his ears. Looking 
around, Fletcher saw the boulder he’d scuffed was shaking. 
There was a loud crack that set his teeth on edge, and sud-
denly fissures appeared across the rock, splintering it into five  
segments. The limb-like sections began moving of their own  
accord, hingeing like joints. Dust crumbled away from the main 
body, revealing a more defined shape.

The boulder straightened and faced him. It now had the 
approximate shape of a large and lumpy man. Fletcher was  
frozen in shock.

With the grinding noise of something heavy being dragged 
across an uneven surface, the boulder raised one arm. Fletcher’s 
survival instincts kicked in and he tried to run, but he stumbled 
over his numb feet and fell flat on his face. Sure he was done for, 
he curled in upon himself and raised his hands to defend his 
weak, soft body from the newly-formed monster.

But the monster wasn’t attacking. It banged on the side of 
the bloodbound, and a door—so seamlessly integrated into the 
siding that Fletcher hadn’t spotted its outline—sprang open.

Fletcher lay there for a few long moments, gaping up at the 
carriage and the monster, which he was beginning to suspect 
was his driver.

“Am I . . . allowed to go inside?” No response from the 
boulder. When Fletcher stood and took a few tentative steps 
forward, the creature shifted its weight aside, as if inviting him 
into the carriage.

“Thanks,” Fletcher whispered. He climbed into the blood-
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bound, keeping one wary eye on the boulder. The interior was 
upholstered with a cushy pink lining and there were frilly  
pillows on the seats. Not what he’d been expecting, but he 
wasn’t about to complain. He pulled the door closed behind 
him and sat rigidly in the middle of the padded bench.

Again, nothing happened. Minutes passed and Fletcher 
grew anxious. Every moment he delayed was a moment the 
Imperials gained on him. When he couldn’t take it anymore, 
he opened the door and stuck his head out. The boulder was 
standing exactly where he’d left it. With a gravelly creak, it 
turned to him.

“Sorry,” said Fletcher, flinching away from its movement,  
“but I’d like to go to Elvinthrane. Can you take me there, 
please?”

He’d said the magic words. The boulder stumped to the 
front of the carriage on its columnar legs. Fletcher pulled the 
door shut as the creature took its place between the two poles 
and bent to grab them with its bulky stone hands. With a jolt, 
the bloodbound lurched forward.

“I did it,” Fletcher breathed, gripping a frilly pillow in one 
hand and bracing himself against the carriage wall with the  
other. A sense of accomplishment swelled within him.

He leaned forward and gazed out the window, looking 
up at the Oldmoon. Somewhere out there, Keriya and Thorion 
were watching the same moon. Were they safe? Had they found 
any of the answers they were looking for? How much longer 
did Thorion have left?

Fletcher’s heart thumped unpleasantly as he focused 
on that last thought. He spotted a latch on the window and  
unlocked it, pushing it open. “Excuse me, would it be possible 
to go a little faster? If that’s alright with you?”

The boulder sped up and Fletcher closed the window once 
more. Though his mind was abuzz and his stomach aflutter 
with worries, he only had to lean back and close his eyes to fall 
fast asleep.



DRAGON CHILD

2151    2

Over the next few days, Fletcher tried to get a handle on the 
enigmatic driver of the bloodbound. He decided it wasn’t 
alive. It couldn’t be. It was just a lump of rock that had been  
animated and enchanted with lifemagic—or perhaps some  
other, more sinister sort of magic—to do his bidding. 

Despite it not being alive, Fletcher made an effort to be  
polite to the creature. His good manners didn’t seem to have 
much effect, but one could never be too careful when strange 
magics were at work.

The boulder rammed its way across the Smarlindian coun-
tryside in a straight line, straying from its course only when 
there was an immovable obstacle in its path. It kicked through 
brush and literally dragged the carriage underwater to cross 
the East Outlet River. When Fletcher said he needed food, it 
took him to a small hunting village. He bought provisions with 
some of the derlei Effrax had given him, but didn’t linger. His  
intention was to keep going at this pace, not to make any more 
major stops until he reached the elven city.

However, the creature’s pace was hindered when they 
reached a forest. The carriage slowed in the trees, and Fletcher 
became antsy. He hoped they’d be out of the woods soon. With 
nothing better to do, he curled up on the bench and slept.

The next morning he awoke to find himself trundling across 
the open ground of a brown plain. To the left, a thin shimmer 
stretched across the horizon—a lake, Fletcher thought.

He asked the boulder to stop so he could relieve himself. 
As he clambered back into the carriage, he squinted up ahead. 
They were heading toward a city strung alongside the water. 
He’d had no trouble in the hunting village, but that had been a 
small settlement. Would he be safe in a city? What if the wanted 
posters had made their way here? Would he be recognized?

Only the fear of delaying his arrival at Elvinthrane kept 
Fletcher from asking the boulder to make a detour. As they 
drew near, he noticed groups of people lined up along the lake-
shore. Curls of black smoke grew visible, spiraling up in thin 
bands throughout the town. Something was happening—and 
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Fletcher was ready to bet the rest of the derlei in his pack that it 
wasn’t anything good.

“You! Halt!”
He’d been so caught up in watching the people on the 

banks that he hadn’t noticed the blockade ahead. A wide road 
lay perpendicular to the boulder’s path . . . and it was policed 
by Imperial Guards.

“Halt!” A man was cantering toward Fletcher on an  
armored warhorse, yelling to get his attention. “Halt your  
golem or we’ll be forced to attack!”

Fletcher scrabbled at the window latch and pulled it open. 
“Stop,” he called to the boulder. It froze mid-stride, bringing 
the bloodbound to a jarring halt.

“Didn’t you see the roadblock?” the guard demanded,  
reining in his horse as he reached the carriage. By the looks 
of him, he was Fironian. He had a noble face and a cold gaze, 
which roved over Fletcher with suspicion.

“Sorry,” said Fletcher, hunching his shoulders so the collar 
of his expensive coat hid some of his face. He wasn’t wearing 
any disguise except his glasses, which wouldn’t do much if this 
soldier knew him from the wanted posters. “I’m just in a hurry. 
Trying to get to Elvinthrane.”

Interest kindled in the man’s eyes. “Where are you from?”
“Uh . . . Noryk?”
The guard nodded. “Proceed to the road. We’re under  

orders to test all through-traffic, so even if you’re not from  
Riyon you’ll have to pull over.”

“Oh, I don’t have time to take a test,” Fletcher stammered. 
“I’ll just go around, it’s no problem—”

“That’s not an option at this point,” the guard told him. 
“Anyone living or traveling along the East Outlet is at risk.” He 
gestured for Fletcher to get moving.

“Go, please,” Fletcher whispered to the boulder. “Slowly.” 
The creature—the golem, as the other man had referred to it—
lurched back into motion, plodding toward the blockade. “At 
risk of what?” Fletcher asked, turning to the mounted Imperial, 
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who’d heeled his horse forward to accompany the bloodbound.
“Infection,” was the curt reply.
Fletcher’s stomach did an odd sort of flip-flop. He scrunched 

down his neck, retreating into his coat like a turtle pulling its 
head into its shell.

“What’s your name?” said the guard.
“Maevran Thornfallow,” Fletcher lied. “What about you?”
“Lieutenant-General Zavier Ashrold.”
“Nice to meet you,” said Fletcher. The guardsman didn’t 

reply.
They were almost upon the line of Imperials. Fletcher 

stopped the golem, which would probably have plowed right 
through the men if left to its own devices.

“I have to ask you to step out,” said Ashrold. Fletcher  
reluctantly complied. He dug in his left coat pocket, clutching 
Maevran Thornfallow’s identification papers and the letter 
Lady Aldelphia had given him so many months ago. Both had 
suffered severe water damage in the sewers, but at least the  
letter still had the empress’ seal on it. If the guards gave him 
trouble, he figured he could always show them that.

“Arm,” a Galantrian soldier said in a gruff voice, striding 
up to meet him. Fletcher gazed at the man in confusion. The 
Galantrian huffed in exasperation and glanced at Ashrold, who 
nodded. On cue, the Galantrian seized Fletcher’s left wrist.

“Hey,” Fletcher gasped as the man pushed his sleeve up 
to his elbow, exposing his pale brown flesh. “What are you  
doing?”

“A simple procedure to test whether you’ve been exposed 
to the magical compound known as darksalm,” said Ashrold.

The Galantrian produced a needle from his robes and 
pressed it into Fletcher’s arm. Fletcher felt a pinch as it  
punctured his skin, and his stomach flipped over again when 
dark red liquid spurted into the hollow glass instrument.

When the needle had filled with Fletcher’s blood, the 
Galantrian removed it from his arm. Fletcher watched with 
mounting apprehension as the man turned to one of his  
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comrades, an Erastatian, who produced a crystal vial sealed 
with cork and wax. Dust blacker than pitch stirred softly inside, 
though his hand was steady as he held it aloft.

Darksalm, Fletcher thought, shrinking away in horror. This 
man was calmly carrying a sample of the most dangerous  
substance in the world in his pocket. The Galantrian guard  
then stuck the needle’s point through the cork and ejected 
Fletcher’s blood into the darksalm chamber.

“No,” Fletcher screamed, leaping forward even though 
it was too late. He slammed into an invisible barrier—an air 
shield wielded by the Erastatian.

“Don’t worry,” said Ashrold. “The darksalm threads are no 
longer volatile. You won’t be infected; the substance will only 
react if there are active necro-threads in your blood.”

Breathing heavily, Fletcher gazed from Ashrold to the 
vial. He watched as his blood mingled with the shadowy dust.  
After what seemed an eternity, the guards looked at Ashrold 
and shook their heads. The Galantrian wielded, and Fletcher’s 
blood rose out of the vial, flowing back into the needle whence 
it had come. The guard removed the needle from the cork and 
emptied the chamber, unceremoniously spewing Fletcher’s 
blood onto the ground.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Master Thornfallow,” 
said Ashrold. “You’re clean. I apologize for the inconvenience, 
and I’ll be happy to escort you to the border of Riyon to ensure 
your safe passage.”

Fletcher was too shaken to protest. He pulled down his 
sleeve and retreated into the safety of his carriage. “Let’s go,” 
he murmured, and the golem lurched forward. The Imperials  
parted to allow it through. Ashrold clucked to his horse,  
following the bloodbound.

Fletcher didn’t dare speak to the guardsman. Why was 
Ashrold bothering to be nice to him? Perhaps it was because 
he looked like a nobleman. Based on what Effrax had said, he 
gathered the coat, carriage, and golem were marks of extreme 
wealth—and wealth was a mark of power in Allentria. If he’d 
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tried to pass the blockade as Fletcher the peasant, he suspected 
he wouldn’t have been treated half so well.

“You may want to close your window,” Ashrold advised. 
“We’re approaching a decontamination point.”

Fletcher didn’t argue; he pulled the window shut and 
latched it, but not before a burning smell reached his nose. 
Pressing his cheek against the cold glass, he looked ahead and 
saw they were nearing one of the pillars of smoke. The golem’s 
path would take them right by it.

The closer they got, the more uncomfortable Fletcher grew. 
Fire roared in a deep stone pit beside a tributary that fed into 
the lake. More people lined the shore here, standing in line  
before a group of Imperials who were systematically testing  
everyone’s blood.

Suddenly a shrill scream pierced the air. The woman at 
the head of the line sank to her knees, shaking with sobs. The 
guardsmen wore grim expressions. One gestured to the vial he 
held and the woman’s cries redoubled as two more Imperials 
came to hoist her up. They handcuffed her and led her away 
from the line of villagers waiting their turn to be tested.

Fletcher was out of the carriage before he had time to think 
about what he was doing. He strode toward the guardsmen  
and yelled, “Wait!”

The guards hesitated and looked at Ashrold. Ashrold 
yanked on his horse’s reins and steered his mount in front of 
Fletcher.

“Master Thornfallow, I must ask you to return to your  
carriage,” he said in a stern voice.

“What are you doing to that woman?” Fletcher demanded,  
pointing at the handcuffed villager. Ashrold glanced at his  
soldiers, inviting them to report.

“The test came back positive, sir,” said the man who held 
the vial. “We’re just following protocol.”

“For the safety of the villagers and for the welfare of all  
Allentrians, we quarantine anyone who has tested positive for 
darksalm infection,” Ashrold explained to Fletcher.



ELANA A. MUGDAN

2201    2

“It’s not her fault she got infected. Why are you treating 
her like a prisoner? You should be helping her!” Fletcher had 
seen this sort of behavior back in Aeria: it was nothing less than 
a witch-hunt. The Elders’ favorite ways to deal with witches  
included hangings, stonings, and burnings. Fletcher’s gaze 
flickered to the fire pit, and he prayed the blaze was only there 
for warmth.

“Perhaps you’re not familiar with the prognosis of a dark-
salm infection,” said Ashrold. “I’m afraid nothing can help her 
now. We must neutralize the threat so we can ensure the safety 
of our other citizens.”

“Neutralize?” Fletcher repeated, his voice an octave higher 
than normal.

“Yes, neutralize. Now I must insist that you return to your 
carriage immediately. Proceed, soldiers,” he added, and his 
underlings resumed their work, leading the woman toward a 
small, windowless building.

Fletcher made no move to do as Ashrold commanded. He 
watched as the next villager stepped up and offered his arm for 
the blood test. “How can you do this to your own people?” he 
asked the mounted Imperial. “If Lady Aldelphia knew this was 
happening—”

“Lady Aldelphia is the one who ordered this inspection,”  
said Ashrold. “You have the right to review the writ if you 
choose.” He reached into the folds of his gray cloak and  
produced a leather-sheathed scroll. Fletcher took it and  
unrolled it, revealing the parchment within. The Allentrian 
runes were indecipherable, but the seal at the bottom of the 
page bore the Imperial Crest.

“Surely you’ve heard about the dangers of necromagic,” 
Ashrold was saying from somewhere very far away. “You know  
the Dragon Speaker and her monster have wreaked havoc in 
the north. The best we can do now, as a nation, is to contain the 
Shadow and its forces before they infiltrate the empire.”

“The Dragon Speaker is fighting the Shadow,” Fletcher  
retorted, perhaps unwisely.
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Ashrold shook his head. “That’s what she would have you 
believe, but she has betrayed Allentria. It is from the dragon’s 
blood that the darksalm was made, and by her hand has it been 
spread. The beast has been wielding evil magic all across the 
Galantasa, murdering hundreds of innocent civilians.”

Fletcher was speechless. He couldn’t believe how the  
stories had been twisted. And he couldn’t believe how Ashrold 
—how everyone—had turned their backs on Thorion. Where was 
the benefit of the doubt? Why were they all so quick to blame 
him for what had happened, instead of blaming Necrovar?

Incensed, Fletcher handed the scroll back to Ashrold and 
retreated to the bloodbound. The golem had stopped and was 
patiently awaiting him.

“To Elvinthrane,” he said as he climbed inside. The golem 
started off with a grating rumble. As if it had sensed Fletcher’s 
thoughts, it veered away from Riyon, angling to the south to  
escape the Imperials and their grisly task . . . a task that had 
been commanded by the empress herself.

Ashrold wheeled his horse around, returning to his post 
at the crossroads. Fletcher was grateful to be rid of the man. 
He reached into his pocket once more and his hand closed on  
Aldelphia’s letter. He had kept it safe through every obstacle 
he’d faced because it proved beyond all doubt that he was 
an Allentrian citizen. It had been important when he’d first  
embarked on his journey with Keriya, for back then they’d 
feared the risk of being deported. Even when they’d thought 
the danger was past, he’d held onto it because it had become 
meaningful. A symbol. A representation of his new home.

He withdrew the tattered, waterlogged letter and stared 
down at the seal, which had been pressed into a gob of golden 
wax. Then he opened the window and slipped the letter out. 
The winds caught it up and bore it away, carrying it out of sight 
as the golem trudged onwards.
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Thorion left the cave early the day before the full moon. He 
flew across the basin to the northwestern ridge of the Naetren 
Mountains. From there he could see the rocky coast and the 
ocean. Birds swooped through the skies in a graceful dance. 
Wind hummed softly through the claw-like peaks—it was cold, 
but Thorion spread his wings and soaked up the warmth of the 
sun, and soon he was comfortable and content.

At midday he began to feel inexplicably anxious. 
Suspecting that he was picking up on Keriya’s distress, he 
cloaked his mind to keep himself separate from her. It was 
irresponsible, but she’d gone off in the morning on her own, 
and now it was his turn to enjoy some alone time. He lay down 
to rest, slipping into a state of lethargy.

He awoke to the far-off sound of screaming. He raised his 
head, blinking sleep out of his eyes with his membranous lids. 
The sun was setting over the sea, its golden rays shattering upon 
turbulent whitecaps. He twitched an ear and tilted his head to 
listen. That was Keriya’s voice. 

Instantly he was on his feet. His wings, which had huddled 
back to his sides while he’d rested, snapped out. He galloped 
toward a ledge and leapt up, letting a gust of ocean air carry 
him back toward the cave.

He dropped his mindcloak and cast his consciousness out. 
<Keriya, where are you?>

<Thorion!> She sounded relieved, but he caught traces of 

“There can be no triumph without adversity.”
~ Exandrya Lumenarion, Second Age

The Full Moon
chapter twenty-five
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lingering panic and growing fury in her thoughts. Squinting 
through the descending dusk, he spotted her in the middle of 
the basin. She was alone, but there were two figures further 
south, which told him Max and Seba were also looking for him.

He angled into a dive and soared toward the ground, 
back-winging to slow his descent. He stretched out his legs and 
touched down as Keriya came pelting toward him. She was a 
wreck: her hair was messier than usual, her eyes were puffy, 
and her pallid cheeks looked sunken and gray, as if she hadn’t 
slept for days.

“Where were you?” she cried, flinging her arms around his 
neck. “You scared me half to death! I thought you might . . .”

She didn’t need to finish her sentence. A torrent of emotion 
poured out of her, and Thorion saw she had feared for the worst 
when she hadn’t been able to find him. He also gleaned, from 
the surface-thoughts in her head, that his nap hadn’t lasted just 
for an afternoon, but for a whole day. He’d been missing all 
night. She hadn’t gotten any sleep.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was tired.”
“You didn’t tell me where you were going, didn’t even bother 

to contact me telepathically. I couldn’t sense you at all, and—and 
what do you mean, you were tired? Have you been sleeping this whole 
time?”

“The darksalm has sapped me of energy,” he returned. That 
made her quiet down, and he sensed shame radiating from her. 
But her anger didn’t lessen; if anything, it grew.

“Well, how am I supposed to know that? How am I supposed to 
know anything? You don’t talk to me. You keep secrets.”

It was Thorion’s turn to feel shame stab at him. There were 
many things he kept from Keriya, and he hid them with all the 
skill he had so she wouldn’t know, and therefore wouldn’t be 
hurt by that fact. But she had guessed, or figured something 
out. What could he do now? He couldn’t very well deny it—but 
he couldn’t reveal those secrets either.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, which was the truth. She nodded 
and scrubbed the ends of her sleeves across her waterlogged 
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eyes.
“At least you’re safe,” she sighed. “Let’s head back. It’s the full 

moon tonight.”
It was a long way to the cave. Thorion might have been 

able to carry Keriya if he’d been feeling better, but after his  
initial shock upon waking up, exhaustion had settled back into 
his bones. So they walked side by side, gathering up Max and 
Seba as they went, and trekked on foot.

<What’s made you so angry?> Thorion asked telepathically to 
keep the others from overhearing.

<Apart from you vanishing? I had a little chat with Uhs. He 
explained exorcisms and we talked about Valerion Equilumos.> She 
paused and glanced up at him with a calculating expression. 
<Valerion, who I’d always assumed was a human.>

Thorion’s heart sank.
<Whenever anyone speaks about Valerion, they describe him as a 

warrior, the greatest hero who ever lived. Shivnath told me he was the 
leader of the mortal races during the Great War. He fought and died 
for the humans. Did everyone just conveniently forget to mention that 
he also happened to be a dragon?>

<Did Uhs tell you how he knew this?>
<Don’t deflect, Thorion.> Her mindvoice was quiet and tired. 

<You’re not like Shivnath. You aren’t bound by magical laws. Either 
you want to tell me the truth, or you don’t.>

<I do want to tell you the truth,> he protested. <But—>
<But,> she repeated bitterly. <There’s always something  

getting in the way of the truth, isn’t there?>
She lengthened her stride, outpacing him. Thorion let her 

go; he understood her anger, but that didn’t lessen the sting of 
her words.

It was dark by the time they reached the cave, and the  
Oldmoon was climbing through the heavens. Uhs had rekin-
dled the fire—how he did it without human hands, Thorion 
didn’t know—and a cloth bundle dangled from his mouth. This 
he dropped at Keriya’s feet.

“Laesabrel buds,” he said by way of explanation. “Ripe 
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ones for your journey. They replenish a depleted magicsource  
quickly and revitalize dying life-threads.”

Keriya picked up the bundle and murmured her thanks. 
Max and Seba retreated into the shadows to give the werelion 
space.

“We wait one more moon-length,” said Uhs, “then I will 
change out your infected threads, drackling. I will take this time 
to remind certain members of our group that I am only able to 
change the physical threads of a body; I cannot change a soul.”

Keriya’s face darkened, but she said nothing.
Thorion waited silently as the Oldmoon crawled toward its 

zenith. Uhs fussed around the fire pit, kicking a pile of smelly 
herbs into the flames so they turned a flickering blue-green. He 
paced back and forth, then circled in place three times and sat 
down on his haunches. He blinked up at Thorion.

“I think we are ready.” Uhs raised his right forepaw and 
extended one of his retractable claws. He drew the claw down 
the flesh of his left arm, opening a thin gash.

“Usually I would also perform the ritual on the patient,” 
Uhs explained, “but usually my patients are not armored with 
dragon scales.”

“You want me to bleed myself?”
“Oh yes. It’s all part of the process. We must each drink 

some of the other’s blood.”
Thorion felt his heart skip a beat. He took an involuntary 

step back. “You—you can’t drink my blood.”
“Well, how else are we supposed to establish a proper  

connection between our life-threads?” the healer asked. He held 
up his arm, offering his brimming blood to Thorion.

“You can’t,” Thorion repeated, now on the verge of panic. 
“It will . . . change you.”

“I am a master of changemagic,” Uhs said flatly, “and you 
are spouting nonsense.”

Though anger flared in Thorion at these words, a sense  
of relief swept through him. Uhs didn’t know all of the dragons’ 
secrets.
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“I will not allow you to drink my blood. Do it some other 
way, or do nothing at all.”

“Thorion,” Keriya gasped. He ignored her. He might be 
tired, might not have full command of his source, might see the 
shadowy veins creeping further across his body day by day, 
but his blood was too precious—and too dangerous—for him 
to give it away.

“Very well,” Uhs snapped. He got up and stalked into his 
cave. For a moment Thorion thought the werelion had actually 
decided not to do anything, but Uhs emerged moments later 
carrying another bundle of herbs in his teeth. He spat these into 
the fire, and the flames paled to a ghoulish yellow-green.

“Drop your blood in the fire,” Uhs instructed him. Thorion 
figured this was safe to do. He sat back on his haunches and 
raised both arms. Using his right talons, he dug into the scales 
on his left wrist. The empty claw socket of his littlest finger 
glowed in the light, a gruesome reminder of the last time some-
one had tried to take his blood. Pain pinched him as he ripped 
a single scale from his hide. He flicked it away and held out his 
left arm. Dark droplets welled there; then they fell, one by one, 
into the flames.

At once, the fire flared and turned purple. Uhs leaned  
forward and, to Thorion’s horror, stuck his bleeding arm into 
the vibrant blaze.

The werelion growled and his eyes rolled back in his 
head. He retracted his arm, but his paw wasn’t burnt. On the  
contrary, the wound he’d inflicted upon himself was gone. 
His fur wasn’t even singed. He started shaking, and suddenly  
Thorion felt a tingling sensation in the tips of his toes. He stared 
down at himself in alarm, but there was no outward change on 
his body. Except . . .

He watched, awestruck, as the tendrils of darkness that 
had worked their way up his claws and across his scales  
began to recede. They narrowed, then vanished altogether. At 
the same time, infected black threads fanned out across Uhs’ 
forepaws before fading away.
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The tingling spread through Thorion’s legs and into his 
chest. Uhs trembled still more violently, and Thorion felt the 
spell changing all the ailments the darksalm had wrought 
upon him. His heart burned as it beat more freely, feeling  
lighter and stronger than it had since the attack on Irongarde. 
The spell spread to his neck, then his skull. His head throbbed 
with warmth, and his eyes itched as black veins briefly  
cobwebbed across Uhs’ rolled-back orbs.

Then it was done. Uhs stopped shaking and slumped 
to the ground. The tingling faded from Thorion, leaving him 
cold. Cold, but undeniably rejuvenated. The darksalm had 
been weighing on him more than he’d known—how had he 
been able to breathe when the Shadow had been pressing upon 
his lungs? How had he seen, when darkness had clouded his 
sight? The world was brighter, crisper, clearer than it had been 
in months. And his blood . . . his blood sang with fire and life, 
pumping through his veins with renewed vigor.

“Thank you, Uhs,” he breathed, flexing his wings and  
staring down at his claws, which were pristine and white once 
more. Uhs gave a feeble growl of acknowledgement and rose on 
unsteady limbs.

“A difficult healing, a taxing healing, yes; but a good one.”
<How do you feel?> Keriya asked, inching around the fire pit 

toward Thorion. The purple color was draining away from the 
flames, leaving them golden-red once more.

<Better,> thought Thorion. <Much better.>
<You look better.> She reached his side and placed a hand on 

his shoulder. <I’m glad we stayed. It was worth it. I didn’t know how 
much it was wearing on you.>

<Nor did I,> he admitted. <I’m sure I will still experience  
problems. But I now have strength to continue the journey. I think this 
has given us the edge we needed.>

Keriya smiled, and he smiled back. Excitement bubbled 
within him. It was amazing how much better everything 
seemed now that he was healthy again.

Now that I feel healthy again, he reminded himself. He wasn’t 
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cured. They had a long way yet to go.
“The Oldmoon is still high,” Uhs commented. “I might be 

able to do some more healings.” He peered at Max and Seba, 
who’d kept their distance throughout the ritual. 

“No hope for you,” he told Max, “but I could perform the 
same spell on you, galancrelas. It can’t save you for the same  
reason it can’t save the drackling, but you would benefit from 
it.”

For a moment it looked like Seba was going to scream  
at Uhs; then she spun on her heel and fled into the night.  
Thorion’s ears, which had also improved after the healing, 
caught a muffled sob.

“I guess not,” said Uhs. He trained his eye on Keriya. “As 
for you . . . I admit, even after a moon cycle of study, I’m not 
sure what’s wrong with you.”

“For the last time, I’m not sick,” Keriya growled. “But thank 
you for helping us, Uhs. We’re in your debt.”

“I like challenges. Challenges keep me sharp.” Uhs padded  
back toward his cave, circled in the entrance, and settled down. 
“I expect you’ll be leaving tomorrow, so you should get some 
rest.”

“Do you think . . .” She glanced at Thorion and bit her lip. 
“Would you consider coming with us to the Fironem?”

“My home is here,” the werelion told her. “This is where 
creatures who need healing come to find me.”

“Yeah, but—” Keriya cut herself off. Her thoughts were as 
plain as if they’d been painted on her face: But healing Thorion is 
more important.

“What you suggest would not have the result you desire, 
dragon-child,” said Uhs. His voice was not as Thorion had ever 
heard it before, for it was laden with regret. “A sickness of the 
soul is not like a sickness of the flesh, and now that I have felt 
the Shadow’s touch, I understand this darksalm better. We 
would have to wait another full moon cycle for me to be able to 
perform the spell again, but it would not be as effective. In fact, 
it might well make things worse.”
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“How is that possible?” said Thorion.
“The poison learns,” whispered Uhs, flattening his ears to 

his skull. “It breathes and grows. I cannot explain what I felt, for 
I have never experienced anything of its like before. It reached 
out to me as I worked through your threads and tried to snare 
me in its clutches. I am more than equal to such trickery, of 
course, but it was almost as if it were—”

“Alive,” Thorion finished. He should have expected as 
much. Darksalm was a poison born of dragon blood, and he 
knew the potency—and maleficence—of the magic in his veins.

Shadows licked at the edges of the firelight, daring to 
draw near now that the flames were dying. They ushered 
in a despondency that settled on Thorion and Keriya. The  
werelion’s words had sobered them after the triumph of the 
healing.

Uhs nodded. Then he cracked his mouth wide in a yawn, as 
if they hadn’t just been speaking of terrible things, and laid his 
great head upon his forepaws. “Well, goodnight. If you know 
someone who’s sick, feel free to refer them to me. But don’t tell 
too many people, otherwise they’ll all be swarming up here, 
and I shall be forced to track you down and kill you.”
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Keriya hadn’t slept much, but for the first time in ages, she’d 
slept well. She felt rested and calm the following morning when 
they headed for the southern pass.

Uhs was nowhere to be found, so they left the sandy cave 
without fanfare or farewells. With Max in the lead and Thorion 
soaring overhead, they crested the stone ridge and began their 
descent into the Erastate.

“Glad that’s over,” Max commented when they were out 
of Uhs’s domain. “I was getting tired of him insisting there was 
something wrong with each of us. What a waste.”

Seba scowled at her feet but said nothing. Keriya shrugged. 
She was glad to be rid of Uhs, but the werelion had given 
her a lot to think about. There hadn’t been time to properly 
confront Thorion about what she’d learned, but he looked so 
happy twirling on the warm mountain updrafts that she let him 
be.

They stopped that evening in the foothills and made camp 
near a cluster of hot springs. A frigid wind whistled up to them 
from the snowy plains beyond, reminding Keriya that it was 
still winter in the rest of the world. The cold brought with it 
the realization that they were heading back into danger—
outside of the enchanted basin, shadowbeasts still roamed 
Allentria, hunting for them.

“I wonder how the others are doing,” Thorion said when 
he returned from his hunt, bringing them a rabbit to cook. “We 

“I value honor more than I fear death.”
~ Aarcass Maldrieve, Seventh Age

Ambush
chapter twenty-six
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might not need the elf anymore. We could track down our 
friends.”

“Let’s not have any more detours,” Max said shortly.
“I feel better than I have in ages.” Thorion looked at  

Keriya. “Don’t you want to find Fletcher and Roxanne?”
“Yes, but I don’t think we should go anywhere near  

Noryk,” she replied. “I know you feel better. I’m relieved  
beyond words. But what Uhs did isn’t a permanent solution.”

“That’s right,” said Max. “We need to head straight to the 
Fironem—”

“We don’t need to go to the Fironem, either,” Keriya  
interrupted. “We already have the answer: we perform an  
exorcism.”

“Keriya,” the prince began, “you don’t understand what an 
exorcism is.”

“I understand more than you think. Uhs told me Valerion 
split his soul in half. So if Thorion were to cut out the infected 
part of his soul—”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Thorion growled.
“—in order to keep the rest of his magic safe from the dark-

salm,” Keriya continued loudly, speaking over the dragon, 
“then he can—”

“It won’t help,” Max said more loudly still. “Besides,  
Valerion exorcised half his soul so he could trade the rest of it to 
Necrovar. And unless I’m mistaken, Thorion is trying to keep 
his soul away from the Shadow Lord.”

Thorion turned his head to regard the Erastatian. “How do 
you know that?”

“I’ve studied the Great War, the rheenarae, and the dragons  
my whole life,” Max told him. “You’d be surprised what I 
know.”

“I am already surprised,” Thorion hissed.
“I am, too,” said Keriya, gaping at Max. “Why didn’t you 

tell us about that in Edora?”
“Because back then you weren’t planning an exorcism,” 

Max returned curtly. “It’s dark magic, an evil spell.”
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“There’s no such thing as an evil spell,” said Thorion.  
“Magic is simply energy manipulated by a wielder. What a 
wielder chooses to do with his power is a different story.”

“And would you not say that Valerion’s actions were evil?” 
Max argued.

All the ire seeped out of Thorion’s gaze, leaving it oddly 
blank. “Selfish, foolish, arrogant, yes,” he murmured. “But evil? 
I’m not old or wise enough to make that judgement.”

“Valerion was a hero,” said Keriya. “He saved the world 
and ended the war.”

“He did neither,” said Max. “The world is imbalanced and 
the war continues to this day. An exorcism is an unnatural act.”

“Then how come the unicorn told Thorion to do it?!”
“So the Shadow won’t own my soul when I die.” Keriya  

and Max fell silent and looked at Thorion. “If a soul is not  
complete, it cannot be wielded. Valerion cut out part of his soul 
before he made his deal with the Shadow so Necrovar couldn’t 
control him.” He stared around at them. “I can’t win. I can only 
ensure that Necrovar loses.”

“There has to be a way,” said Keriya. “I’m sure this can 
help—”

“You’re sure?” Thorion repeated, raising his brow ridges. 
“Keriya, you know nothing about magic.”

Keriya recoiled from his words. They hadn’t been spoken in 
anger, but that made it worse. It was true, after all; she wasn’t 
a wielder, and the power she’d borrowed from Shivnath was 
long gone. She could study magic until the next age came, but 
she still wouldn’t understand it like a natural wielder did.

“Fine,” she said in clipped tones, trying to keep her voice 
from shaking. “We’ll go to Valaan.”

“It would be better to go straight to Mount Arax and face 
Necrovar head-on,” Max said softly. “But we have time to  
figure out our path before we reach the Fironem.”

Thorion said nothing. He retreated into the darkness to be 
alone.

Keriya felt a sudden urge to cry. Fighting to master her 
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emotions, she pursed her lips and inched closer to Max. “What 
else do you know? Specifically about . . .” She leaned closer still, 
and Seba shot her a nasty glare. “. . . Dragons.”

“I’ve told you quite a bit about dragons,” said the prince.
“I mean about their secrets.”
A pained expression crossed his face. “Do you want the 

truth?”
“No, I want you to make something up.”
Keriya saw a faint smile curve the edge of Max’s lips. “The 

truth is that in the dragons’ time, they were the most dangerous 
creatures in the world. They wielded an ancient magic which 
caused the imbalance, and they guarded its secrets well. Not 
even their rheenarae knew the full extent of their power.”

“It was a magic that allowed them to perform exorcisms,” 
she guessed.

“Have you not been listening to what they’ve said, or are 
you that stupid?” Seba snapped. “An exorcism won’t save  
Thorion!”

Keriya bit back the furious retort she wanted to hurl at the 
Galantrian. She didn’t care if no one liked the idea. It felt like 
the answer was at her fingertips, but she was trying to put the 
puzzle together in the dark. She just needed some light to see 
the pieces.

“Seba, let’s not argue,” Max said heavily as he picked up 
the rabbit.

“Maxton, let’s not encourage this foolishness,” the princess 
fired back, gesturing at Keriya. 

That was the last straw for Keriya. Not trusting herself to 
keep a civil tongue, she stood and left the campsite.

She walked until she found a secluded hot spring and 
slumped down next to it. There was a whisper of leathery 
wings, and Thorion circled down from the skies. He landed a 
few hands away and came to sit by her side.

“I want to help you, Thorion,” she said after a stretch of tense 
silence. “But I can’t do that if you won’t let me.”

He heaved a sigh. “I know. And I’m sorry. I said hurtful things.”
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You’ve done hurtful things too, whispered the voice in her 
head. Though she hadn’t sent it to Thorion as a telepathic 
thought, he picked up on it nonetheless.

<There’s so much I wish I could tell you,> he admitted, and she 
could sense that was the truth. <But you were wrong when you 
said I wasn’t like Shivnath. There are magics that bind me and secrets 
I must keep.>

For a moment, Keriya wondered if she could use their 
bond to extract information from him . . . but the instant the 
idea occurred to her, she regretted it. That was a horrible thing 
to think. In the same way she’d had to trust Shivnath blindly,  
she would have to trust Thorion. And she did trust him.  
However, the fact that there was a stronger power than their 
bond, something that allowed him—perhaps even forced him—
to hide things from her, was upsetting.

<Look there.> Thorion tipped his snout to the heavens,  
where the stars were cast across the sky like a silver net. 
<That’s Akaerion, the dawn star. And there’s Nordras, the north star.  
Between them, do you see that constellation?> He used his mind to 
help her pinpoint it. 

She nodded. At first glance it seemed like an indistinct  
cluster, but Thorion guided her thoughts, mentally tracing a 
pattern through the series of stars to mold them into a shape. 
<That’s Valeasi, the infinite serpent. They say he always points us 
home.>

<They who?> asked Keriya, examining the constellation. 
<Us who? What home?>

<The dragons,> he replied. <And it’s meaningless. The only 
official home we had in ages past was in the Norythian Mountains, 
and those were destroyed at the end of the Great War. I just thought I 
would share. I think it’s interesting.>

<I think it’s interesting, too,> Keriya replied. She hadn’t 
meant to sound so terse. <It would be nice to have a home . . . a 
place where we could be safe and happy.>

<Would you like to see it? Our home?>
She gave him a bemused look, and Thorion smiled wanly. 
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Then he sent her a mental image of a mountain range. Its lower  
slopes were cloaked in greenery, and its tiered peaks were 
crowned with spires of pale stone. The rising vistas were 
wreathed in mists and stained gold by the rising sun. 

Keriya could tell this was an ancestral memory from the 
hive-mind. The vision was muted, washed out around the  
edges, as if Thorion had unpacked it from his memory bank one 
too many times, and it had begun to fade as a result.

<It’s beautiful,> Keriya told him. <Thank you. But I thought 
you’d lost your connection to the dragons?> She closed her eyes 
and concentrated on the image, hoping against hope to sharpen 
the details.

<I am no longer connected to my kin, trapped as they are in a 
different universe. But I retain all the memories I received when I was 
a drackling living in the Etherworld. I didn’t understand the concept 
of favorites back then, without any emotions, but this memory was my 
favorite.>

<I can see why. It just looks so . . .>
<Peaceful,> Thorion thought, finishing her sentence.
Keriya nodded and glanced up at him. It seemed like a 

long time ago that Uhs had healed him, for he looked tired and  
defeated once more. 

It also seemed like a long time ago that Keriya had slept 
well. After she and Thorion returned to the camp and settled 
down, she fell into a fitful sleep where nightmares plagued  
her. She had visions of blood-soaked battlefields tinged with 
a purple haze, as if an amethyst sun were shining upon the  
carnage, washing everything in its eerie glow.

The four of them woke the next morning and continued 
their downward trudge. The further they got from the springs, 
the colder it grew. The pine forest thinned and bitter gusts cut 
into them when they reached the open plain.

“Welcome to the Erastate,” Max said, stretching his hands 
before him.

The Erastate looked an awful lot like the Galantasa: a whole 
lot of snow on a wide stretch of nothing. As the ground leveled 
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beneath their feet, a faint rumble sounded from the north. 
Thorion’s ears perked up at once. “Did you hear that?” he 

asked.
“Probably thunder,” said Max.
“It’s too cold for a thunderstorm.”
<It’s okay,> Keriya thought, patting the dragon’s neck. He 

turned to smile at her—then there was a metallic clank, and 
Thorion jerked forward with a hiss of shock. Something thin 
and dark ricocheted off the back of his armored head, spinning 
toward Seba. The Galantrian let out a cry as the projectile sailed 
past her and landed in the snow with a soft thump.

“What in Zumarra’s name . . . ?” Seba bent and picked up 
the object. It was a black, iron-tipped arrow. Keriya stepped  
forward and yanked the weapon from Seba’s grasp.

“Where did this come from?” She couldn’t help but think 
that if she hadn’t chosen that moment to speak with Thorion, 
his head might have still been turned toward the sky, exposing 
the soft skin where his neck met his jaw, and the arrow would 
have found its mark.

“Behind us.” Thorion’s second set of translucent eyelids 
rose as he scanned the eastern horizon. The thunderous rumble 
grew in volume, and six horsemen crested a windswept ridge 
in the foothills, galloping at full-tilt toward the plain. They wore 
pale garments that blended into the wintery background, but 
their faces were hidden by black veils.

“How?” breathed Keriya. “How the blood did they find us 
so soon?”

Thorion’s lips parted in a fearsome snarl. “If they want a 
fight, I’ll give it to them.” He reared up, his hind legs churning 
the snow as he launched himself into the air.

“Thorion, no,” she screamed after him.
“Don’t worry,” he called back to her. “My body is strong from 

the healing.”
Another black arrow streaked toward him. He dodged  

artfully, tucking his wings close and rolling in midair before 
snapping them out again and gliding onwards. 
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With a growl that sounded more draconic than human,  
Keriya started to run after him. Max grabbed her hand to stop 
her. 

“Keriya, come on. He’s giving us a chance to escape.”
“I don’t want to escape, I want to fight!”
“You’re unarmed and you have no magic. You need to 

get out of range.” As if to illustrate his point, another arrow 
streaked past Keriya. 

Overhead, Thorion dove straight for the lead rider. A  
feeling of grim satisfaction reached Keriya through their bond. 
He opened his mouth to spit lightmagic at his assailant . . . but 
no lightmagic came.

Dread shot through her, intensified by the sudden panic  
Thorion felt. He wasn’t able to wield. He pulled up sharply 
from his dive, banking left and soaring away.

“Watch out,” Keriya screamed, as another rider fired his 
crossbow. Thorion banked again, but this time he wasn’t quick 
enough. The arrow caught him in the side, and from such  
close range the powerful bolt managed to penetrate his scales. 
Keriya gasped and clutched at her own stomach as a ghostly 
echo of Thorion’s pain clawed at her. How she wished she had 
her sword! She would fight those riders face-to-face, magic be 
damned.

A shrill cry from Seba jolted Keriya back to her senses. She 
wheeled around and saw that Max had drawn his shortsword 
and was running at the approaching horsemen. The riders  
ignored him—their sights were set on Thorion, who was  
floundering in the air.

Keriya stood frozen for a moment, overwhelmed. She 
turned on the spot, searching for something, anything that 
would help. Her gaze fell on a stunted, dead tree about ten 
heights to the north. Her paralysis lifted and she tore toward it.

When she reached the tree, she braced herself against the 
trunk and snapped off one of its heavy limbs. Brandishing it 
like a blade, she stooped and dug through the snow. Her gloved 
hand closed on a rock and she hefted it up, turning back to the 
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mounted men. As they bore down upon Max, the lead rider 
loaded another bolt into his crossbow.

“NO!” Keriya hurled the rock and missed. In desperation, 
she slung the heavy branch toward the man. It spun through 
the air and caught him in the chest, knocking the crossbow from 
his grasp. Two cruel eyes glinted from the opening in his face 
mask as he turned his attention to her. He peeled away from his 
companions, spurring his steed to charge her down.

Keriya had never appreciated how big horses were, how 
deadly their hooves could be. She stood like an idiot, gaping  
up at the massive animal—then something knocked into her, 
sending her sprawling. Max had wielded a spell of condensed 
air to push her out of harm’s way. As the horse galloped past, its 
rider drew a steel blade and circled around for another attack.

But Thorion descended upon him, digging his talons into 
the man’s shoulders and plucking him out of his saddle. The 
man screamed as Thorion flung him aside, as easily if he were a 
scarecrow rather than a full-grown human. He thudded to the 
ground and did not rise again.

The remaining riders fanned out to surround the dragon. 
They wielded air spells against him, battering him this way 
and that in the sky. Thorion executed a series of complex aerial 
twirls to evade the worst of the wielded currents, then landed 
between Keriya and Max. Seba cowered behind them, clutching 
her blue-gold knives.

Shockingly, it was the princess who struck first. She 
hurled a knife at the nearest rider, but he knocked it aside with  
an air spell. Before she could throw her second knife, her  
target crumpled forward in his saddle. An arrow sprouted from 
his back—it was made of brown wood, and the finely trimmed 
feathers of its fletching were white.

For a moment, Keriya believed that her friends had  
returned, and that Effrax was hiding in the foothills, valiantly 
shooting down their foes. Then Max let out a strangled cry and 
clapped his hand to his neck. He collapsed onto the ground.

Keriya dropped to his side and rolled him over. She saw 
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a thin shaft protruding from between his fingers. Something  
registered in her memory, but she couldn’t spare it much 
thought—the riders were circling closer. Two had arrows aimed 
at Thorion, the others were scanning the hills.

Meanwhile, Thorion was still struggling to wield. Waves of 
fury radiated from him. It felt like he was trying to flex a muscle 
he didn’t have or use a limb that had been amputated.

<He’s destroyed me,> thought Thorion. Keriya could tell he 
was referring to Necrovar. <I can’t use my magic. I may as well be 
dead.>

Thunk! Another white-fletched arrow burrowed itself in 
one of the rider’s chests. The man jerked backward and slid 
limply out of his saddle. His horse, which was already spooked 
by Thorion’s close proximity, took the opportunity to bolt. One 
of their remaining assailants fired a shot toward the pine forest, 
but Keriya couldn’t see who—or what—he was aiming at.

There was a noise to her right, and she glanced over her 
shoulder to see Seba had sunk to her knees. The knife slipped 
from her fingers as she fell face-first into the snow.

<What’s happening?> Keriya thought to Thorion, looking 
desperately between the prone bodies of the royals.

Thorion bent his head to sniff at Max. <These are evasdrin 
darts.>

Keriya stared down at the dart in the prince’s neck. Of 
course—they were almost identical to the darts that Doru and 
his band of Imperials had used.

<You have to go,> she thought wildly, pushing Thorion 
away. He stared at her as if he thought she’d gone mad.

“GO,” she screamed. “If they get you with evasdrin, it’s over. 
You can’t get caught. Not now.”

Another dart pinged off Thorion’s scales. He snarled and 
turned in the direction whence it had come.

“Don’t attack them. Just leave,” she pleaded.
“What about you?”
“I’ll give you enough time to get away.”
“To what end?” he growled. Thunk! The last rider was felled 
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by another brown arrow. His horse whinnied and cantered 
away.

“To find a cure,” she said fiercely. “Max was right. I can’t help 
you now, I’m just holding you back—only you have the power to save 
yourself. Go, for the sake of the world.” More softly she added, “For 
me.”

Sorrow flickered in Thorion’s crystalline eyes, but was  
replaced at once by anger as another dart missed his snout by a 
hair’s breadth. He turned and leapt up, pumping his powerful 
wings to climb into the overcast sky.

Fighting off the tears that were threatening to consume her, 
Keriya stood and faced the foothills. She stepped over Max’s 
prone form and bent to pick up Seba’s knife—all she could do 
now was try to fight.

But there was suddenly a piercing pain in her chest, right 
below her collarbone. At first she feared she’d been hit by an 
arrow, so blinding was the agony. Her vision dimmed as she 
looked down. A small dart had burrowed through her cloak 
and threadbare dress to puncture her flesh. Icy fire fanned out 
across her body from the point of impact. Her heart took one 
last shuddering beat . . .

And then she collapsed.
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Go!
Keriya might have thought her words no more than a 

desperate plea, but they fell on Thorion’s mind, heavy and 
insistent, and became a command: Go. Save yourself.

Against his better judgement, perhaps even against his 
own will, he climbed the skies on his leathery wings. He felt 
Keriya’s fear tugging at him, and more than anything he 
wanted to protect her . . . but her last order rang inside his skull, 
beating out all other thought.

Find a cure. Save yourself. 
Do the impossible.
Pain fanned across his chest. A moment later the brightness 

in his mind that was Keriya’s constant presence was snuffed 
out. He wavered in the air, reeling from the sudden loss. She 
wasn’t dead, for there was no gaping chasm in his soul to 
indicate she had left him; she was merely unconscious. The lack 
of mental presence told him it was evasdrin.

A relatively easy burden to bear for someone who believed 
she had no magic.

He winged higher, losing himself in the clouds so his 
enemies couldn’t track his movement. For a time he circled aim-
lessly, like a blind vulture, fretting over what to do. He wanted 
to go back to Keriya, but Keriya had told him to leave. It might 
not have been as momentous as the time she had summoned 
him, but the power in her command was there. It burrowed 

“The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know.”
~ Calzani Proverb

Thorion Alone
chapter twenty-seven
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into him, almost like darksalm, until it reached his soul. There it  
settled, burning him, nagging at him, insisting he obey.

But there’s nothing to be done, he thought, growling. Then 
right on the heels of that thought there came another, a more 
subtle and sinister thought, a deeper layer to Keriya’s initial 
command:

Exorcism.
Thorion snorted. She clung to that foolish idea like a 

drowning man clinging to a raft. An exorcism would only  
destabilize his already-frayed soul.

And yet . . .
Keriya had been right. There was a missing piece of the  

puzzle. It had been staring him in the face, but Thorion had 
been too stupid—or perhaps too cowardly—to consider it. The 
unicorn had told him to remove the part of his soul that was not 
yet tainted by the Shadow, to keep it safe. Keriya had suggested 
removing the part of his soul that the Shadow had poisoned, so 
the infection couldn’t spread.

What if he did both?
Ideas began chasing each other through Thorion’s head. 

He had condemned Valerion’s actions, but suddenly he saw 
a beauty in them, a simple genius. A half-formed plan began  
to simmer within him. The anguish of being unable to wield 
evaporated. The pain from the arrow wound disappeared. 
Filled anew with energy and purpose, Thorion beat his wings 
and banked east.

He’d become far too human—that much was clear as he 
poured ingredients into his plan. The part of him that was still 
dragon scorned his own folly and arrogance. The part of him 
that had become like Keriya applauded his brilliance. And  
below it all, beneath the current of ideas and considerations and 
self-condemnations, there was a growing realization: he didn’t 
have the magical skill for this. He needed help.

But who was powerful enough to help him with such a 
task? For a moment he considered actually going to Valaan, but 
a minor god would never consent to help him with a plan so 
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dangerous. He wondered whether he had the courage to go to 
the Chardons, the high gods Valerion had bargained with in 
the Second Age. No, that wouldn’t work; he needed to offer 
them something to balance the energy they’d expend on his  
behalf, and he had nothing to give.

He landed, inevitably, on the only answer. There was but 
one creature in all the world who could possibly help him: the 
Dragon Empress.

And he was forbidden from interacting with her.
I have to try, he thought as he broke through the ceiling of 

clouds and emerged beneath a hemisphere of glittering blue. 
No matter what enchantments bind her, she is still obligated to protect 
her kin.

The sun was warming his wings and the wind was with him. 
He would be able to enter her home—all dragons had the abil-
ity—but getting there was another matter. She dwelled in the  
Broken Vale, which could only be entered through one of the 
magnetic poles of the world. Its closest natural entrance would 
be in Xintrallent, the northern ice continent.

Thorion veered north, then shook his head with another  
growl. What was he thinking? Xintrallent lay hundreds of 
leagues beyond the coast of the Galantasa, and there were no 
major land masses between the two. He couldn’t make the jour-
ney overseas; he would never last in such a cold, dark climate.

It was almost enough to turn him away from the whole 
idea. But now that he’d thought of it, he couldn’t un-think it. 
He was too much like his bondmate in that respect: once she 
latched onto something, she was unable to let it go.

Still, the problem of getting to the Broken Vale seemed an 
insurmountable one.

There are other ways in, Thorion reasoned with a mental 
voice that sounded an awful lot like Keriya’s. There are Vale  
portals. Every god has one. That means there must be at least four 
portals in Allentria. In that case, maybe I should seek out Valaan.

The sensible, draconic part of Thorion beat down that 
idea; he had no idea where Valaan lived, nor did anyone else.  
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Mortals went to shrines and temples to invoke or pray to their 
gods—man-made places where a Vale portal would surely not 
be. The human part of Thorion agreed Valaan was a bad idea, 
but that was because fear stirred in his gut when he thought of 
going to the Fironem.

What of the other Allentrian guardians? He was in the 
Erastate, he could search for Naero—but the same problem  
applied. He hadn’t the faintest clue where the gryphon-god 
might live. He had a suspicion that Zumarra, the serpent-god 
of the Galantasa, had a residence in the depths of the Galantrian 
Lake . . . but it was only a suspicion, and there were too many 
logistical problems for him to think the attempt worthwhile.

That left him with Shivnath.
Going to Shivnath’s territory was just as bad as going to the 

Broken Vale, but it did have the benefit of being closer. So he 
banked right and flew east toward the Smarlands.

While it would be faster to fly straight across Allentria, he 
decided to take a more roundabout route. He would double 
back over the rainforest, which was largely uninhabited, and 
curve around the northern part of the lake.

He rose to a comfortable cruising altitude and leveled off 
to soar, his fingers and membranous skin bending around 
air pockets of the gradient winds. Though he no longer had  
access to the hive-mind, he’d retained a decent sense of  
geography from the memories he’d studied in his youth. By his 
estimate, Argos Moor lay a little over two-thousand leagues 
away. He was clipping along at a good pace, but he wouldn’t 
be able to average more than forty or fifty leagues in an hour—
and in his current condition, it would be dangerous for him to 
over-exert himself.

But this was what he was made for. Hollow scales, porous 
bones, serpentine body, wide wingspan—his kin had evolved 
to handle prolonged flight. He drew power from the sun, which 
beat upon his back, and his second set of lids rose to shield his 
eyes from the wind. He tucked his legs up to his body and used 
his tail as a rudder, steering further north.
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Despite everything, he bared his fangs in a smile. Never  
in his life had he soared like this! He’d flown in short spurts 
while traveling with Keriya, and as for his time in the Ether-
world . . . well, that place had been a prison. No one had wielded  
there, and no one had flown. But this was magical.

He made a mental note to take Keriya flying the moment 
they were reunited, where- and whenever that might be. He 
would probably be big enough to carry her by then; he was still 
growing despite the adverse effects of the darksalm.

The sun fell behind him as he flew onward. The clouds 
thinned and the world grew dark. Thorion felt well enough 
to continue, and he didn’t need light to find his way—he was  
using the feel of the high-altitude wind to navigate—but the air 
currents were dying down, and he had to impose limits upon 
himself. 

The countryside below looked deserted, so he returned to 
the heavier, humid air of lower altitudes and decided to find 
something to eat. Soaring on the last of the rising currents, he 
circled until he spotted a pack of aeluros trotting in single file, 
on the hunt. Their winter coats shone silver in the light of the 
rising moons. Thorion’s mouth watered as he eyed the alpha, 
who loped at the head of the line; but he wasn’t cruel, and he 
knew the animals needed their leader. He instead elected to 
pick off one of the older canids at the tail of the group.

It was an easy kill. He glided up silently and dropped onto 
his victim, snapping its spine. The other aeluros howled their 
fury, and the alpha even went so far as to rush him. Thorion 
spread his wings and hissed, and the beasts fell back, scattering 
into the night.

He ate heartily, for the flight had exhausted him. No part 
of the aeluro went to waste, though it was old and stringy. He 
licked clean the bones, then set his sights on finding a place to 
sleep. Eventually he was reduced to digging a hole in a deep 
snowdrift that had blown up against a rocky bluff. The effort 
was worth it. It would keep the night winds off him and hide 
him from any enemies who might be on the prowl.
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Gingerly, he pulled the iron arrow from his side. Despite 
his promise to conserve his strength, he attempted a minor  
healing spell. To his relief, he was able to touch his source when 
he sought it, and he bent time-threads around the small gash in 
his scales, weaving something simple to accelerate the wound’s 
natural healing process.

The next morning it took him a long time to move. With no 
humans to light breakfast fires, he had to find the strength to get 
going on his own. He’d never appreciated how useful it was to 
have mortals around. Even the smallest flame would have felt 
like a godsend right now.

Thorion walked as the sun rose and the world warmed up 
fractionally. When he came to a road he took to the air, rising on 
thermals until he could once again soar on the highest currents. 
Even if a human spotted him, at this height he would appear as 
nothing but a speck in the sky.

He watched the snowy landscape unfurl beneath him, the 
edges of the horizon resolving from the haze of misty blue 
atmosphere, and took a moment to reflect on how much the 
world had changed since his family had left it. Where were the 
other great beasts of the skies? In past and better ages, dragons 
had shared the heavens with noble creatures like gryphons and 
rocs, and less desirable ones like harpies and wyverns.

“Human interference, no doubt,” he growled, shaking his 
head. He loved Keriya and her friends, but it was apparent  
that in the seven thousand years since the dragons had been 
imprisoned, mortals hadn’t learned anything about balance or 
respect for nature.

He reached the edge of the rainforest by midday and 
stopped in the afternoon when he spotted a mountain ridge 
that was sure to have a cave large enough for him. Since he 
was ravenous again, he hunted down an ibex and ate until his 
belly sagged. But, he reminded himself, better to be overfed 
on a journey such as this—especially when he’d have to cov-
er a lot of ground tomorrow to pass the human-rich area of  
Irongarde and its outlying settlements.
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The next day he was glad for the additional sustenance, 
for the winds brought him straight toward the city. He saw the 
spires rising out of the mists and hastily banked south. As he 
flew by on his detour, he felt a strange sense of longing and loss. 
He had been happy there, if only briefly. He had been safe.

How were the villagers? Had they recovered from Tanth-
flame’s attack? Thorion suddenly found himself desperately  
curious about their wellbeing, and it was all he could do to keep 
his distance. He flew until Irongarde was but a memory, then 
flew further still. The bogspectre’s territory was somewhere 
around here, and he had no intentions of running into the  
psychotic monster again. Though by the last accounts they’d 
heard, it was now roaming the Galantasa in search of its ancient 
blade. What if it found the weapon?

“Don’t worry about that until you have to,” he told himself  
firmly, and a touch too loudly. His voice echoed through the 
canyons and frightened a flock of blue-winged birds into 
flight. It wasn’t wise counsel, and no self-respecting dragon  
elder would have given it. It was human advice, but it allowed  
Thorion to ignore the claws of anxiety that dug into his gut 
when he thought of the sword and the bogspectre. After he  
returned from the Broken Vale—If I return at all, he thought 
darkly—he would deal with the rest of his problems then.

He didn’t have the strength to hunt when he stopped 
that night, and he regretted it when he awoke to a howling  
blizzard the next morning. It was a battle to get airborne, and he 
strained his wings to their breaking point as he fought against 
the weather, trying to climb above the clouds. He managed it, 
but the effort exhausted him; and though he spent the next few 
hours soaring with the sun warming his bones, he could feel his 
strength draining away.

He wanted to fly beyond the storm, but he couldn’t keep 
himself aloft. He dove back into the heart of the blizzard to 
find shelter and a place to sleep. The winds tore at him and he  
tumbled through the air like a stray leaf, smacking into treetops 
and narrowly avoiding a collision with a cliff. 
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In his desperation to escape the cruel elements, he landed 
on a ridge and fled into a thicket of bamboo. He got stuck, and 
didn’t have the willpower to fight his way out. Battered and 
bruised, he lay between the stalks, fearing the Galantrian winter 
would kill him before the darksalm ever got the chance.

The cold made him numb and torpid, and he fell into a 
trance-like sleep. But when next he opened his eyes, he was met 
with clear skies and the smell of a fire. It put him on guard at 
once. He struggled out of the bamboo, straining to catch any 
sounds of approaching humans.

There was something cooking on that fire. Though his brain 
convinced himself that he was searching for a suitable place to 
leap into the sky, his nose led him to a campsite where a jungle 
cat—a whole jungle cat—was roasting untended over the flames.

Oh, how he longed to lie down by that fire! And what he 
wouldn’t give for a bite of that cat. But the human campers 
couldn’t be far, and that meant he wasn’t safe. Still, he couldn’t 
hear anyone, and he didn’t smell anyone . . . though his nostrils 
were currently overwhelmed with the savory scent of the meat.

So unwise, he screamed at himself as he crept into the  
clearing and hunkered down by the crackling flames. You can 
find your own food! Don’t do it!

He did it.
Glancing furtively into the trees, he lifted the cat off the fire 

and set it on the ground. It was too raw by human standards, 
but to Thorion it tasted like the best thing he’d ever eaten. He 
tore into it without abandon or thought as to how much noise 
he was making.

He was startled out of his feeding when the murmur of 
voices reached him. Panicking, he looked up—was this clear-
ing wide enough for him to launch? Was he strong enough to 
get airborne? And he’d eaten so much of the delicious cat . . . it 
would surely weigh him down.

There was no choice but to flee into the forest. He ducked 
and weaved amongst the trees, and though his stomach was 
cramping, he doubled his pace when he heard angry shouts  
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in the camp. 
He burst out into the open and found himself at the edge 

of a cliff overlooking a valley. To the right, a vast waterfall  
dominated the horizon, tumbling into a broad river. He’d 
reached the northern shore of the Galantrian Lake, and the edge 
of the rainforest.

The shouts grew louder—it appeared that the hunters were 
following his trail. He leapt off the precipice, spreading his 
wings to catch the air. He didn’t look back and he forced him-
self to soar all day. The upshot of it was that he covered a lot of 
ground and made good time.

He flew steadily for two more days. And when the dawn 
broke on his eighth day of travel, he woke to find the sun  
cresting a jagged smudge crouched on the edge of the world. 
The spine of the mountain range rose into spear-like peaks, not 
unlike a dragon’s spikes. It was a formidable sight even from 
such a great distance.

As Thorion drew nearer, he cloaked his mind—Not that  
it will make a difference in the end, he thought—and soared  
higher. Mist lurked in the valleys and canyons of Shivnath’s 
Mountains, white puddles caught between bony protrusions of 
rock. 

South he flew, until a great shadow materialized out of the 
stringy clouds. It rose higher than all the other peaks, its dark 
sides glazed with sheets of silver-blue ice. It pierced the sky, 
sinister and cruel, gleaming like an uncut diamond in the weak 
morning light.

Argos Moor.
He was nearly there.
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“. . . more trouble than it’s worth, what you did.”
Keriya stirred in her sleep. A deep voice was rumbling 

somewhere far away. Her body ached and it hurt when she 
breathed. She wanted the voice to be quiet so she could get 
some rest.

“What’s the trouble?” A second voice joined the first, a 
snappish and impatient tenor with a hint of command to it. 
“They were a bunch of no-good suckbloods. Windscoure’ll 
probably be pleased they’re gone.”

“I still say we coulda done it without killin’ them. His men 
will give us hell when we report.”

Keriya’s heart, which felt like it was pressed against the 
edge of a sword, began to race. With difficulty, she dredged up 
memories of her last conscious moments. Who was the deep 
voice referring to? Who was dead?

“I ain’t reporting nothing! Not until we talk to her, at least.” 
There was something familiar about that second voice. Where 
had she heard it before?

“She been sleepin’ an awful long time, en’t she?” asked a 
third voice, which was scratchy and higher-pitched than the 
others. “How long we gotta wait?”

“No need to wait at all,” said the first speaker. “She’s 
listenin’ in on us right now.”

Keriya frowned before she could stop herself; since that 
gave her away, she opened her eyes. She was staring at the 

“Whoever has the gold makes the rules.”
~ Gervus Trindleroot, Eighth Age

The Border Patrol
chapter twenty-eight
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ceiling of a shabby canvas tent. Her muscles screamed in  
protest when she twisted her head to stare at the three men  
by the entrance. The tallest of the trio was a massive Fironian  
with a shaved head. The shortest was a scrawny, rat-faced 
Galantrian with mean eyes and a sorry excuse for a goatee. And 
the man in the middle . . .

“Cezon Skyriver,” she rasped, staring at the first Allentrian  
she’d ever met. His dark hair was longer and more untidy than 
she remembered, but the rest of him was the same, down to the 
eyepatch which she knew concealed a second perfectly good 
blue eye. “Fletcher told me you were dead.”

Keriya had mixed feelings about Cezon. He’d helped her 
get to Noryk, but he’d only done it to turn her over to the  
government in exchange for gold. Fletcher had met him again 
last autumn, and together they’d rescued Thorion from three 
Imperial Guards. Of course, it also appeared that Cezon had 
given Thorion to the Imperials in the first place.

“Looks like Fletcher was wrong then, wasn’t he?” said  
Cezon. At his side, the Galantrian man nodded and grinned, 
revealing sharp, yellowed teeth.

“Officer Blackwater,” said Keriya, pointing at him. He 
jumped when she addressed him. He had good reason to be 
nervous—she knew he’d worked for Tanthflame and Necrovar. 
She looked at the Fironian next, the owner of the deep voice. “I 
don’t know you.”

“Endred Faerburn,” he said, bending to offer her a bow. His 
heavily muscled body was intimidating, but his dark eyes were 
soft and kind.

“Who did you kill?” Keriya asked Cezon. “Where are my 
friends?”

“Never you mind about that,” said Cezon. “We wanna 
know where you sent your little pet.”

Keriya let out a breath of relief. Thorion had gotten away. 
But Cezon’s refusal to answer sent her heart skipping in panic 
again. “I’m not telling you anything until you tell me who you 
killed.”
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“Oh, for Naero’s sake—your friends are fine!”
“I want to see them to be sure.”
Cezon growled and gnashed his teeth, but Endred ducked 

through the tent flap. A few moments later he returned,  
pushing Max and Seba ahead of him. They looked distinctly the 
worse for wear, but they were alive. They also had metal cuffs 
strapped around their wrists, binding their hands together.

Keriya tried to sit up, but a wave of dizziness and nausea  
hit her and she collapsed back onto her bedroll. Max gave  
her a fleeting smile filled with all the things she wanted to 
hear—relief that she was alright, reassurance that he was fine, 
confidence that they would get out of this—but he addressed 
his captors first: “As I’ve told you, this is an act of high treason. 
If you don’t release us, you will pay with your lives.”

“Bah,” scoffed Cezon. “We’re the Border Patrol, trog. 
We’ve got orders from the king to protect our state from  
shifters who try to sneak in illegally. And you lot were tryin’ to 
sneak in with a dragon, a dragon wanted by the empress herself 
for . . . what was it again? Oh yeah—high treason.”

Blackwater giggled sycophantically.
“We get fifty silver derlei for every criminal we catch  

crossin’ borders,” Cezon went on. “Imagine how much we’ll 
get for the traitorest traitor of them all?” He jabbed his thumb 
at Keriya.

“Keriya isn’t a traitor, nor am I,” Max returned. He was 
taller than Cezon, and even poisoned and ill, he looked regal.  
“I am Prince Maxton Windharte, firstborn son of Harvim  
Windscoure, rightful heir to the Sky Throne.”

“I seen about twenty Prince Maxtons lookin’ to cross the 
border,” Cezon sneered. “Prove you’re the real one.”

“I would, but you’ve already gone through my personal 
belongings so you must know the truth for yourself. You took 
the rings bearing my father’s crest and the crest of House Ishira. 
You took my amulet, which alone is worth more than all of your 
lives combined.”

Keriya wished Max hadn’t admitted that. She saw a greedy 
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gleam light up Cezon’s visible eye.
“Even if you don’t recognize me, surely you Galantrians 

must recognize your princess.” Max nodded to Seba, who was 
staring down at her feet.

Cezon’s smile widened. “That’s the best part,” he said, 
digging in a pocket of his white and beige garments and  
pulling out a crumpled paper. He unfolded it and brandished it 
beneath Max’s nose. Keriya couldn’t read the Allentrian runes, 
but she saw images of herself, Fletcher, Roxanne, and Effrax. 
“The Council of Nine put a ten-thousand derlei bounty on  
anyone involved in kidnapping the Galantrian princess from 
Irongarde.”

“Why’d you bother to save us if you’re just trying to turn us 
over to the empire?” asked Keriya.

“You’re wanted alive,” Cezon told her, as if he thought her 
foolish for having to ask. “And we didn’t save you. You’re our 
prisoners, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Who shot the riders, then?”
“Oh, that. Yeah, that was us.” Cezon shrugged. “They  

was part of the Border Patrol, but we always knew there  
was somethin’ funny going on with ’em. Real shady group of 
characters.”

Keriya snorted. It was rich of Cezon to be calling anyone 
shady.

“They was always scheming amongst themselves. Always 
knew things ahead of time, somehow. We figured they was  
tryin’ to catch shifters on their own so they could claim the  
rewards all for themselves. That’s why I had Iako watch them.”

“That’s right,” said Blackwater, puffing out his chest in 
a self-impressed fashion. “I seen ’em sneak off in the dead of 
night. So we followed ’em!”

“And lucky we did,” Cezon continued. “Because it turns 
out they was followin’ you.”

“What are you planning to do with us?” Max demanded.
“We’re takin’ you to King Windscoure to claim the  

bounty,” Blackwater said happily.
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Keriya let out a shallow breath of relief. It seemed like Iako 
and Cezon were no longer working for Necrovar. Still, she 
didn’t think much of being turned over to the Erastatian king, 
either. He was one of the members of the Council of Nine, and 
from the sound of things, she was in more danger from them 
than she’d realized.

“You do that,” said Max. “My father will free us and throw 
you in the prison cells where you belong—assuming he doesn’t 
hang you straightaway.”

“See, Cezon?” Endred murmured. “I think it’s worth  
listenin’ to what they have to say, or at least reporting this to 
our Patrol Officers.”

“I ain’t reporting nothing to them,” Cezon maintained 
fiercely. “Not so they can steal our find and take a cut of our 
hard-earned rewards. Besides, he’s bluffing!”

“He don’t sound like he’s bluffing.”
“He’s gotta be. Why would they try to sneak into the state 

illegally, eh? Why was they skulking around the mountains, 
trying to avoid the Patrol, if they wasn’t plotting rotten things? 
No real Prince Maxton would’ve done that!”

“He’s with the Dragon Speaker, and the real Prince  
Maxton was last seen with—”

“Yeah, but Windscoure has a separate price on the Dragon  
Speaker,” Cezon reminded him. “Nothing to do with the  
Council, he wants her for his own purposes. So we’d do better 
to bring her in quick.”

Keriya’s stomach swooped, an unpleasant sensation since 
she was still nauseous from the evasdrin. She thought back  
to her conversation with Max in the tavern—it seemed like  
several lifetimes ago they’d sat across from each other, laughing 
and talking. He’d told her his father thought the Galantrians 
were planning to use her and Thorion as weapons against the 
Erastate.

Whatever Windscoure wanted with her, it couldn’t be good. 
On the other side of the tent, Cezon and Endred were still 

arguing the point.
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“Ask her, then,” Cezon blustered, indicating Seba. “You—
were you kidnapped by these hoodlums?” He pointed first at  
Keriya, then Max.

Seba’s eyes flickered to Cezon, then back down to her feet. 
She shook her head.

“There,” said Endred.
“That don’t prove nothing,” Cezon insisted. “Do you know 

this person? Is he the prince of the Erastate?”
Seba glanced at Max. He nodded encouragingly at her, and 

she nodded to Cezon in turn.
“He told her to say yes,” Blackwater tittered. “I seen it! He 

told her!”
“Why would he tell her to say yes if he wasn’t the real 

prince?” asked Endred. “We’d take them to the authorities  
and he’d be punished even worse for the added crime of  
impersonating royalty.”

This question stumped Blackwater, who screwed up his 
face as if it were causing him pain to think. “Maybe she en’t the 
real princess,” he said. “Maybe they’re in cahoots.”

“‘Course she’s the real princess, look at her bleedin’ nose,” 
snapped Cezon. He was now pacing in a circle, drumming his 
fingers on his chin. He paused to flip up his eyepatch and squint 
appraisingly at Max.

“Alright. I can believe it. You are the prince. So I know what 
we gotta do.”

“I should hope so,” said Max.
“We’ll ransom you,” Cezon cried jubilantly.
“Cezon, you can’t—”
“Not a real ransom, mind,” Cezon added, speaking over 

Endred’s protest. “We’ll escort him to the palace. Windscoure’ll 
be so happy to get his son and his son’s betrothed that he’ll  
have no choice but to reward us for our great service to the 
kingdom.”

“I don’t think it’ll work like that—”
“Plus, we know Windscoure wants the Dragon Speaker  

no matter what else happens,” Cezon plowed on, ignoring  
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Endred. “And if we can get her to cough up information about 
the dragon, just imagine how much that’ll be worth!”

Keriya glowered at Cezon. Even if he kept her poisoned 
with evasdrin, even if he starved and beat and tortured her, she 
would never reveal Thorion’s whereabouts.

Not that I know where he is, she thought. She prayed that 
wherever he’d ended up, he was safe. She prayed he was work-
ing on a cure.

If there was a cure at all.
“It ain’t a good idea,” said Endred, folding his arms over 

his wide chest.
“Let’s vote. How many think we oughta take ’em to  

Windscoure?” Cezon put his hand up and Iako mimicked him 
at once. Endred rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“It’ll backfire on you,” he warned.
“I think not.” Cezon rubbed his hands together and stared 

around at his captives. “I think these young felons are about to 
make us all very, very rich!”
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Prisoners though they were, it seemed the men were convinced 
of Max and Seba’s credentials enough to treat them well—or at 
least, slightly better.

“Your belongings,” said Cezon, leading them to a pile of 
items on a burlap sack. “Take what’s yours and be done with 
it.”

It was obvious that Cezon’s crew had also raided the other 
patrolmen. The pile contained their crossbows and weapons, 
along with seven black hand mirrors, Max’s amulet and rings, 
and the packet of laesabrel. Keriya stuffed that into an inside 
pocket of her cloak. If she kept getting poisoned and shot at—
which, in her experience, was quite likely—the healing buds 
would prove useful.

“Things are missing,” said Max. “Where’s my sword and 
Seba’s knives?”

“Confiscated,” Cezon said snippily. “And you ain’t gettin’ 
them back.”

There were only three horses between the six of them, one 
of whom was Winni, Cezon’s old sorrel mare. Endred offered 
his steed to Seba, who, despite her subdued demeanor, accepted 
without a word of thanks. No doubt she expected such 
treatment, even in the most dire circumstances. After Endred 
pointedly cleared his throat, Iako slouched away from his 
horse, a sorry-looking gelding with patches of fur missing from 
his flanks, and offered the reins to Keriya.

“Everyone has a price.”
~ Livira Norestym, Fourth Age

chapter twenty-nine

The Apothecary



DRAGON CHILD

2591    2

“Not her, dolt,” Cezon snapped, intercepting the reins. He 
gave Max an insincere bow. “Royalty first.”

“Let Keriya ride,” said Max, straightening from the loot pile 
as he tucked the last of his things into his satchel.

“I don’t know how,” she muttered. “I’m fine on foot.”
So it was that they set out, a hodgepodge caravan travers-

ing the northern plains of the Erastate. The royals’ handcuffs 
were secured to the pommels of their saddles, which prevented 
them from having too much control over their mounts. Cezon  
led them south, and soon they came to a wide road. Keriya  
recognized a stone outpost that marked it as one of the Imperial 
highways.

Cezon noticed how nervously she eyed the path. “Don’t get 
your knickers in a knot. We ain’t lettin’ you anywhere near the 
Imperials. Your bounty is mine, ’specially since you cheated me 
out of my payment back in Noryk. I ain’t forgotten that.”

“I didn’t cheat you out of anything,” Keriya growled. “You 
brought us in because you thought we might be worth some 
money. It’s your own fault you were stupid enough to get 
caught.”

Endred, who was leading Seba’s horse on foot, stifled a 
chuckle.

“Obviously I wasn’t stupid, ’cause I was right,” Cezon 
shot back. He leaned down from his saddle to fix her with a  
calculating glare. “The government had some use for you after 
all, didn’t they? Pretty keen to get you back now, ain’t they? 
If you ain’t Moorfainian, how come you been consortin’ with 
dragons and demons and whatnot?”

Keriya didn’t deign to respond to this.
“Whatever happened to those pals of yours?” he went on. 

Maybe it was a trick of the weak winter light, but she could 
have sworn Cezon’s expression softened. “Fletcher and the 
good-looking one. They manage to make it out of your mess 
alive?”

“Why do you care?” She tried to keep the quaver out of her 
voice, because the truth was she didn’t know if they were alive. 
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If there were wanted posters for them circulating throughout 
Allentria, they probably hadn’t lasted very long in Noryk.

Cezon straightened and hitched his rough attitude back in 
place. “I don’t. I mostly care about where you sent your dragon. 
Nobody’s specified a price for him, but I can only imagine what 
he’s worth.”

“You’ll never get your hands on him. Nor is this the first 
time you’ve tried to sell him, from what I hear. You do realize 
that if anything happens to Thorion, you’re basically paving the 
way for Necrovar to take over Allentria?”

Cezon’s features clouded and a subtle shiver passed 
through him. “I heard rumors and rumors about that, Soulstar.  
First I heard you killed the Shadow, then I heard you was 
workin’ with him.” His blue eye glinted with judgement. “So, 
which is it?”

“There is nothing in this world that would make us work 
for Necrovar. Which is more than I can say for you!”

“She’s got you there, Cez,” said Endred. Cezon huffed 
and booted Winni forward, leaving Keriya to stew in her dark 
thoughts alone.

They descended into the gully of a meandering stream. Its 
banks were crusted with ice, but water trickled slowly in its 
deepest parts. Cezon called a halt to let the horses drink and to 
offer his prisoners food. Keriya accepted a loaf of bread and tore 
into it ravenously. It was only when a bitter aftertaste kicked 
in that she realized the meal had been laced with evasdrin. She 
wanted to warn Max not to eat, but it was too late. He’d finished 
his rations, and by the look on his face she could tell he’d also 
figured out what Cezon had done.

The wild countryside turned into slightly-less-wild farm-
lands as twilight descended. They continued along the stream, 
which cut through cultivated fields until finally they came to 
an arched wooden bridge. They’d met the highway again, and 
beyond it lay a town at the edge of a forest.

“Right,” said Cezon. He brought his horse around to  
address the troupe. “Since we are in the presence of nobility, 
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we’ll be offering you proper lodgings out of the goodness of our 
hearts. But you’ll be sorry if you try any funny business. You 
know the rules,” he said to Keriya. “No talkin’ to anyone, no 
lookin’ at anyone. You so much as breathe the wrong way and 
you’ll get worse than evasdrin.”

“Pardon, Miss Soulstar,” said a low voice. She jumped and 
turned to see Endred towering behind her. He held out a black 
veil—it was one of the face masks the riders had worn. “I’ll have 
to ask you to cover up. You’re a tad too recognizable.”

Keriya glanced past Endred to see that Seba had already 
donned a veil, hiding her distinctive nose and hair. Shrugging, 
she accepted the cloth without complaint.

Once she was hidden, they entered the town. Although, 
Keriya thought as she took in their surroundings, this was  
hardly a town—it was just a cluster of ramshackle buildings 
tossed together without thought or organization. Fires shivered  
behind the dirty glass panes of street lamps, casting deep  
shadows across muddy ruts in the road. The place had a most 
unsavory feel to it; everyone they passed wore dark cloaks and 
carried at least two weapons.

They wound their way through the streets until they 
stopped in front of an inn. Cezon dismounted and tossed his 
reins to Iako. “You stable the horses. I’ll go in and pay.” His 
mouth twisted around the last word. “Endred, get our esteemed 
guests something to eat.”

Endred released Seba from her shackles and helped her off 
her horse before moving to assist Max. “I ain’t got much derlei 
at the moment,” he told them. “Not wise to carry valuables in a 
place like this.”

Max nodded and tucked his amulet beneath his shirt. Seba 
fidgeted and shrank in upon herself even more.

Endred escorted them to a nearby tavern and held the door 
open for them. Inside it was warm but dingy, lit by two crackling 
fires in hearths at opposite ends of the common room. Wooden 
pillars stretched between the warped floorboards and sagging 
ceiling. The place was mostly empty except for the shadowed 
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corners, where dark-clothed figures nursed their drinks around 
log tables.

“Sit,” Endred encouraged them. “Rest while you can. I’ll 
order something.” He walked away, approaching a bar at the 
back of the room.

Though she knew she was better off sticking with the large 
and imposing Endred in a town like this, Keriya looked around 
for escape routes. There were two doors besides the entrance—
one beyond the bar that led to the kitchens, and an archway 
that led to the shop next door. Through it, Keriya glimpsed the 
unmistakable shapes of books stacked on shelves.

“What are you doing?” Max hissed as she turned toward 
the bookshop.

“I’m not running away. I just want to look.” It had been 
ages since she’d held a book. She knew she wouldn’t be able to 
read them; she just wanted to be around them, to open one and 
smell the comforting aroma of old parchment once more.

“You’ll draw attention and get us in trouble,” Seba said in 
a harsh whisper.

Keriya ignored her and approached the door. Out of the 
corner of her eye she saw Max start to follow, but Seba laid a 
hand on his arm to stop him.

“If she wants to get herself killed, let her go. Don’t leave me 
alone with these vagrants.”

Scowling, Keriya ducked into the store. It wasn’t a book-
shop, though the far wall was stacked with dusty tomes—if 
anything, it seemed to be a pharmacy. Potion bottles lined the 
shelves to her left, and two round tables were stacked with  
displays of dried herbs and fungi, grimy gemstones that  
glittered in the light of a lone firelamp stand, and vials filled 
with multicolored pellets.

She went to the books and rifled through them. As she had 
suspected, there were none written in runes she could read, 
but she did feel better after cracking open one particularly  
ancient-looking tome and finding an inked picture of a dragon. 

She turned with the book still in hand and gasped. A 
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hunchbacked man stood behind her, much too close for  
comfort.

“I am the apothecary. May I help you find something?” His 
voice was breathy and dry, like the sound of a weathered page 
turning. He was wrinkled and mostly bald, with a few wisps 
of white hair poking out above the collar of his black robe. One 
of his rheumy gray eyes was turned sideways. It made Keriya 
conscious of her own eyes, which she quickly cast down at the 
floor. She hoped it was dark enough that he hadn’t noticed their 
color.

“N-no thank you,” she stammered. “I was just looking—”
“Very discerning taste you have,” he said, gesturing at the 

book she held.  “A rare volume containing the most famous 
prophecies of past ages. A wonderful bargain at eighty gold 
derlei.”

“I have no money,” she told him. The apothecary smiled, 
revealing gaps in his teeth.

“That’s what they all say.” He shuffled to the nearest  
table and began picking through the items. “Perhaps I can  
interest you in a pylactria?” He held up a gemstone attached 
to a leather cord. “Or maybe an amalettys? I see rare beauty 
behind that veil of yours. You never know when you may have 
need of a well-enchanted amalettys.”

“No,” Keriya said more firmly. “My friends are waiting for 
me, I should go—”

“A potion, something to aid you on your travels.” He swept 
to the bottle-lined shelves near the door. “Poisons for people 
who find themselves in dangerous places. Antidotes for people 
who find themselves in even more dangerous places. Potions 
for love—not that you need it, young and fresh as you are— 
potions for truth-telling, potions for healing . . .”

He trailed off. Perhaps he’d caught the glimmer of interest 
that had crossed the visible part of her face. For someone who 
appeared half-blind, he was quite perceptive.

The apothecary scuttled behind his counter, rifling through 
hidden drawers. He returned with a crystal flask clutched in his 
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hands.
“The rarest potion I have to offer,” he whispered. “Laced 

with many potent ingredients, but also with threads of  
lifemagic. Enchanted with a spell to identify any impurity in 
the body—any poison in the world, any wound of flesh and 
blood—and counteract the adverse effects. It will even save a 
man one breath away from dying.”

Keriya stared at the flask. When the royals had discussed 
cures for Thorion, they’d thrown out the idea of lifemagic  
early on. Still, she’d committed herself to following every lead, 
no matter how far-fetched. Everything she’d learned from  
Erasmus had centered around earthmagic—the Aerians had 
never conceived of a world beyond their mountains where  
other powers might dwell, so she was out of her depth here. 
What if she walked away from something that could actually 
help?

“How much is it?” she asked.
“Says the girl with no money.” Keriya’s shoulders slumped 

in defeat, and the apothecary’s smile turned into a leer. 
“Don’t fret—a pretty lady always has something of value  

to barter.” He reached out with his free hand and drew his  
finger down her veiled cheek. Shocked, Keriya backed away 
from him.

“I know who you are,” he hissed, and a pang of alarm shot 
through her. It had been stupid to come in here just to look at 
some old books. She’d put everyone in danger again.

“I need to go—” She tried to side-step the apothecary, but 
he blocked her path.

“A young girl in distress, alone and desperate, on a quest 
to save someone she loves,” he went on. “A girl such as this is 
brave enough to do whatever she must to succeed. A girl such 
as this fears nothing except failure.”

He reached for her again, and this time she was frozen by 
his words, unable to shy away as he laid a hand upon her arm. 

“I know men who would pay for you,” he breathed.  
Keriya frowned; from what she knew of the way money worked, 
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people rarely paid for anything without expecting something in 
return. “So innocent, so humble. Men would shower you with 
derlei, a pretty thing like you.”

“There a problem here?”
The apothecary let go of Keriya as if he’d been stung.  

Endred’s vast shape was filling the archway behind them,  
silhouetted by the tavern’s firelight. Max stood beside him.

“I think you’ve browsed the merchandise long enough, 
Keriya,” the prince said quietly. Keriya ducked around the 
apothecary. Max went to meet her and put an arm around her, 
shielding her from the old man’s lopsided gaze.

“She was interested in some of my fine potions,” said the 
apothecary.

“We have no money,” Endred growled. He stepped aside 
so Max could usher Keriya back into the tavern, which now 
seemed bright compared to the gloom of the pharmacy.

“That’s what they all say,” Keriya heard the apothecary 
wheeze.

It was only after they had settled down, and Max and  
Endred had both scolded her thoroughly, that Keriya realized  
she was still clutching the ancient book. She briefly considered  
returning it to the apothecary . . . but when they finished 
their stew, she walked out of the tavern with the book tucked  
beneath the folds of her cloak, hidden from anyone who might 
be looking for it.
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Roxanne and Effrax descended into the valley at dawn, zig-
zagging around sagebrush and rotund cactus plants. Effrax 
claimed that many Fironians made a pilgrimage to the Valaani 
Temple, and the little settlement was a popular crossroads 
for travelers of all sorts—but it didn’t look popular now. The 
streets were barren and deserted. What Roxanne had mistaken 
for merry lights last night were revealed to be watchfires. The 
men who stood by the flames and patrolled the houses were 
unmistakably military in nature.

“Guess we should go around,” Effrax muttered, eyeing the 
guards clustered at the nearest fire. They veered right to skirt 
the edge of the village. The men glowered at them in suspicion, 
but none moved to follow.

They spotted the main road when they were halfway 
around the town. The trailhead was marked by a wooden cross 
nearly three heights tall. It was holding up a sorry scarecrow 
that had seen better days.

Effrax froze when he saw the cross. He took Roxanne’s arm 
and steered her further south.

“What’s wrong now?” she asked.
Effrax didn’t answer. When she tried to peer past him to 

inspect the cross, he said sharply, “Don’t look at it.”
Roxanne scowled. As they drew level with the trail 

marker, she squinted up at the scarecrow. It was then that she 
saw the thing attached to the crossbar wasn’t a scarecrow at all. 

“We fear what we do not understand.”
~ Keleth Stellarion, Seventh Age

The Monastery
chapter thirty
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It was a body . . . a body that had been burnt and strung up.
She reeled and stumbled. Effrax was still holding her arm, 

and he steadied her again. “I told you not to look.”
“Why?” she breathed, the only word she could manage.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve been away for a long 

time. I guess things are worse than I imagined. It’s doubly  
bad because people used to come to the monastery seeking 
sanctuary. The Valaani monks would always take them in, no 
matter what. This was once a place of refuge.”

Roxanne stared down at her feet, willing herself not to 
cry. The Fironem was suffering, indeed. Would it have made a  
difference if Keriya and Thorion had come here? Would the 
corpse on the cross be living and breathing still if they’d kept 
their promise to Effrax?

No, she thought. It’s no one’s fault but Necrovar’s. He’s the one 
who started this war. He’s the one who’s destroying Allentria.

That sentiment had once, briefly, seemed irrefutable fact; 
yet she couldn’t help but think that the Shadow hadn’t built that 
cross or burned that body.

They angled north again and joined the path that led to the 
monastery. Another guarded watchfire flickered at the base of 
the foothills, but they passed without harm into steeper terrain. 
The path turned into a staircase hewn out of the red stone of the 
mountain. It followed the shape of the land, snaking up to end 
high above at the house of worship.

Roxanne and Effrax rounded a clump of boulders to find 
their way blocked by three Fironians wearing heavy black coats 
and carrying swordstaffs.

“What brings you here?” said the lead soldier. He had 
gleaming, reddish-brown eyes that seemed overly bright in 
contrast to his dark skin and beard.

“We’re traveling to the monastery,” said Effrax. “We wish 
to pay our respects to Valaan.”

The soldier didn’t acknowledge Effrax’s words; he was 
staring at Roxanne. She did her best not to squirm under his 
gaze. Was it possible he recognized her from a wanted poster?
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“We’ve come a long way, sir,” Effrax prompted after a few 
uncomfortable moments. “Are we free to pass?”

“Certainly. Just prove your citizenship, and you can be on 
your way.”

Roxanne was reminded of when she’d first come to  
Allentria and Cezon had warned her she was at risk of being  
deported if she didn’t have proper papers. When she’d met 
Lady Aldelphia, the empress had given her a signed letter  
detailing her mission, which would prove that she was allowed 
to be here. The problem was, she had lost it in the rainforest 
during the fight with Necrovar’s shadowmen.

“Ah . . . unfortunately, our papers were stolen. We ran into 
trouble on the road—bandits east of Araxel,” Effrax said with 
an apologetic smile.

The soldier shrugged. “Not to worry. A wielding test will 
be sufficient.”

Effrax opened his mouth, then closed it again. Roxanne 
could almost hear the wheels turning in his head.

“Does one have to be an expert wielder to visit the Valaani 
Temple, now?” he inquired in an offhand tone.

“I don’t know so much about expert. But we can’t have 
shifters crawling all over our kingdom to gather information, 
can we?”

“Shifters?” Effrax repeated, frowning. “You think we came 
in illegally? Do we sound foreign?”

“I’m not talking about overseas migrants,” the soldier 
snapped, all trace of geniality gone in the blink of an eye. “I’m 
talking about mud-flingers. Any outlanders, really, but neither 
of you look like air or water wielders. We want to make sure 
you’re Fironian. Then you’ll be free to pass.”

Roxanne’s stomach plummeted. Would they simply turn 
her away, or would her earthmagic land her in deeper trouble? 

Meanwhile, Effrax’s face was a perfect mask as he raised 
both hands and ignited a small flame between them. It wasn’t an  
impressive display, but she guessed he was trying to hide the 
extent of his power from the men.
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“There,” he said. “Happy?”
“Her next.” The bright-eyed soldier leered at Roxanne. He 

was probably used to people being unnerved by his appearance, 
but she’d grown accustomed to gazes much more intimidating 
than his—he was nothing compared to Tanthflame or Keriya. 
She felt her hands curl into fists. If they wanted to see her wield, 
they’d get to see her wield . . . and they’d be sorry for it.

“Of course,” Effrax said quickly. “My cousin’s a Tier Four 
wielder, so she can’t create her own fire, but she can manage 
simple manipulation spells. Go on, Nezara,” he added, smiling 
pointedly at Roxanne. “Hands up, like we’ve been practicing. 
Show the nice men what you can do.”

Fear fluttered in her gut, but Roxanne reluctantly  
unclenched her fists and raised her arms before her, palms  
face-up. On cue, Effrax’s fire wafted through the air toward her. 
She barely avoided flinching as the tongue of flame reached 
her outstretched hands and began weaving around her fingers. 
Though most of the heat rose away from her, her exposed skin 
prickled unpleasantly. She forced herself to look right at the 
lead soldier.

“That’s the best I’ve got,” she told him.
“Very good.” The man reached down to his belt and  

withdrew a small flask. “Now, let’s see you do it after your 
cousin has had a little drink.”

Effrax frowned. “We haven’t caused you any trouble. 
We’re law-abiding citizens. You said once we proved our  
wielding we’d be free to pass.”

“You got something to hide?” asked the man. “It’s just  
water with a bit of evasdrin.”

“Why does it matter what I wield?” Roxanne blurted out. 
The soldier took a menacing step forward.

“Because,” he hissed, “now the other states have shown 
their true colors. They closed their borders on us. They cut us off 
when we were suffering the most, but they thought they could 
keep an eye on us with their network of spies. And if you took 
the road from Araxel, you’ve already seen what we do to filthy 
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shifter spies.” He pointed downhill in the direction of the cross.
In a flash, Roxanne reached for her magic. She mentally 

grabbed a handful of earth-threads from her source and chan-
neled them into the ground beneath the Fironians, feeding  
energy into the reddish dirt.

At the touch of her mind, the ground erupted upwards, 
spraying the guards with gravel and dirt and knocking them 
clean off their feet. Roxanne grabbed Effrax and pulled him up 
the steps past the site of her explosion. If they could reach the 
monastery, they could ask the monks for sanctuary.

Shouts behind her told her the men had recovered  
themselves. She felt heat blister her back and knew they were 
wielding against her. Effrax turned and wielded a spell to divert 
the flames licking at their heels. Roxanne sank more threads 
into the stairs and raised a wall of solid rock, blocking the  
soldiers’ path.

She and Effrax skidded on patches of dusty scree as  
they careened upwards. Roxanne’s undernourished muscles 
screamed in protest as she fled up the stone steps two at a  
time. She didn’t look back to see what had become of their  
pursuers, but she wielded again to shake some nearby boulders  
loose from the slope. They tumbled downhill, gathering more 
unstable rocks as they went. She was sure that would be a  
sufficient distraction.

But she was wrong. A molten fireball, monstrous and  
boiling hot, suddenly shot past her. She fell sideways, bringing 
Effrax with her, as the flaming sphere hit the ground and sent 
out a shockwave of sparks that tore through her clothes. She 
cried out and beat at a fire that had ignited upon her sleeve.

“Get up,” she wheezed, turning to Effrax. He lay curled on 
his side, clutching his thigh where the necromagical spear had 
once pierced him. She reached for his arm but he flinched away, 
shaking his head.

“You go on,” he told her through clenched teeth.
“And do what?” she demanded. “Summon a god by  

myself?”
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“That was always the plan.”
“We stick together,” she declared. With that, she placed her 

hands on the ground and threaded countless strands of energy 
into the earth. A resounding crack echoed through the hills and a  
fissure opened around her and Effrax. She focused her intent, 
and the chunk of the mountainside upon which they lay rose 
into the air.

“Hold onto something,” Roxanne advised. She raised her 
fists and the stone saucer shot upwards, hovering a few hands 
above the ground as it zoomed toward the monastery.

Effrax grabbed one of her arms and set his sights on the 
soldiers. He shot a stream of fire downhill and diverted another 
fireball, which careened to the side and exploded in a cloud of 
flames. Heat rolled over Roxanne, making her eyes water. They 
were nearly there. Just a few more heights—

“Incoming,” yelled Effrax. He wielded to divert a third  
fireball, but this one was larger and more powerful. It hit the tail 
end of Roxanne’s moving earth chunk, sending the rock—and 
both its riders—flying. Roxanne pitched forward and slammed 
into the hill. She was knocked senseless for a moment and  
everything went black.

She came to when she heard the shouts of her enemies 
growing nearer. Gazing around, she saw they’d reached level 
ground. Before them lay massive flagstone steps leading to the 
cloisters. Yew trees and flowering cacti surrounded the monas-
tery’s entryway. Through the colonnade, Roxanne could see a 
few red-robed Valaani monks. All the men had stopped what 
they were doing and were staring in horror at the wreckage  
surrounding her and Effrax.

“Sanctuary,” she cried on instinct, reaching for the nearest 
monk, a frail old man with a shaved head. The word seemed 
to jolt some sense into him—this was something he knew. He 
scuttled toward her, holding out both his gnarled hands, and 
helped her up.

“My friend needs medical attention and I need to see  
Valaan,” she panted. “Where’s the temple?”
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The poor monk looked nonplused. With an impatient 
growl, Roxanne took his hands and transferred them over to 
Effrax.

“Help him,” she implored the man, then she darted up  
the steps. “Which way is the temple?” she cried to the  
surrounding monks. A couple of them, who were staring at her 
in slack-jawed shock, pointed the way.

“Sanctuary,” she gasped by way of explanation, as she 
rounded a bend and ran into a flock of holy men. As her gaze 
left the monks, she spotted it: two gilded doors stood at the 
end of the cloisters, each set with heavy black ring handles and 
stamped with a carved emblem of what appeared to be a bird 
on fire. This had to be the temple.

She heard angry shouts coming from the monastery’s  
entrance. Perhaps the monks couldn’t do anything to keep the 
soldiers out. Perhaps they wouldn’t want to, after her terrifying 
entrance.

Roxanne raced past the monks and wrenched the doors 
open. The rectangular room within was drafty but warm—its 
wide windows were open to the outside world, but strong fires 
burned in golden pans that hung from the ceiling on chains. At 
the head of the room stood an altar on a raised dais. Two more 
pan-fires burned on either side of it, and behind it was a grand 
statue of what had to be Valaan. His sculptor had been skilled, 
for the marble fire of his wings seemed to dance before her eyes.

She was sure the statue was only a representation of the 
guardian of the Fironem, but with no other ideas on how to 
summon the phoenix-god, she approached it. She stared into 
the fierce and elegant face, gathering the last of her strength.

Valaan, she thought, sending out her thoughts as forcefully 
as she could, you don’t know me and you don’t owe me anything, 
but I need your help. I’m here on behalf of Thorion Sveltorious, the last 
living dragon in the world. Necrovar infected him with darksalm, and 
my friends and I are trying to find a cure. I know gods can’t meddle in 
mortal affairs, but we have no one else to turn to. If you’re listening, 
please come.
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She was so engrossed in her telepathic communication that 
she didn’t hear the heavy footfalls behind her until it was too 
late. Strong hands latched onto her and forced her to her knees. 
The soldiers had caught up.

“—filthy mud-flingers who sneak in to spy on us and  
report back to their home state!” one of the men was saying, 
explaining her appearance to a nearby monk who was wringing 
his hands.

“But there’s no need for violence,” the monk protested. 
“Not in a place of worship.” Roxanne squinted at him. He 
looked oddly familiar.

“We’ve been authorized to handle all outsiders with  
deadly force,” the bright-eyed soldier said in a loud, obnoxious 
voice. “The Galantasa was keeping the dragon to use against 
us, and now Windscoure is training his soldiers to combat fire 
wielders. Who knows what the Smarlindians are plotting?”

“This young lady has claimed sanctuary,” said the monk, 
pointing at Roxanne.

“She’s an enemy! Enemies don’t deserve sanctuary.”
The hands upon Roxanne tightened, and she hung her 

head. She’d come all this way for nothing. Another hope had 
been snuffed out, like a dying candle drowning in a puddle of 
its own wax.

The men were yelling. Her head was reeling. In her panic 
and despair, everything seemed to be growing brighter.

No . . . everything was growing brighter. Light filtered 
through the windows to her right, spilling in from some  
unknown source. The shouting died. The room grew still as 
monks and soldiers alike turned to observe the phenomenon. 
What was it? Another fireball? Light from the torches of an  
angry mob?

Roxanne had prepared herself for the worst, so she was 
completely taken aback when a shimmering phoenix glided 
into the temple and perched atop the altar.
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Roxanne was aware of goings on behind her—gasps of shock 
and cries of reverence—but she had eyes only for the glorious 
beast. He wasn’t made of fire, as she’d imagined he would be; 
rather, each of his feathers looked like a flame that had been 
frozen in time. Brilliant veins of red, orange, and gold ran 
together in his plumage. A crest of feathers stuck out at the back 
of his head like a crown that had been tipped askew, and his 
long tail swayed like a reed in the wind.

Are you Valaan? she asked. Whoever had been holding her 
had let go, and she slowly approached the altar.

No, he replied, turning his head to examine her with one 
sharp, black eye.

No? Roxanne stopped mid-step, frowning at the bird. Not 
that I’m not pleased to meet you, but I was looking for—

Even if Valaan could appear to mortals such as yourself, now he 
would not be able to. Like the unicorn, this creature’s mindvoice 
was refined and distinct, and it almost seemed as though she 
were hearing human words.

“Roxanne?”
She pulled herself from her silent conversation and turned. 

The monks had all knelt to the ground. The soldiers had backed 
away. Effrax had appeared in the doorway, and he was gaping 
at the bird.

“It’s not Valaan,” she told him in a hollow voice.
“I know,” he whispered. “It’s G’shídrian.”

“It does not do to underestimate simplicity.”
~ Elven Proverb

The Phoenix Lord
chapter thirty-one
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“Who?”
“G’shídrian de-Tagri’thai, Heart of the Flame’shikrim,”  

explained the monk who Roxanne thought she recognized. His 
voice was breathy and his hands shook as he dry-washed them. 
“The phoenix representative in the Council of Nine.”

Roxanne’s eyes widened. She hadn’t known the Allentrian 
government included animals in its deliberations.

You’re in the Council? she asked G’shídrian. You work with 
the empire?

The Flame’shikrim are one of the nine wielding races of  
Allentria, so I speak for them in Noryk. Not only for them, but for all 
the Kingdom.

From the context of his thoughts, Roxanne gathered he was 
referring to the entire animal kingdom.

“Why is he here?” the nervous monk continued.
“I summoned him,” she admitted. “I was trying to contact 

Valaan and he just showed up.”
“She’s a liar,” spat the bright-eyed soldier. “She’s not even 

Fironian, she’s an earth wielder. There’s no way she could have 
summoned a phoenix. Brother Azrin, let us take her away and 
we’ll deal with her.”

“Oh dear,” said Brother Azrin. As soon as Roxanne heard 
the name, it jogged her memory—she had met him in Noryk. 
He was one of the lunatics who’d tried to get Keriya to summon 
Thorion for the empress. Though he was obviously of some  
importance, he didn’t look very effectual. Roxanne wasn’t about 
to leave her fate in his hands.

“A liar, am I? Phoenix, come to me,” she cried, aloud 
and telepathically, pressing her will upon G’shídrian and  
urging him to fly to her shoulder. But long moments passed, 
and G’shídrian remained where he was.

Come to me, she repeated, now with a tinge of desperation in 
her thoughts. She even held her arm up, inviting him to perch 
on it. He was big, but all birds were lighter than they looked.

I am not a tool for your use, thought G’shídrian. I am not  
a slave to be commanded by mortals. I am the Heart of the  



ELANA A. MUGDAN

2761    2

Flame’shikrim, and we are a free people.
I’m sorry, Roxanne thought quickly. I didn’t mean to offend 

you, but if you don’t help, these men will arrest me.
What do I care for petty human squabbles? he asked, ruffling 

his feathers.
You cared enough to show up, she shot back. You must have 

heard me. Necrovar has infected the last living dragon with darksalm, 
and I’m here to find a cure. This isn’t a human problem, it affects the 
whole world! If they kill me, I won’t be able to summon Valaan.

And I tell you again that Valaan cannot help; for he, too, is now 
shadowed.

Brother Azrin and the soldier had continued to argue 
during her exchange with G’shídrian. She’d been trying to 
block out their voices so she could concentrate on the phoenix, 
but when a hand clamped down on her shoulder once more she 
was forced to pay attention.

“You’re coming with me,” hissed the bright-eyed man.
“Let go,” Roxanne grated, trying to pull away from him. 

He backhanded her across the face and she reeled from the hit.
Suddenly there was a piercing cry, a long note that rang 

in her ears. With a flurry of golden sparks, G’shídrian took 
off from the altar and swooped toward the soldier. The hor-
rible man cried out and scampered away, raising his hands 
as the phoenix beat his wings to hover protectively in front of  
Roxanne. Live flames flickered around the edges of his feathers, 
indicating that he was wielding.

The soldier recovered himself and an angry blaze flared 
to life before him. Roxanne scrambled back up to stand beside 
G’shídrian and clenched her fists, reaching for her magic.

“You will not fight in the Valaani Temple,” Brother Azrin 
declared, throwing himself between Roxanne and the soldier. 
“This is a holy place, a place of sanctuary. And even if you don’t 
respect that, Master Lavaneyr, Lord G’shídrian has blessed this 
young woman with his presence and protection. You will leave 
and take your men with you.”

“What?” Lavaneyr gaped at Azrin. “But—she’s a spy!”
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“I won’t hear another word against her,” the monk stated 
in his shaky voice. “Out, and take your instruments of war with 
you.” He cast a disapproving scowl at the soldiers’ swordstaffs.

Though Lavaneyr was reluctant to go, he wasn’t about to 
disobey the wishes of the holy men. He dropped his threads, 
allowing his spell to die away, and a pair of monks shooed him 
and his soldiers out of the temple. As Lavaneyr passed through 
the gilded doors, he pointed at Roxanne.

“You can’t stay here forever, pretty. You’ll have to leave 
sometime. And when you do, you’ll get what’s coming to you.” 
Lavaneyr transferred his glare to Effrax. “If you’re helping 
shifters and spies, you’re no better than the mud-flinger. You’ll 
share her fate.”

“I’m shaking in my boots,” Effrax drawled before the 
monks pulled the doors shut behind Lavaneyr.

Thank you, Roxanne thought to G’shídrian. She offered him 
her arm again as a courtesy, and this time he accepted. His halo 
of fire flickered out as he settled on her shoulder, a warm and 
reassuring weight.

“My lady,” said Brother Azrin, “I don’t know if you  
remember me, but—”

“I do,” she interrupted. “You were there in the Vale Room 
with Keriya.”

“I have heard many things,” said Azrin. “Many terrible 
things about her and Lord Thorion, not to mention the other 
members of your group.” His eyes darted between Roxanne 
and Effrax, who limped over to join them.

“Then why did you save us?” asked Roxanne.
“You claimed sanctuary,” he replied. “And even if I  

believed half the things I heard, I would have taken Lord 
G’shídrian’s presence as a sign. He would never have protected 
one who wasn’t pure of heart.”

Roxanne glanced sideways at the great bird on her  
shoulder.

“Besides, I am not so foolish as to have forgotten who the 
true enemy is,” Azrin continued. “The Fironem was suffering 
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long before Lord Thorion returned to Allentria. In the same way 
that the dragon has been forced to commit unspeakable acts, so 
too have many of our people. These are dark times, my lady. I 
fear Valaan cannot protect us from the Shadow’s influence any 
longer.”

“G’shídrian said Valaan was shadowed,” said Roxanne. 
“Does that mean what I think it means?”

Azrin’s eyes went wide. He made a strange gesture and 
muttered a prayer to all the guardians of Allentria.

“But . . . Valaan is a god,” said Roxanne in disbelief. “How 
could Necrovar have gotten a hold on his soul?”

“He won’t be the first god the Shadow has destroyed,”  
Effrax murmured. His face looked ashen beneath the grime that 
had accumulated there during the battle. “Necrovar murdered 
Gravien and Zeos during the Great War and stole their powers. 
If he has a hold on Valaan, that explains why the Fironem is 
weakening. It also means my father is in danger.”

Roxanne furrowed her brow. “Your father?”
“King Embersnag,” he replied heavily.
It came as little shock to hear that Effrax was the son of the 

Fironian king; she’d been able to piece the clues together over 
the past few months.

“Why’s he in danger?”
“Just as each god is connected to the magicthreads in his 

or her state, so are the human rulers,” said Azrin. “When King 
Embersnag was crowned, his soul was bound to the threads of 
the Fironem—thus, his fate is linked to the fate of his kingdom.”

Effrax scrubbed a hand through his messy hair. “This 
is what I wanted to avoid. I had hoped that Thorion . . .” He 
sighed. “I need to return to my home. Roxanne, forgive me—I 
don’t want to leave you, but I can’t wait here for the others to 
arrive.”

“I’ll go with you.”
Effrax shook his head. “This is the one place where we all 

knew we were going to end up. You have to stay, otherwise 
your friends will never find you again.”
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“You’re forgetting what I can do,” she replied, not un- 
kindly. “My animals can find them and let them know we’re 
going to see the king.”

“How will your animals deliver the message to humans 
who can’t mindspeak?”

“We can write letters.”
“And what would happen if our letters get intercepted?” 

asked Effrax. “Everyone in Allentria is looking for us. You’d 
point our enemies right to my father’s palace.”

“Then we’ll write in code,” Roxanne snapped, fed up with 
his arguing. “Look, this isn’t up for debate. We aren’t splitting 
up, and even if we did, what good would it be for the others to 
come here? Valaan can’t help us. The only thing Keriya can do 
is what Shivnath wanted: she has to find Necrovar and kill him 
herself. I think that’s the only way this will end.”

“Oh my,” Brother Azrin said faintly, fanning himself with 
one hand.

“It will be too dangerous for you in the south,” said Effrax.
Roxanne laughed. “By my count, you’d be dead four times 

over since leaving Noryk if I hadn’t been there to save your 
neck. You need me.”

She had fully expected him to keep arguing. Instead he 
closed his eyes and allowed himself a small smile. “That I do,” 
he whispered.

“I could travel with you,” Azrin put in. “Though the Firo-
nem is ravaged by chaos and fear, none of our countrymen 
would dare accost a holy man. My presence may provide  
protection.”

“I think you overestimate our countrymen,” Effrax said 
dryly, “but we thank you for the offer. I would be glad of more 
company at this point.”

If you need additional support, thought G’shídrian, startling 
Roxanne with his unexpected intrusion in her head, my people 
can find ways to help.

You would do that? she asked, staring at him in confusion. 
She hadn’t thought he could understand Allentrian, but it 
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seemed he’d been following their entire spoken conversation. 
Why do you care what happens to us? We’re human.

I do not hate humans; I merely resent human arrogance, he  
thought. And I care what happens to my Kingdom. If you are fighting 
the Shadow, then I will do what I can to fight with you. Kill him before 
he kills Valaan, he added, clicking his beak in emphasis. Valaan is 
the lord of our light and guardian of our magic. If he should fall, I fear 
the rest of Allentria will not be far behind.

Despite his ominous words, the future suddenly seemed 
less dark to Roxanne, as if G’shídrian had banished the  
gathering shadows with his shining presence. She bowed her 
head to him in thanks.

Then I am in your debt, she thought.

In the end they settled on sending two zarptas, the fastest birds 
in the Fironem, with messages to Keriya and Fletcher. 

G’shídrian had offered the services of the Flame’shikrim—
which, Roxanne now understood, was the phoenixes’ word for 
themselves—but the humans politely declined, citing that fiery 
birds flying across Allentria might attract unwanted attention.

Roxanne wrote two identical letters to her friends. Effrax 
commended her for using coded runes, but really she was just 
using Aerian script. Though the Allentrians used a different  
alphabet, she made the messages as non-specific as possible:

We reached the place you were going, but it was 
a dead end. I ’m leaving with the Fironian to visit his 
father, who needs some help with his home.

We ask you to join us as soon as you can, as it will 
bring Nameless closer to the end of the quest she was  
given by the patron saint of our hometown.

- R

You remember what your human looks like? Roxanne asked as 
she secured the second letter to the leg of the larger zarpta. He 
flapped his wings in a self-impressed manner and shot her an 
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image of Fletcher, a reflection of the same mental picture she 
had provided him.

The zarpta are clever, thought G’shídrian, who presided over 
the operation. And I will send word throughout the Kingdom. All 
my people will be seeking your humans. We will find them before the 
big-moon is round once more.

We thank you for your courage, Roxanne thought to the birds.
The messengers cheeped; they didn’t really get the concept  

of gratitude or bravery. But the phoenix appreciated her  
gesture; he dipped his beak to her and she gave him a thin smile.

Go, G’shídrian thought to the birds. May Valaan light your 
path and may Naero fill your wings with wind. May Zumarra watch 
over you and may Shivnath guide you to your quarries, fast and true.

The zarptas took to the skies through the window of the 
monastery library They flew together for a few moments; then 
one banked east, heading toward Elvinthrane, and the other  
angled west.

“That’s all we can do,” said Effrax, watching the receding 
birds with a faraway expression.

“The Valaani Order has arranged for us to pick up mounts 
in Duxain,” said Brother Azrin. “We will leave tonight under 
cover of darkness.”

Roxanne nodded. She turned from the monk to face 
G’shídrian. Are you sure you won’t come with us?

I am needed elsewhere, he thought. I am a poor substitute for 
Valaan, but if you are ever in need of help, you have only to call for me 
and I will come.

Roxanne bent into a curtsey before the phoenix lord as  
he leapt from the window, taking to the skies in a blaze of 
red-golden glory.

Thank you G’shídrian, she thought to him. A glimmer of 
acknowledgement reached her; then he twirled in a burst of 
sparks and vanished into the clouds.
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The golem stopped abruptly on their sixth morning of travel. 
Fletcher, who’d spent a restless night trying to sleep on the frilly 
cushions of the bloodbound carriage, unlatched the window 
and poked his head out.

“Why’d you stop?” he asked. The golem gave no indication 
that it had heard him. “I wanted to go to Elvinthrane,” Fletcher 
continued, gazing in consternation at his surroundings.

They were in an ancient forest of trees whose trunks 
were easily the width of ten men standing side by side. There 
was little undergrowth, but each tree was its own miniature 
ecosystem: ferns and flowering plants clung to their knotted 
roots and scabby bark, and vines dripped from their lower 
branches in thick sheets, punctuated by the occasional bright 
bromeliad. Winter seemed not to have touched this place, and it 
was undeniably beautiful.

But of the elven city, there was no sign.
Fletcher glanced at the golem. “Are you lost?”
With a creak, the golem swiveled its head around, for all 

the world as if it were glaring at him. Fletcher pushed open 
the door, stepping onto a blanket of dark moss. Glowing blue 
mushrooms, half as big as he was, provided light in the misty 
gloom.

Something flashed in a stray beam of sunlight that had 
drifted down through the canopy. Fletcher glimpsed it from 
the corner of his eye, but by the time he’d whirled to face it, 

“Those who are most deserving of praise will never ask for it.”
~ Arrith Fyncloud, Seventh Age

Elvinthrane
chapter thirty-two
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whatever had caused it had vanished. Another flash glinted to 
his left, and he stumbled back against his carriage.

“H-hello?” he called, wishing he had something to defend 
himself with. “Is someone there?” He tiptoed to the far side of 
the bloodbound and peered into the trees. Apart from a pod of 
butterflies, there was no sign of life.

Just when he’d managed to convince himself he’d only 
imagined the disturbance, something cold and sharp came to 
rest at the base of his throat.

“What business have you here, human?” 
Fletcher stifled a yelp and turned. A man stood beside him, 

inspecting him with luminous gray eyes that were a touch too 
big for his oval head. Long, pointed ears were visible beneath 
his blond hair and black helmet. He was close enough that 
Fletcher could see his pale skin wasn’t actually skin—he was 
covered in thousands of tiny, smooth scales. Fletcher had met 
a creature like this once before in the Imperial Palace: a woman 
who had healed Keriya after her experience in the Vale Room.

“Are you an elf?” he whispered.
His attacker pressed the sword tighter against Fletcher’s 

throat. “Answer my question.”
“I—I’m here to see Taeleia Alenciae,” Fletcher choked, lean-

ing away from the edge of the weapon.
“You’ve come to the wrong place,” the other replied  

scornfully. “Lady Taeleia is in residence at Noryk.”
“What? But we were told she’d returned to Elvinthrane!”
The elf’s eyes narrowed and he bared a set of gleaming 

fangs. “By whom?”
“A herald at the Imperial Palace,” said Fletcher. “Please, if 

she’s not here then I really need to leave—”
“You’re not leaving,” the elf snapped. “You’re coming with 

me. The lumina wishes to see you.” He lowered his sword and 
wrapped his long fingers around Fletcher’s arm.

Fletcher tried to break free, but no amount of wriggling did 
anything to loosen the creature’s hold. Fletcher looked over his 
shoulder at the bloodbound, meaning to call the golem to his 
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aid. The cry died in his throat when he saw more elves swarm-
ing out of the forest, silently falling into line behind him. Dark 
leather armor hugged their bodies, but they were all barefoot. 
Their toes, which were long and nimble as their fingers, splayed 
across the moss, gripping the earth with pearly claws.

They marched Fletcher down a row of trees that was too 
straight to be natural. The path sloped upwards, tree roots 
stretching across the ground to form steps. The lead elf drew 
aside a skein of vines with his hooked blade, and Fletcher 
gasped in awe.

There, glittering in the haze, was a spectacular city. The 
elves had built around the forest rather than destroying it  
to suit their whims. A great stone wall loomed before him, 
stretching off on either side as far as he could see, but trees 
still towered within its confines. Wood structures blossomed 
around their trunks. The whole place was illuminated by shelf 
mushrooms that glowed with subtle amber hues.

Fletcher’s elven escort led him through an arch in the wall 
and through streets paved with obsidian cobbles. More scaly 
creatures emerged from their dwellings to stare at Fletcher, 
their silver eyes shining just a little too brightly as they watched 
his every move.

He passed through a business district and rounded the 
trunk of a particularly massive tree. The palace came into view, 
resplendent against the verdant backdrop of the woods. It had 
been built from a crystalline material and it sat like a pearl 
amidst the folds of the land, its soaring spires piercing the  
canopy hundreds of heights above.

The elves marched him up a wide stone staircase and 
through a grand entryway. They proceeded down a long hall, 
up another set of stairs, and crossed an open-air corridor that 
looked out on either side upon the city. Finally the lead elf 
stopped before a set of oak doors. He banged his fist on the 
wood, and the doors swung inwards.

Fletcher found himself facing a grand chamber. Soldiers 
stood at attention against the walls, and at the head of the room 
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nobles sat in tiered rows—clearly they’d been holding court, 
but at Fletcher’s entrance they fell silent. Dozens of gleaming 
eyes fell on him. He saw their pupils contract in shock, narrow-
ing from spheres to reptilian slits.

From the center of the pews rose a stone dais topped with 
a diamond throne. Though the chair itself was a marvel, its 
magnificence paled in comparison to its owner. She was old, 
but beautiful nonetheless. Wavy white hair cascaded around 
her angular torso, pooling on the seat of the throne. Her skin 
seemed translucent, almost like the precious gem she sat upon. 
She stared down at him with eyes the color of frost.

“Welcome to Elvinthrane, young human.” Her voice was a 
musical, resonant whisper that echoed in the stillness. For some 
reason, it made Fletcher shudder. “I am Illistriel, Mother of the 
Diamond Sun, Lumina-Regent of the Allentrian elves.”

“I am Fletcher Earengale, Your Highness,” said Fletcher, 
bowing to her. A smile quirked her sculpted, scaly lips. “Am I 
your prisoner?”

“What would give you that impression?”
“Well, I was taken from my carriage against my will and 

brought here by a group of warriors.” Could the wanted posters 
have made it to this secluded corner of the empire? Effrax had 
said the elves had little dealings with the humans and that he 
therefore would be safe to travel here, but his capture seemed 
to suggest otherwise.

“Humans are, of course, free to visit Elvinthrane,” Illistriel 
said pleasantly. “But most of them know better than to do so.”

Fletcher’s stomach flooded with ice. What had he gotten 
himself into? Effrax had also mentioned the elves didn’t like 
humans, but he hadn’t gone into the details why. Looking back, 
Fletcher felt it had been a great oversight on his part not to have 
inquired about that.

“I’m sorry for my intrusion into your domain,” he began, 
“but I have urgent business with Taeleia Alenciae.”

At his words, there was a stirring amongst the nobles.
“Lady Taeleia no longer resides in Elvinthrane,” Illistriel 
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explained, tapping her abnormally long fingers on the armrest 
of her throne. “She lives in Noryk, acting as the elven represen-
tative in the Council of Nine.”

“I was told she had returned here,” said Fletcher. “But if she 
hasn’t, then I ask your permission to leave. I have to find her as 
quickly as I can—or if not her, someone else who can help me,” 
he added.

“And pray tell, what is it you seek help with?”
“A healing.”
This caused a ripple of bitter laughter and derisive mur-

murs to spread through the assembled elves.
“You think yourself worthy of a healing?” Illistriel raised 

one brow ridge—the elves didn’t have eyebrows to speak of—in 
distaste. “You believe you have the right to barge into our city 
and demand assistance? If it were that easy, Master Earengale, 
every insolent mortal would be strutting through our streets.”

“The healing isn’t for me,” said Fletcher, his scalp prickling 
with unease.

“Ah; you’ve come on a grand and noble quest on behalf of 
someone who cannot make the journey, no doubt.” If Illistriel’s  
voice hadn’t been so alluring and melodious, Fletcher was  
certain she would have been sneering at him. “For whom do 
you seek the healing?”

“Thorion Sveltorious, the last living dragon on Selaras.”
A hush fell upon the room. Fletcher scanned the nobles, 

trying to gauge their reactions. He didn’t know how much the 
elves had heard about Thorion’s escapades over the past few 
months. They would have heard of his battle with Necrovar, 
because everyone had heard about that. But did they know what 
had happened next?

“The dragon is ill?” A shadow of doubt clouded Illistriel’s 
patrician features. “What has happened to him?”

“He was infected with darksalm.” Horrified gasps echoed 
throughout the chamber. “Darksalm is—”

“I know of darksalm,” Illistriel interrupted. “All my  
people know of darksalm. We remember the Great War. We are 
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still crippled from the crimes the Shadow committed against 
us; we lost more than the humans did. But even humans should 
know enough to understand that darksalm is incurable.”

“We’re not looking for someone to cure Thorion,” said 
Fletcher. “We’re looking for someone to perform regular  
healings on him, to take the edge off his pain, to strengthen his 
body and give him more time in this world.” He felt his throat 
tighten around those last few words.

“Time for what?” she asked softly.
“Time to find Necrovar and destroy him,” Fletcher  

declared. “Your Highness, is there someone else who would be 
able to help Thorion? The fate of Allentria rests upon him.”

Illistriel stared down at him for a few long moments.  
Fletcher tried to stand tall and unafraid before her. Finally, she 
closed her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Master Earengale; but I will not bring my  
people into this conflict.”

It felt as though Fletcher had just missed a step going down 
the stairs. “What do you mean?” he asked hoarsely.

“When the Shadow rises once more—and he will rise,  
because your dragon is walking the earth on borrowed time—
he will fight to regain all he had in the Second Age. If he  
perceives the elves have taken a stand against him, then he will 
target us. I cannot endanger my people by siding with Lord 
Thorion . . . siding with he who will inevitably lose his soul to 
Necrovar.”

Fletcher gaped at her. He couldn’t believe the words that 
were coming out of her mouth.

“Am I to understand,” he began, fighting to keep his tone 
inoffensive, “that you won’t help the one creature who can save 
us all, because you’re afraid of what will happen if he dies? 
How does that make any sense? You could make the difference 
in this war, you can—”

“It is not a question of if he will die, it is a question of 
when,” Illistriel shot back savagely. “It is foolish to pit ourselves 
against Necrovar when there is nothing we can do to change 
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that fact. When the next Shadow War begins, we will not 
fight, for once Necrovar claims Lord Thorion’s soul, he will be  
balanced and invincible. If you resist him, you will be cut down. 
If you fight him with armies, he will build armies of shadow-
beasts from your dead. Allentria has already lost, but humans 
refuse to acknowledge it.”

Fletcher mouthed wordlessly at the lumina. He was trying 
to come up with arguments against her flawed logic, but his 
brain wasn’t working right. He couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, 
couldn’t tell her how wrong she was.

Then a clarion voice rang out behind him: “Shortsighted 
as always, mother. It seems you can’t see the storm for all the 
clouds.”

At once, everyone was in an uproar. The soldiers sprang to 
life, rushing to form ranks before the lumina. The nobles shot 
up from their seats, pointing at the back of the hall and yell-
ing in outrage. Even Illistriel was shaken. She sat rigidly on her 
throne, gripping the armrests.

Given their reactions, Fletcher half expected Necrovar him-
self to have entered the hall—but it was merely a slender elf, 
walking toward them in plain traveling clothes and a hooded  
cloak. She reached up and pulled back her cowl, and Fletcher 
gave a little start. It was the same elf he’d met in Noryk. She was 
trailed by a hulking bodyguard dressed in black, also hooded 
and veiled. He didn’t so much walk as drift across the floor, and 
he gave the impression of being a solidified shadow.

The elf maiden drew level with Fletcher. She was flat- 
chested—as were all the female elves—and narrow of hip and 
shoulder, but her features were as striking as he remembered. 
She advanced upon the throne, and the soldiers lowered their 
spears at her, blocking her path.

Illistriel stood and held up a shaking hand. Everyone grew 
still, including the young elf and her dark follower.

“So,” Illistriel breathed, “you have seen fit to return, though 
you are banished from these halls.”

“I am the only one who can proclaim a banishment, and  
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I did not banish myself,” the younger elf retorted. “I left  
voluntarily for the good of my people.”

“If that is true, why did you come back?”
“Things are bad in Noryk. I knew I couldn’t stay out of 

the growing human conflicts, so I submitted my resignation as 
Council representative and fled the city.”

Suddenly it hit Fletcher that this was Taeleia. She was the 
elves’ representative—why were they treating her like she had 
some contagious disease? They looked terrified of her, but she 
didn’t look like she could harm a fly. Alright, her bodyguard 
was scary, but surely one big elf didn’t warrant such an over-
reaction?

“You’ve left us without a voice in the Imperial govern-
ment?” Illistriel hissed.

“You have been silent for a long time, mother, for you  
never use your voice. You refuse to weigh in on issues and you 
constantly abstain from votes. I did you a favor. I left before 
things reached such a critical point that your silence could be 
misconstrued as animosity toward any of the states.”

Illistriel’s eyes flashed. “And is it mere coincidence that you 
arrive on our doorstep at the same time as this human, who has 
demanded that we stand with him against the Shadow?”

Fletcher bristled at her words. He hadn’t demanded  
anything.

“I’ve been back well over a fortnight,” said Taeleia.
“I see. When were you planning to reveal yourself? When 

were you planning to tell us of the damage you’ve wrought in 
Noryk?”

“I haven’t wrought any damage; I am capable enough to 
have handled all my affairs. As for revealing myself, I hadn’t 
been planning on doing so. Look at the welcome I’ve received.” 
She spread her hands, indicating the hostile soldiers and the 
furious nobles.

“Why break those plans?” Illistriel demanded.
“Because of Master Earengale,” Taeleia said simply. She 

turned to face him for the first time since she’d entered the 
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room. “I heard you needed my help.”
“Did you also happen to hear what he wants help with?” 

the lumina inquired in icy tones. “All the supposed good you’ve 
done by deserting your post in Noryk would be undone if you 
actually aided this boy.”

Fletcher cast a scowl up at the old elf, but Taeleia spoke 
before he had a chance to say anything.

“I wish to speak with this human, to learn more about the 
dragon’s plight. From this moment forward, he is under my 
protection. Any act against him will be construed as an act of 
treason against the Diamond Throne.”

Illistriel opened her mouth, but Taeleia whirled back to  
her, and suddenly her presence seemed to engulf the whole 
chamber. The other elves recoiled as if she were a thunderhead 
ripe with lightning, ready to strike anyone in her path.

“Stand down,” she commanded. With only a slight bit of 
hesitation, the soldiers retracted their spears and stood at ease. 
Without looking at him, she added, “You may excuse yourself, 
Master Earengale. Find somewhere comfortable to rest, and I 
will join you momentarily.”

“Yes, Lady Taeleia.” He bowed and made the mistake of 
glancing at her bodyguard. Dusky, catlike eyes peered out from 
the opening in the veil, narrowing at Fletcher.

Fletcher shied away from that inscrutable gaze and turned 
to leave. A nearby soldier peeled away from his formation to 
quietly usher Fletcher out. Illistriel’s furious whisper reached 
his ears just as the elf cracked open the great oak doors for him:

“Taeleia, you will destroy our people if you drag us into 
another war.”

Then he slipped into the corridor beyond, and the doors 
shut behind him, blocking out the rest of the lumina’s words.
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“There—the twin cities,” said Cezon, gesturing to the valley 
below. “Made it in record time, even with you trogs plodding 
at a snail’s pace.”

A silver river snaked across the flatlands, barely visible 
through the drifting mists, separating the towns of Vendale and 
Venaeton. Keriya could tell the northern city promised to be 
almost as impressive as Noryk. Gleaming white skyscrapers 
soared into the air, their thin points spearing the low clouds.

“Wait til we get to the king,” Cezon chattered as he led 
them onwards. “Won’t he be thrilled to see the three of you!”

Max muttered something under his breath, but the words 
‘my father’ and ‘executions’ were audible.

“Now don’t you forget how hospitable we’ve been,” said 
Cezon, waggling a finger at Max.

Truth be told, Cezon had treated them decently—at 
Endred’s urging, Keriya suspected. He’d given them bedrolls 
and a tent to sleep in, and had provided surprisingly good 
protection. On their third night of travel, a group of bandits had 
seen their campfire and tried to attack. But it happened that 
Cezon and Endred were accomplished warriors, and even Iako 
had shown some skill. The bandits had retreated quickly—those 
who’d survived. This was ultimately why Keriya had chosen to 
remain in Cezon’s company, rather than trying to escape.

“He’ll bring us right to your palace,” Keriya had reasoned 
with Max.

“A double agent works only for himself.”
~ Danisan Carvaziae, Twelfth Age

Above The Clouds
chapter thirty-three
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“This is just another delay,” Max had argued.
“It’s the best way I can help Thorion now—and Fletcher, 

Roxanne, and Effrax, wherever they are. Those wanted posters 
will only go away if I tell my side of the story. I can’t just keep 
running; I have to face the Allentrian rulers.”

Now that she’d reached Vendale, Keriya was regretting her 
decision.

But I must try, she reminded herself, going through her 
mental list of reasons to give herself strength. For my friends. For 
the empire. For Thorion.

Her hand strayed to her hip—not longing for her lost 
sword, but to touch the stolen book through the fabric of the 
pack Cezon had given her. “You carry your own weight,” he’d 
said the day they’d left the inn, stuffing it with provisions and 
tossing it to her. Keriya, who had worried about being able to 
hide her pilfered treasure, had gladly accepted the bag.

Even though she didn’t know Allentrian runes, she had 
a feeling the book might prove useful. The apothecary had 
mentioned it contained ancient prophecies. Maybe Valerion’s 
prophecy was in here. Maybe she’d find another piece of the 
puzzle.

“Veils on,” Cezon instructed as they entered the outskirts 
of the city. Farms and houses lay scattered here, but ahead  
Keriya could see an ordered grid of well-kept roads. She and 
Seba donned their masks without complaint.

“Sorry, Your Grace,” said Endred, offering Max a third veil. 
“You’ll be recognized, and Cezon wants to reach the palace 
without trouble.”

Max, who had elected to walk beside Keriya, took the veil 
and slid it over his head. “Not much longer, now,” he assured 
her, linking his arm through hers. Behind them, Keriya heard 
Seba let out a harassed and angry humpf.

They stopped before the white wall that ringed the inner 
city. Keriya, who’d heard quite a few of Cezon’s aliases when 
she had first traveled with him, was interested to hear what 
story he would concoct to get them inside. She was surprised 
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when he trotted up to the gatehouse and announced himself to 
the guard.

“Cezon Skyriver, member of the Border Patrol,” he said, 
digging in a pocket of his tunic and flashing a shiny badge at 
the man. “Here to report shifters to the king.”

“That’s not protocol,” said the gatekeeper, though he 
opened the wrought-iron gates for them. “You should deliver 
criminals to your Patrol Officers.”

“Got separated from our group,” Cezon said lightly.  
“Figured it was easier to bring ’em here. No knowing what 
trouble these hooligans might get up to.”

The gatekeeper shrugged and they passed him by, entering 
the business district of Vendale. People in fancy dress bustled 
about with great purpose. Horseless carriages hovered along 
the streets, bobbing gently as they were borne along by what 
Keriya assumed was some sort of airmagic spell.

They approached a gleaming cylindrical skyscraper. It was 
half-hidden in cloud, making it impossible to tell just how tall 
it was. Cezon dismounted and gestured for Iako and Seba to 
do the same. They handed off the horses’ reins to a pair of men 
who stood watch outside.

“In,” said Cezon, herding them through glass doors that 
slid open noiselessly. There was a smaller cylinder at the core of 
the building, which Cezon entered. Keriya hesitated, a tingle of 
unease working its way down her back.

“It’s alright,” Max whispered as he led her inside. There 
was nothing in the room, and its barren floor was dimly lit by a 
pinprick of light from high above.

“What is this?” Keriya asked as a second set of glass doors 
slid down to lock the group inside. It was cramped with six. 
“Why are we—”

She cut herself off with a gasp as they lurched upward 
without warning. It was as though a great weight were  
pressing upon her, compressing her spine and dragging at her 
stomach. Above, the point of light grew steadily larger. She 
glanced down and saw the floor hadn’t moved with them—it 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

2941    2

was now a hundred heights away. They were flying on nothing 
but thin air.

Before she had time to properly panic about the lack of 
ground beneath her feet, their motion slowed and stopped. 
Keriya was left staring down the empty shaft of the skyscraper.

Max tugged gently on her arm. She took a few jerky steps 
backward, and suddenly she was on solid marble ground 
once more. They’d come to another round room with a domed  
ceiling and archways that led out in four different directions.

Cezon was already striding down a window-lined hall 
flooded with light. Keriya, who was completely disoriented, 
followed Max as he walked after Cezon. Where were they?  
Surely the top floor of the skyscraper couldn’t be this big.

She squinted through the crystal panes as she passed by the 
first large window and froze. Her breath caught in her throat. 
They were above the thick mists that had shrouded the Erastate, 
and she could see a city—not a city of man, but a city of clouds. 
Sweeping, fluffy mountains and valleys shone with dappled 
golden sunlight. They drifted peacefully across the sapphire  
firmament, their swirling edges shadowed with deep blues and 
purples.

In fact, Keriya noted with another drop of her stomach, 
the building in which they stood was anchored to a cloud. She 
could see wispy tendrils of an opaque, white mass snaking up 
the walls like vines.

“Move it!” Cezon snapped from up ahead. Keriya tore  
herself from the sight and hurried to catch up to him, though 
she couldn’t keep from glancing left and right as she went, 
drinking in the view. Was this what Thorion saw when he 
flew so high that her human eyes could no longer discern his  
sparkling form?

Cezon had arrived at the end of the hall by this time. A  
herald scuttled out from a corner to intercept him as he reached 
for the gilded handle of a huge door.

“May I ask who—”
“Outta my way,” said Cezon, shoving the smaller man 
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aside. “I got business with the king.”
“But sir—!”
The herald’s cries went ignored as Cezon threw the door 

open. He strode in, for all the world like he owned the place.
Keriya belatedly realized they were in the palace—it 

should have been obvious based on the splendor of the hall. 
A wide chamber lay before her, lined with marble pews where  
officious-looking men sat holding stacks of papers. Diamond 
chandeliers dangled from the rounded ceiling, but they weren’t 
lit. There was no want for light, for a wall of spotless glass 
curved around the circular throne dais, giving the occupants of 
the room a magnificent view of the cloudscape.

The king himself was standing on the tiled floor, conferring 
with a military man. He wore a simple gold crown and white 
robes, but there was an aura of power about him. He looked up 
at the disturbance.

“Your Highness,” Cezon proclaimed, sinking to one knee 
in a theatrical bow. “Cezon Skyriver at your service, reporting 
from the northern border. I come here today with—”

The king wasn’t listening. His steely gaze shifted from  
Cezon to Max. With a resigned slump in his shoulders, Max 
pulled off his veil. Keriya was struck by how similar they 
looked. King Windscoure wore his blond hair down to his 
shoulders, and it had grown silvery with age. There were deep 
furrows etched into his brow and around his blue eyes, but his 
features were eerily similar to his son’s.

“Maxton,” he said, cutting off Cezon’s blabbering. “I’ve 
been expecting you. Five months late; that’s a new record.”

“Ah . . . yes, as you see, we’ve found the prince and  
returned him to you,” said Cezon. “We’re members of the  
Border Patrol, and we—”

“I know what you’ve done.” Windscoure’s voice was harsh, 
the bark of a man who knew his every word to be law. “And 
you are under arrest.”

Guards materialized from out of nowhere, marching in  
behind Keriya. It was just like the last time Cezon had handed 
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her over to the government, on which occasion he had also been 
arrested.

“What?” Cezon shrieked. Iako was cowering away from 
the soldiers and Endred was raising his hands in resigned  
surrender, but Cezon seemed truly shocked at this turn of 
events. “What for? Look, we also brought you the kidnapped 
princess and . . .” He leapt at Keriya and yanked the veil from 
her head. “The Dragon Speaker herself!”

“You killed six of my men in doing so,” Windscoure 
snapped. “Not to mention you let the actual dragon escape.”

“How do you know that?” said Cezon. Then, realizing his 
mistake, he added, “I mean, what? We would never—”

“I know everything that goes on in my kingdom,” Wind-
scoure informed him. “Throw them in the tower cells.”

“No!” Keriya heard her own voice ring out. It echoed in 
the sudden silence as everyone turned to her. She shrank away 
from the king’s appraising glare, remembering what Cezon had 
mentioned: he had a price on her head, and he wanted her for 
his own purposes.

“Keriya, these men are criminals,” said Windscoure. Far 
from comforting her, his use of her name put her on edge. “They 
killed members of the Erastatian militia and attacked you.”

“Well . . . I mean, Endred’s alright,” she mumbled.
“Cezon’s alright, too,” Cezon piped up. “I kept ‘em safe! 

Brought ‘em all the way from the Naetren Mountains.”
“Under duress, I’m sure,” said the king. “Still, you’ve 

served your purpose. I have what I need.” He glanced at Keriya. 
“Half of what I need.”

“That’s right!” Cezon seized on the king’s improved  
demeanor. “We did it out of the goodness of our hearts. We 
want to serve the Erastate and protect its borders. But a token of 
gratitude, Your Highness, would be appreciated.”

Cezon really had some nerve, Keriya thought, as the king 
focused on him again. If Windscoure had been looking at her 
like that, she would have jumped out the nearest window.

“In all fairness,” she said in a small voice, “they did treat us 
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well.” She wasn’t sure why she was sticking up for Cezon, and 
she certainly didn’t care what happened to Iako. But Endred 
had been kind, and she would hate to see him get in trouble for 
something that was so clearly Cezon’s fault.

“Very well,” said the king. “Master Skyriver, to show my 
gratitude, I will not hang you. I will merely dismiss you with a 
warning that if you put so much as a toe out of line, the three of 
you will be executed without trial.”

Cezon squawked and squabbled with the guards as he was 
driven from the throne room. Iako and Endred went quietly; 
Endred even offered her a little nod as he passed. She waved 
farewell to him, feeling more miserable by the moment. 

“This is hardly how I’d hoped you would arrive, but fate 
works in mysterious ways, doesn’t it?” said Windscoure, once 
Cezon and his men were gone. “However, it seems we are still 
one guest short. Where is Lord Thorion?”

Keriya bit her lip. She’d known this was coming, but she 
hadn’t bothered to plan out her speech.

“Sire, I’m sure you’ve heard stories about what Thorion did 
in the Galantasa, but what happened in Irongarde and Sairal 
wasn’t his fault. He . . .” She faltered, partially because she 
wasn’t sure how people would react to her next words, partially 
because those words were so hard to say. 

“He was infected by darksalm during the attack on the 
Galantrian Village. Every accident that has happened is there-
fore the fault of the Shadow’s poison within him, and he should 
not be faulted for it. When we were attacked by the Border  
Patrol, I told Thorion to run. I told him to find a way to save 
himself. And I haven’t heard from him since.”

The king appeared unruffled by the revelation about the 
darksalm, though quite a few people in the pews put their 
heads together and began conferring in hushed voices. 

“I invite you to stay with us, Keriya, and summon Lord 
Thorion to the palace so that I may speak with him directly 
about this matter.”

“I—but . . . what?” Keriya had been prepared to fight, to  
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defend her story and her drackling’s honor, but Windscoure 
had taken it all in stride. It was too easy. “Sire, I can’t. On our 
journey, we learned of a possible way to cure him. I sent him 
away so he could work on—”

“We have many expert healers,” Windscoure interrupted, 
“as well as a library filled with knowledge. All of this will be at 
Lord Thorion’s disposal when he arrives.”

There was a note of finality in his voice that Keriya was all 
too familiar with. Indeed, more uniformed men drew near and 
began to edge her toward the doors.

“Maxton, Sebaris, I am pleased to see you safe,” the king 
went on. “You may retire to your personal quarters, as I’m sure 
you’ll want to eat and freshen up after your travels. Keriya, my 
servants will escort you to your guest chambers.”

“Excuse me, Sire, are you planning to send me home?” This 
came from Seba. It was the first time she’d spoken since arriving 
in Vendale.

“My dear,” said the king, “you are our guest. This is as 
much your home as it is ours. In fact, I insist you remain.”

Seba’s cheeks lost what little color was left in them as she 
allowed herself to be led away. Max said nothing, and Keriya 
noted that he couldn’t meet his father’s eye. Since neither of 
them was fighting their abrupt dismissal, nor asking any of the 
hundreds of questions that ought to be asked, Keriya stopped 
just outside the doors and called to the king, “Why do you want 
Thorion so much?”

Again her words sent mutters through the crowd. She 
was sure they were commenting on her poor manners and  
presumption, but Windscoure didn’t seem offended.

“There’s an old saying from ages ago—while it’s a  
metaphor, I’m sure you’ll appreciate it,” he said, smiling at her 
indulgently. “He who commands the dragons, commands the 
war.”
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A herald woke Keriya at dawn the next morning to inform her 
that His Royal Highness would see her in the throne room at 
noon. This gave her time to take a bath, which she had neglected 
to do yesterday; clean her clothes, which she hadn’t done since 
leaving the Naetren Basin; and brush her hair, which she hadn’t 
bothered with in months. She found a tortoiseshell comb on the 
bureau and yanked it through her tangled tresses. Every brush-
stroke seemed to echo the single thought running through her 
head: trapped.

Well, she’d faced worse than Windscoure in her journeys. 
He could throw her in those tower cells for all she cared—she 
wouldn’t summon Thorion away from his task.

The herald returned to collect Keriya a few minutes before 
noon. He ushered her through a maze of halls and staircases 
until she was thoroughly lost. Finally they passed the domed 
pavilion of the skyscraper chute, then turned into the corridor 
that led to the grand throne chamber.

“You may wait by the doors,” the herald told her. “You will 
be invited inside when the king is ready to receive you.” Then 
he swept away in a pompous manner.

Not even the view of the clouds whisking fiercely across 
the sky could lighten Keriya’s mood. No one was waiting to 
greet her, so she shuffled along, prolonging her agony. Only 
when she heard raised voices wafting toward her did she 
realize the doors had been left ajar.

“Power weakens the undeserving.”
~ Embre Osli, Second Age

The Betrothed
chapter thirty-four
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“—dare speak to me in such a tone!” That was the king, and 
he sounded furious. Someone replied and Keriya inched closer, 
straining to catch the words of the second speaker. The king 
issued a mirthless laugh in response.

“Concerned now, are you? Where was the concern for your 
kingdom? You’ve been content to go cavorting across Allentria 
these last few years without a thought for us. You’ve forsaken 
all your duties, and for what? You claimed your studies would 
help the Erastate, but I’ve yet to see you contribute anything 
worthwhile to our cause.”

The second voice murmured something too softly for  
Keriya to hear. She was at the doors now, and leaned her ear to 
the crack between them. She had a suspicion of who the king 
was yelling at.

“. . . everything I’ve done has been in the interest of helping 
our state.” It was Max. He sounded furious too, but his was a 
soft and subtle anger. “Not just our state, but all of Allentria. I 
don’t want a war, I want change.”

“Change comes at a price.”
“That price doesn’t have to be the blood of innocents,” Max 

countered.
“Your friends are hardly innocent,” his father sneered. 

Dread pulsed in Keriya’s chest like a poisoned heartbeat. Those 
words had a familiar ring to them.

There was silence for a long moment; then Max asked, in a 
voice so quiet that Keriya almost missed it, “What did he offer 
you? Gold? Land? Power? You have more than enough of all 
three. How did he even get to you?”

“Careful with your next words, Maxton. Don’t think you’re 
above the law; I’ll happily throw you in a cell with your Border 
Patrol associates. Your mother was too soft with you. If I’d had 
more of a hand in your upbringing, you’d understand the ways 
of the world and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Mother taught me to think for myself. You are everything 
that’s wrong with the old world, and you’re a fool if you think 
you’ll have a place in the new world when it comes.”
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There was the telltale echo of footsteps, and Keriya jumped 
back so it wouldn’t look like she’d been eavesdropping.

“Don’t turn your back on me,” Windscoure roared. “Defy 
me one more time and you will rue the day you were born! I 
will strip you of your titles and wealth. You’ll be lower than the 
meanest Northport peasant.”

“Unlike you, Father, I have no desire to rule and no delu-
sions that I deserve to.” The door creaked open and Max slipped 
into the hallway. He froze when he spotted Keriya.

“You might have everyone else fooled, boy, but I see 
through you!” The king was still yelling from the other side of 
the doors, perhaps taking Max’s hesitation as a cue to continue 
their argument. “All you’ve ever wanted is power—power to 
bring about your precious change.”

Keriya opened her mouth and Max pressed a finger to his 
lips, warning her to stay silent.

“Believe of me whatever you will,” he called into the throne 
room. “There are better ways to change the world than sitting in 
a glass room and sending men to kill your neighbors.” Then he 
yanked the door shut and hurried to Keriya’s side. “Let’s go,” 
he hissed.

“The king summoned me—”
“You’re not safe around the king.” He glanced over his 

shoulder, but it looked like Windscoure wasn’t following. They 
turned right at the pavilion and stole down the hall that led to 
the west wing.

“I didn’t mean to spy,” Keriya said after they’d walked for 
a while in excruciating silence.

“How much did you overhear?”
“Enough. Did you just accuse your father of being a  

shadowbeast?” Windscoure hadn’t died and been resurrected, 
but she didn’t know how else to describe someone who had 
willingly allied himself with Necrovar. Traitor and idiot failed to 
capture the scale of the situation.

Max’s lips thinned and his eyes tightened. The grim  
expression added lines to his face, which made him look even 
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more like his father. “He hasn’t pledged his soul to Necrovar. 
He’s operating on his own free will, which is worse.”

Keriya nodded. She’d never had a real family, and she 
couldn’t imagine what Max must be going through. Erasmus 
was the closest thing to a parent she’d ever known, but he had 
treated her more like an apprentice than a daughter. How must 
it feel to be betrayed by the person who was supposed to love 
you most?

“Harvim Windscoure has never been a good king,” said 
Max. “No matter what he has, he always wants more. He’ll be 
used as a pawn in the Shadow’s plans and cast aside. Necrovar 
is preying upon his weaknesses. I just don’t understand why.”

“Because Necrovar is evil,” she declared.
The creases disappeared from Max’s face as it relaxed 

into an expression of sorrow. “After all you’ve seen and done,  
Keriya, do you really think that’s a proper explanation?”

Keriya didn’t have an answer for that, but for some reason 
his words made her feel ashamed.

“Necrovar is a seasoned warlord and a clever opponent,” 
said Max. “Ever since he opened the Rift, he’s been exploiting 
cracks in the empire’s strength. He’s found ways to turn the 
states against each other, making them do his dirty work for 
him. It’s a good tactic. It worked for him in the Second Age; I 
suppose it was foolish of me to think he wouldn’t try it again 
now. Necrovar knows my father has a history of belligerence 
toward the other kingdoms, so of course he would seem like a 
perfect ally: powerful, aggressive, but easily manipulated.”

Keriya felt he was speaking more to himself than to her, 
rationalizing and trying to reconcile with the awful truth. Even 
so, she laid a hand on his arm and said, “I’m sorry.”

Max ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “This is my 
fault.”

“No,” said Keriya, so forcefully that Max abandoned his 
brooding to stare at her. “It’s no good blaming yourself for 
things beyond your control. I should know, I do it a lot.”

That earned a chuckle from the prince, and she smiled up 



DRAGON CHILD

3031    2

at him. Yet the smile was fleeting, for a heavy sense of duty had 
begun to settle upon her. 

“It’s Necrovar’s fault,” she continued in a soft voice. “It all 
leads back to him. But we can save Thorion and your father if I 
face him. If I kill him.“

A cold thrill spread from her core out into her limbs. That 
was what Shivnath had decreed nearly a year ago. That had 
started all of this. Now it was time to end it. No one believed she 
could do it, yet Shivnath had specifically chosen her for the job. 
And however angry or frustrated she might be with the great 
dragon, Keriya trusted Shivnath.

Max nodded. No trace of laughter lingered on his face. “We 
should leave as soon as possible—tonight, if I can manage it. 
You won’t be safe in your quarters, so you can stay with me for 
now.”

They had entered a new part of the palace, and Max led 
her to a set of fancy white doors. “No one short of the king  
himself would dare come into my private rooms, and he’s too 
busy planning wars to bother with that at the moment. One of 
his faults is he thinks everyone fears him too much to disobey 
him.” His mouth twisted in a bitter smile. “But I’ve seen true 
power, and I’m not afraid of him anymore.”

Max passed his hand over a keyhole, and Keriya heard the 
soft click of a lock. The door swung open on silent hinges.

“Maxton Windharte!”
A shriek echoed down the hall, causing both Keriya and 

Max to spin around. There, stalking toward them with her fists 
balled in fury, was Seba. She looked like a mad wraith—her hair 
had been let loose from its half-ponytail and hung in disarray 
around her gaunt face. Max didn’t have time to say anything 
before she stomped right up and slapped him. Keriya gaped at 
the princess, who she was sure had gone insane.

“I’d never have believed it of you,” Seba seethed, her chest 
rising and falling as she drew deep breaths through her fish-gill 
nostrils. “I ignored all the signs, I thought better of you because 
I knew you—or at least, I thought I did. The Maxton I knew 
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loved his country. The Maxton I knew had a sense of honor and 
responsibility!”

“Seba . . . why—?” Max rubbed his cheek, staring at her in 
utter bewilderment.

“You’ve acted the fool, and you certainly haven’t bothered 
to hide your feelings, but never in a thousand ages would I have 
believed you’d act upon them!”

“What are you—”
“And now I find you sneaking off to bed this copper- 

derlei whore of a peasant,” she screeched. “Bringing her to your 
rooms in broad daylight, for all the world to see!”

“Seba,” he began, “keep your voice down. It isn’t like that 
at all—”

“Isn’t it?” She didn’t bother to keep her voice down. “I get 
the allure, and I can almost understand it—it’s forbidden, it’s 
new and exciting, it’s defying your father—but I cannot forgive 
it. You have a duty to your state, to your empire, and to me!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Max growled. 
“Come inside with us and we’ll explain everything.”

“I will never share space with that creature again,” she  
declared, pointing a finger in Keriya’s face. “We’ve been  
betrothed since I was an infant. You know your duty as well as 
I do. I thought you’d have enough decency to respect your king 
and mine, the men who arranged our marriage so they could 
ensure peace between our states. So we could avoid the very 
conflict our empire now seems doomed to!”

Keriya, who didn’t understand a whit of what was hap-
pening, suddenly felt the puzzle pieces slide into place with a  
resounding thunk. She didn’t know what ‘betrothed’ meant, 
but she understood the other word—marriage.

“Seba.” In contrast to her hysterics, Max spoke quietly. He 
placed his hands on the princess’s thin shoulders. “You’re right. 
I haven’t been fair to you. And for that, I am sorry.”

“You don’t even know the worst of it. You don’t know 
what she’s really like!” Seba cast a murderous glare upon  
Keriya. “Whatever you see in her, it’s not real. She’s a witch, 
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she’s done something to make you trust her and you shouldn’t. 
She’ll be the death of you!”

He narrowed his eyes, as if searching for some secret in 
hers. “Have you had a vision?”

“You should be wise enough to take my word over hers. 
You’ve known me for sixteen years, Maxton, and never once 
have I given you reason to distrust me. You, on the other hand, 
have done plenty of inexcusable things. But I’m here to put a 
stop to this once and for all, because I care about the Galantasa, 
and the future of Allentria!”

“I care about those things, too,” he assured her. “I know you 
must think terribly of me, but I would never put myself ahead 
of my state. Nor would I put myself ahead of your welfare.” He 
drew her into a hug, wrapping his strong arms around her.

Keriya stood apart from them, an intruder in their  
private lives, an outsider who didn’t belong—who had never 
belonged—in their world. She watched in a numb, detached 
way as Seba’s arms snaked around Max’s waist.

“Go to your rooms. I’ll meet you there and explain every-
thing,” he promised. “But no more screaming. We’re in danger 
here—yes, even you. You’re the political leverage my father 
needs against the Galantasa. And at present my father is being, 
ah . . . more difficult than usual.”

Seba pulled away from him. Keriya, who felt hollow and 
confused, took a step forward.

“Seba,” she began weakly, not sure what she wanted to say. 
She still wasn’t sure of everything that had passed between the 
royals, but she felt an inexplicable urge to apologize.

Before she could, Seba closed the distance between them. 
She lashed out and slapped Keriya just as she had Max. Keriya 
reeled back, her cheek on fire, her ears ringing.

“You’ll never see him again,” Seba spat. “You’ll never be 
able to hurt him. You’ve lost.”

With that, she turned on her heel and marched away.
Max shook his head. “Go inside,” he told Keriya, gesturing 

to his open door. “Lock it behind you. I’ll be back soon.”
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He started after Seba, jogging to catch up with her. Keriya  
retreated into his room and shut the door, locking out their 
low voices. She found herself in a beautiful chamber filled with 
polished chairs and lavish white couches. An ornate rug lay on 
the floor, woven with red and gold threads. Across from her, a 
glass door opened onto a small marble balcony overlooking the 
clouds.

Passing by the comfortable furniture, Keriya went for the 
door and stepped out onto the terrace. Winds whipped at her, 
clutching her hair and tossing it around, but she didn’t feel the 
cold. She leaned against the side of the palace and slid down the 
wall until she was crouched on the floor.

She stared unseeingly through the columns of the balus-
trade. A civil war was brewing in Allentria. Her friends were 
in danger. Thorion was out there somewhere, alone, trying to 
find a cure for darksalm. Necrovar was growing stronger in the 
south. Her sword was still missing. The king of the Erastate was 
plotting against her.

There were hundreds of problems for her to worry about, 
yet she couldn’t stop thinking about Seba and Max. About the 
way he’d placed his hands on her shoulders. About the way 
she’d hugged him.

Something halfway between a laugh and a sob worked its 
way out of Keriya’s throat. She closed her eyes and marveled at 
the fact that, despite all she had suffered, something as simple 
as this could still hurt.
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As had happened before, Keriya wasn’t aware of falling asleep. 
She hadn’t meant to do it—she just slipped sideways into a 
fitful doze.

And as usual, disturbing dreams tormented her. First she 
was flying above the mist-wreathed island she’d seen off the 
coast of Aeria so long ago. Then she was falling into the deep 
ocean beneath her. She was drowning in the water and there 
were bodies around her—including the body of her imaginary 
prince charming, the one she’d invented for herself when she 
had been young and foolish and lonely. She hadn’t thought of 
him in a while; he had been replaced by the real prince in her 
life, the one who was now causing her so much heartache.

Keriya fell further into the frozen depths, and the bodies 
faded into oblivion. In fact, she fell so far that she came out 
on the other side of the world, soaring out of the sunken sea 
toward a black sky. Mountains rose below, and she looked 
down to see an island with twelve stone obelisks standing in a 
circle like sentinels, guarding something.

Remember this, said a voice in her head. It wasn’t the 
obnoxious, contrary voice that always told her she wasn’t good 
enough and filled her with doubt. It was a voice she loved, a 
voice she felt like she hadn’t heard in a ten-age.

“Thorion?” she called, looking around as she continued 
to fall upwards into the empty universe. Her motion slowed, 
then stopped. Far below her, the island and the mountains 

“Every road leads somewhere.”
~ Ustreli Proverb

Flight From The Palace
chapter thirty-five
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vanished. She was surprised to find that she was standing on 
cold, solid ground, and that Thorion was by her side. But when 
she reached out to touch him, her fingers slipped right through 
his form. He was a ghost.

“Keriya, I’ve done it.” His words were faint, as though he 
were communicating with her over a vast distance, despite the 
fact that he was right in front of her.

“Done what?”
“Found a solution.” She didn’t need further clarification—

she knew he was talking about the darksalm. And though she 
swelled with joy, she couldn’t help but note he’d said ‘solution’ 
and not ‘cure’.

“What is it? How can I help?”
“I will return to you, then I’ll explain,” he promised.
“That’s not a good idea. We made it to the Erastatian palace, but 

King Windscoure is just like King Wavewalker . . . actually he’s much 
worse. Max and I are going to escape. We’ll meet you somewhere safe.”

“Where?” asked Thorion. 
Keriya paused. It occurred to her that they were running 

out of safe places. Noryk, the Galantasa, and the Erastate were 
out, and going to the Fironem had always seemed like a suicide 
mission. But that was where their quest would ultimately lead 
them. That was where their story would end.

A shiver ran through her—though admittedly, that might 
have been because she felt so cold.

“My ancestors knew of a safe place in the Erastate, a small  
mountain range mid-kingdom,” he informed her. “Humans used 
it as a shale quarry in the age of the dragons, but their mining  
destabilized the region. They deserted it for fear of rock collapses and 
avalanches. I’m sure Max will know it, if it still exists in this age.”

Keriya frowned. That didn’t sound like a safe place at all, 
but she wasn’t about to argue. “Fine. That’s where we’ll go.”

Thorion smiled. Keriya reached out again, trying to pet his 
bronze head and scratch behind his floppy ears as had been her 
habit in the past, but now Thorion was fading away, too. Her 
fingers, stiff and numb from the chill that had sunk into them, 
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fell upon nothing.
“Keriya? Keriya!”
Keriya came to her senses and opened her eyes. It had 

grown dark while she slept. She was curled up on Max’s  
balcony, her cloak wrapped around her in a vain attempt to 
block the biting winds that swirled through the peaks of the 
sky palace. A moment later the prince burst through the doors.

“What in Naero’s name are you doing out here? Are you 
mad?” He pulled her to her feet and brought her back into his 
chambers. Her extremities prickled as they soaked up the heat 
of the room. “You need to take better care of yourself. We have 
a long journey ahead of us.”

“M-Max,” she said around chattering teeth, “Thorion  
contacted me. He s-said he has a solution!” And she told Max all 
about her dream, which she knew had been more than a mere 
dream.

“He must be talking about meeting us in the Temariyan 
Gorge,” Max murmured. He looked shaken by the news.

“Is it safe?” she asked.
“What? Oh—yes, the gorge will be safe for us. Two humans 

walking around won’t do any harm. It’s just . . . I’ve got a lot on 
my mind.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, looking older 
and more tired than Keriya had ever seen him.

“If you need anything, go pack it—but pack light,” he told 
her. “Only the essentials. Meet me back here when you’ve  
finished.”

Keriya nodded and left his room. She was hopeless at  
finding her way through palace halls—which all looked the 
same to her—but she was filled with a driving sense of urgency. 
Thorion had a solution and Max had a plan for their escape. She 
could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel.

She nearly jumped out of her skin when she crossed paths 
with a servant, but the kind old man ended up showing her the 
way back to her room. 

Keriya entered and grabbed her satchel, rifling through it. 
She didn’t have much: the black headscarf Cezon had given her, 
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the packet of laesabrel buds, and the book. Max had told her to 
pack light, so she reluctantly removed the ancient tome.

She opened it to a page she’d earmarked and stared down 
at a picture of a white dragon. The dragon stared back up at her. 
He had been painstakingly inked by the artist—every scale was 
shaded and highlighted, and though the illustration had faded 
with age, his eyes were still so lifelike that they seemed to dance 
with purple fire.

Keriya firmly stuffed the book back into her satchel.
Through some miracle, she managed to find her own way 

back to Max’s rooms. She knocked on the door and he cracked 
it open for her.

“I told you to pack light,” he said, shooting a disapproving 
glance at the bulging satchel slung over her shoulder. “What’s 
in there?”

“A book,” she said defensively.
“Books won’t help us. You’ll have to leave it.”
“Books are knowledge,” she retorted. “So it will help.” She 

didn’t know why she was making such a fuss. She couldn’t 
even read the bloody thing, so all the knowledge the old tome 
contained was locked away, indecipherable to her.

Max mumbled something under his breath about her being 
obstinate. He turned away and continued to pack his own bag.

“When’s Seba coming?” Keriya asked, fighting to keep  
inflection out of her voice.

“Seba isn’t coming,” Max replied in a similarly flat tone. 
“She will be safer and happier in the comforts of the palace. No 
matter what my father is planning, he would never harm her. 
Her station and her ties to me will stay his hand. He’ll protect 
her from what’s to come.”

Keriya bit her lip and nodded. She longed to ask more  
questions, but this was neither the time nor the place for it. 

Watching Max, she noticed he’d armed himself: a quiver 
was slung across his back, a hunting knife hung from a sheath 
off his belt, and an odd metallic weapon she’d never seen before 
was strapped to his right thigh, partly concealed by a leather 
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holster.
“I want a sword.”
Max glanced up at her. “Excuse me?”
“I want a sword, since I lost my old one.”
“Do you even know how to use a sword?” The skepticism  

in his tone caused warm patches of shame to bloom on her 
cheeks.

“No,” she admitted, “but I can learn.”
“I can’t teach you to be a blade master in the next five  

minutes,” he said impatiently.
“I need a weapon. You’re armed, so I should be, too.”
“Keriya, this is ridiculous—”
“How else will I protect you and Thorion?” she cried. Max 

finally stopped what he was doing. His face softened as he took 
in her stricken expression.

“Here,” he whispered, unbuckling the odd weapon from 
his leg and laying it on the desk between them. “You can have 
this. It’s a new invention—my father’s top men have been 
working on it, and this is one of the first functional prototypes.” 
He removed it from its holster. It didn’t look very effective to 
Keriya, for both its ends were blunt.

Max pressed the weapon against her palm, molding her  
fingers around the handle. “To arm it, pull the firing lever  
out and down.” He indicated a small, silver knob attached to  
a lever. “Then you’ll be able to pull the trigger, which your 
pointer finger is currently resting on.”

“What does it do?” Keriya asked, turning the inscrutable 
weapon in her hands, staring down the cylindrical barrel at its 
front. Max gently aimed it away from her and wrested it from 
her grasp.

“It’s a handheld cannon. Point it at someone and pull 
the trigger to shoot. If your aim is true, you can kill a man a  
hundred heights away in less time than it takes to draw a breath. 
There are six rounds in there, so you have six shots.”

That thought gave Keriya the chills, but she allowed Max 
to buckle the hand-cannon’s holster around her waist. It didn’t 
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make her feel powerful, as the bogspectre’s sword had when it 
hung at her hip; it actually made her nervous. But she’d asked 
for a weapon and Max had given her one. At least she wouldn’t 
be completely useless if they ran into trouble.

“I have to ask—though given where you decided to take a 
nap, I can probably guess—are you afraid of heights?”

“No,” she said, raising an intrigued eyebrow. “Why?”
“Because we’re going to leave on a zipline.”
“Oh. Okay.” Keriya didn’t want to look stupid by asking 

what a zipline was; she assumed she’d find out soon enough. 
Max finished packing, threw on a winter coat, then led Keriya 
into his bedchamber. It was spacious and elegant, and the far 
wall was lined with shelves of books. She didn’t have time to 
appreciate them, because Max opened a set of doors that led to 
another balcony. Arctic gales burst into the room and clawed 
at her, making her eyes water. Raising her hand against the  
bitter onslaught, she followed him outside.

Night had fully fallen and the moons and stars were 
shrouded by clouds. Max opened a hidden panel in the marble 
wall and pulled on a lever inside. Keriya jumped backwards  
as something burst from a recessed alcove just beyond the  
panel, whizzing through the sky with a high-pitched whine. A 
dark metal coil was spiraling out from the alcove, chasing—or 
perhaps attached to—whatever had exploded from the wall.

The line suddenly went taut. It quivered, pointing down 
into the darkness at a steep angle. Max reached into the alcove 
and drew out a harness attached to the coil by a silver locking 
mechanism.

“There’s only one of these,” he explained, stepping through 
loops in the harness and securing it around his waist, “because 
this was designed to be an emergency escape for me. So you’ll 
have to sit on my lap.”

Keriya was glad it was so dark, because she was certain 
her cheeks had turned a flaming shade of red. She stammered 
a half-hearted protestation, but stopped when Max clambered 
onto the narrow marble railing of the balcony’s balustrade.
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“What are you doing?” she squeaked.
“Come on.” Max offered her his hand. She pursed her lips, 

then allowed him to help her up. It was true that heights didn’t 
bother her, but she did not like this one bit. She and Max were 
teetering on the edge of a precipice that led down, down, down 
into the cold blackness. Wind battered her, making her sway 
dangerously. Her stomach swooped and her heart thudded 
against her ribcage—and not just because Max snaked an arm 
around her hips, holding her close.

He braced himself with one hand on the wire, which really 
looked quite flimsy, and said to Keriya, “Sit here, just above the 
harness. And hold on tight.”

Determined to prove she wasn’t afraid, Keriya stood on tip-
toe and turned, easing herself into the space between Max and 
the harness line. She leaned against his chest and, since there 
was nothing else for her to hold onto, put her arms around his 
neck. She debated whether it would be more terrifying to keep 
her eyes open, or whether she should squeeze them shut until 
the ride was over.

Max put both arms around her and gripped the harness 
line, then leapt off the balcony. It was all Keriya could do not 
to scream. She hadn’t had time to close her eyes, and now it 
was too late. They were as wide as saucers and locked open in 
terror, though the air stung them as she hurtled through the 
night. They weren’t in free-fall because the harness was digging 
into her side and she could feel herself supported by the wire—
which, she remembered, was a very thin wire and probably not 
meant to hold so much weight—but they were gathering speed 
at an alarming rate as they dropped through the clouds.

The ground and the city became visible, and Keriya felt her 
heart, which was plummeting faster even than she was, rise in 
appreciation. Golden lights fanned out beneath them, twinkling 
like constellations. 

Just as she was beginning to enjoy herself, Max yelled, 
“Brace yourself,” over the howl of the wind.

She tightened her grasp around his neck as a forest of stone 
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towers resolved from out of the gloom. They’d descended far 
enough to pass through the buildings. Structures zoomed by, 
too fast for Keriya to register, and she wondered how they were 
going to stop. This might not be a free-fall, but they were going 
fast enough to kill themselves if they hit anything.

Then they began to slow. Keriya felt pressure all over her 
body, and she assumed Max must be wielding. She craned her 
neck around to discover they were fast approaching a large 
wooden building. She tensed, readying herself for impact, but 
by the time they reached the ledge on the outside of its tallest 
tower, they’d slowed almost to a standstill.

Max touched down on the ledge and Keriya slid away from 
him, stumbling when her feet hit the ground.

“There now,” said Max, disentangling himself from the 
harness. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Hm? Oh—no, not bad.” Keriya felt a hesitant smile bloom 
on her lips. “Actually kind of fun.”

Max wrenched on the wire, tugging a grappling hook 
loose from the wall behind them. Its sharp points retracted in 
upon themselves, turning the hook into a spear. Max released 
it, and coil and spear shot backwards the way they’d come,  
retreating to the palace in the clouds.

They entered the tower, and Keriya was enfolded at once 
by warmth and the scent of earth and animals. She and Max 
padded down a flight of stairs that opened into a corridor lined 
with stalls. Large creatures rested in the compartments. At first 
glance they looked like horses, but they were surely something 
more interesting than that; they were larger than regular horses, 
with tiny ears and no manes. Their build was lighter too, grace-
ful and sinuous. When Keriya peeked into one of the stalls she 
saw their hooves were cloven, like the unicorn’s had been, and 
their tails were thin and rope-like.

“Arions,” Max whispered. “Wind horses. Fastest land  
animals in the empire. This one is mine,” he added, pointing up 
ahead. A lone animal stood in the aisle outside its stall. It was 
silhouetted by the faint light streaming through the crack in the 
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barn doors. A bridle hugged the contours of its elegant face and 
a leather saddle was already on its back. It whickered softly in 
greeting, recognizing Max.

“I called ahead to a friend,” said Max, reaching out for the 
arion. “He readied Alphir for us.”

He grasped the reins and patted Alphir’s neck in greeting. 
The animal turned a sharp eye on Keriya, as if sizing her up. His 
pale hide gleamed like silken cobwebs, even in the shadows, 
and his gaze held a disconcerting intelligence.

“Hi, Alphir,” she said, since she figured that was the polite 
thing to do.

Max led Alphir to a mounting block. “This saddle is  
designed to seat two. It won’t be comfortable, but what we lack 
in comfort we’ll make up for in efficiency. Alphir is the swiftest 
steed in the royal stables. He’ll get us to the Gorge in a matter 
of days.”

Max mounted up, and Keriya had to arrange herself  
awkwardly behind him. Her dress wasn’t made for riding, and 
the worn and fraying hem scrunched up around her knees as she 
strapped her legs into the harnesses on either side of the saddle. 
Max slipped his own feet into silver stirrups and clucked softly 
to Alphir, who plodded forward.

The prince raised a hand and wielded to lift the latch  
on the stable doors. They slid open softly, revealing a large 
paddock surrounded by a wrought-iron fence. Beyond the bars 
were a number of soldiers on watch duty.

“We’ll have to get past them,” said Keriya. There looked to 
be at least six men patrolling the edges of the enclosure.

“No need to worry about that,” said Max, a hint of amuse-
ment in his low voice. He wielded once more and the gate of 
the fence creaked open on rusty hinges. All the guards jumped 
at the unexpected disturbance. As soon as they saw Keriya and 
Max astride Alphir, they began shouting.

“Uh, Max, I think they’ve spotted us.”
“You’ll want to hold onto me again,” said Max, and there 

was a definite ring of mirth in his tone now. Keriya had barely 
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put her hands on his shoulders when he whistled sharply to 
Alphir. The arion reared up on his hind legs, pawing at the air. 
Keriya lurched backward and would have been thrown from 
the saddle had it not been for the straps holding her legs in 
place. Her fingers scrabbled desperately on Max’s shoulders, 
seeking a handhold.

Alphir let loose a cry that reverberated in Keriya’s chest 
and echoed off the nearby city buildings. The guards faltered at  
the sound, and that moment of hesitation was all the creature 
needed. He sprang forward, causing Keriya’s neck to snap 
back as they galloped through the gate, leaving the soldiers far  
behind.

“Faster, boy!” Max cried, and the arion sped up. Alphir 
leaned into a turn and careened around a corner, using his tail to  
counterbalance, artfully dodging a carriage that was trundling 
along the road. Keriya heard the surprised shouts of the rider 
fade behind them as they rocketed away.

It seemed Alphir could do no wrong. He swerved around 
every obstacle in their path, leading them to the edge of  
Vendale in minutes. They raced along the bank of the river  
before hurtling over the white stone bridge arcing between the 
twin cities. Venaeton unfolded before them in a blur, and then 
they were free, out in the vast, open plains of the Erastate.

Keriya released a long breath. She loosened her grip on 
Max’s shoulders and gazed around. The Oldmoon was peek-
ing through the clouds, scattering bands of blue light across the 
land. Alphir’s stride was smooth and tireless as he forged south 
along the road. The leagues melted beneath his cloven hooves.

Hang on, Thorion, she thought. I’m on my way.
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The last three months had been the worst Seba had ever 
endured. Nothing in her palace or the Galantrian Village had 
prepared her for the harshness of the real world. The blisters 
on her feet had long since turned to knobbly callouses. Dirt had 
taken up permanent residence under her fingernails. The cold 
had sunk into her bones, giving her tremors. She’d lost a stone’s 
worth of weight and she had the horrible suspicion that she’d 
caught worms somewhere along the way, because her stomach 
was in a state of perpetual upset. Her hair, which had once been 
soft and silky, was now listless and frayed.

She’d been disrespected and mistreated by everyone 
she had come across. The worst of all had been that horrible 
werelion; he’d been rude and crass—and no sooner had he laid 
eyes on her than he’d known her for what she was. 

House Ishira had a proud history, but it also had a dark 
secret. To keep producing strong wielders, the Ishiras had begun 
inter-marrying with nereids—sea creatures which commoners 
referred to as ‘mermaids’. Seba’s father had been born of a 
union between a nereid and a human, and unsurprisingly both 
he and Seba had turned out to be immensely powerful . . . but 
that power came with a price. 

King Wavewalker had contracted land sickness three years 
ago. It didn’t affect all half-nereids, but when it did strike, it was 
deadly. Thus, he ruled knowing his days were numbered. That 

“The only way to measure if a man is worthy of power is to ask him if he
thinks he is. If he says yes, you can be sure he is not.”

~ Keirwyn Moothvaler, Second Age

The Commander 
and the King

chapter thirty-six
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was why he’d been so adamant in securing Seba’s marriage and 
future, and why he’d forbidden her from ever leaving home.

Guilt pressed upon Seba, making it hard to breathe. Not 
only had she abandoned her duty to House Ishira, she had 
abandoned her father. How long would it be until she saw him 
again? He only had a few years left, if that . . . and what of her 
own fate? Uhs had called her galancrelas: watercreature. He’d 
said there was no hope for her. 

Did that mean she had land sickness, too?
Seba covered her face with shaking hands. She wasn’t cut 

out for this. She didn’t belong on the road. When Skyriver and 
his band of delinquents had made plans to bring her to the  
Erastatian palace, she had been glad. She hadn’t considered 
what would happen once she arrived; she had just longed for 
the luxury of running water, the warmth of huge fireplaces, the 
comfort of a soft bed and hot meals. She’d come willingly.

Now she was stuck here, Windscoure’s political prisoner.  
She should have known better; he was a loose cannon, and 
she’d grown up hearing her father complain about everything 
from the way he ruled his kingdom to the way he took his tea—
he drank it with milk, which, according to Mertos Wavewalker,  
was the mark of a man who lacked conviction. She was the  
eldest of House Ishira, the only current viable heir to the Coral 
Throne. Her family would capitulate to any demands Wind-
scoure made in order to ensure her safety.

As Seba lay on her fluffy feather mattress, warm from her 
bath, wrapped in layers of silk sheets, she pondered the poor 
choices that had led her to this point. Whatever happened next 
between the Galantasa and the Erastate, it was her fault.

“No,” she growled, scowling at the canopy of her bed. “It’s 
not my fault. It all comes back to that miserable peasant!”

If anyone was truly at fault, it was Keriya Soulstar. If the 
girl had been a better guardian, Thorion would never have been 
infected with darksalm. If she’d had a shred of intelligence, 
then she would have done her duty to the empire and gone to  
Noryk, preventing the states from fighting over her. If only 
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she’d never existed at all! Then Max wouldn’t . . . 
Seba shook her head. Thinking about Max and Keriya made 

her blood boil. She was sure nothing had happened between 
them—there hadn’t been time or opportunity while they’d been 
tromping across Allentria—but they’d clearly wanted something 
to happen, which was just as bad.

I’ve put an end to it, she thought smugly. She’d made 
Max swear not to go near Keriya. Not that the girl would be  
staying in the palace long—word was sure to get out that 
the Dragon Speaker was here. Lady Aldelphia would send a  
summons for her, and then she’d be carted off to Noryk like the 
criminal she was. Seba didn’t bother to think too much about 
what that might mean for Thorion or the world at large; all that 
mattered was that Keriya Soulstar would soon be hundreds of 
leagues away from Maxton Windharte.

Seba had dinner delivered to her chambers that night. 
She ate in bed—a horrible habit, something her father would 
have scolded her for—and fell asleep early despite the hubbub 
in the halls. The next morning she was awoken by shouting. 
She threw on a bathrobe and limped to her door. Whatever the  
servants were squawking over, they could do it in a different 
corridor. If she was to be trapped here, she at least ought to be 
able to get some proper rest out of it.

As she reached for the gilded knob, someone knocked. 
She jumped—for she was now prone to frights at the smallest 
things—then opened it to reveal a brown face and livid red eyes.

“Gohrbryn Tanthflame,” Seba breathed, horror-struck.
“Princess Sebaris.” He offered her a shallow bow.
“You’re . . .” Working for Necrovar? A traitor to the  

empire? A murderer of innocent Galantrians? She couldn’t say 
any of those things aloud. “. . . here. Why?”

“I am conducting an inquiry, and I beg a few moments of 
Your Grace’s time.”

“What are you inquiring after?” she asked, fighting to 
keep the rising edge of fury out of her tone. This was the man 
who’d sacked Irongarde and destroyed the Galantrian Village. 
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How dare he stand before her, he who had slaughtered her  
people? How dare he show his face in public? Why hadn’t Lady  
Aldelphia arrested him months ago?

“Two nights past, the Dragon Speaker escaped from the 
palace,” Tanthflame explained. “She abducted the prince—”

“What?” Seba gasped.
“Do you have any information that might lead us to her 

location?”
Seba didn’t respond. The floor swayed, and she steadied 

herself against the door frame with a shaking hand. Max and 
Keriya were gone. And she had been forgotten, left behind, 
abandoned in a violent political tempest.

“Princess?” Tanthflame’s voice reached her from worlds 
away.

“I . . . I don’t know where she would have gone.” Seba’s  
voice was thin and forced. She had just enough presence  
of mind not to let slip the plans to bring Thorion to the Valaani 
Temple. The only person she trusted less—and hated more—
than Keriya Soulstar was Tanthflame himself.

“Out of curiosity, Your Grace, did you at any point see the 
Dragon Speaker with a peculiar-looking weapon after you were 
taken hostage from Irongarde?”

“Hm?” she said distractedly. “No, she never carried any 
weapons.” Tanthflame opened his mouth, probably to probe 
her with more questions, but Seba was having none of it. “I’m 
not well. Leave my rooms at once.”

To her surprise, the Imperials withdrew without a fuss. 
Tanthflame offered her another bow, then turned and led  
his detail down the hall. Seba closed the door behind them, 
drowning in her thoughts. It felt like the walls were closing in 
on her. She was terrified. She was heartbroken, for she knew 
Max hadn’t been abducted—he had gone willingly with that 
witch. But mostly, she was furious.

“What do I do?” she moaned, though she already knew the 
answer. She had made her decision a long time ago. She had 
committed to her quest the moment she’d left her home.
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Steeling herself with resolve, Seba wrenched the door back 
open. Tanthflame and his goons were halfway down the hall. 
She hastened in the opposite direction.

Though she was a prisoner, she was also royalty. She was 
welcome anywhere in the palace—it was leaving that was  
forbidden. Still, she took it upon herself to hide whenever  
anyone approached, skulking in empty alcoves to avoid  
servants and Imperials alike. Thus, by the time she reached the 
throne room, Tanthflame had beaten her there.

The long corridor was lined with guards, and Seba drew 
back into an adjacent hallway when Windscoure and Tanth-
flame began striding toward her. From the pause in their  
conversation, she could tell they’d spotted her. Both men were 
dangerous, but if she had to choose between the two, she would 
prefer the king.

“Your Highness,” she said in a ringing voice, stepping 
back into view. She was painfully aware that she did not cut 
a striking figure in her bathrobe. “I have urgent matters I wish 
to discuss with you.” Her gaze flickered toward Tanthflame  
before she fixed it firmly on Windscoure’s lined face. “Alone.”

“Princess,” said Windscoure, “Commander-General Tanth-
flame has journeyed all the way from the Fironem to—”

“That’s quite alright, Sire,” said Tanthflame, offering up  
a smile that didn’t touch his fiery eyes. “We’ll continue our 
investigation elsewhere while you speak of royal matters—
though I doubt we’ll find anything we don’t already know.”

“Do what you think is best,” said the king. His demeanor 
was harsh, and Seba could practically feel the tension crackling 
between the men. “We’ll continue our discussion later.”

“If not tonight, Your Highness, then we will surely have 
time tomorrow.”

“Ah; you’re planning a prolonged stay in Vendale?”
Seba knew a power-play when she saw one. Tanthflame 

had tried to invite himself in, but the king had shut him down, 
subtly specifying that he would not be staying in the castle if he 
remained. Her esteem of Windscoure rose slightly.
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“Not prolonged, no; I must return to Fyrxav to oversee an 
important project. After the unforgivable actions my country-
men took in the north, I’ve had to bring in Imperial soldiers to 
stabilize the Fironem.”

“It’s a shame the state has deteriorated so far,” Windscoure 
agreed. “Regardless of the Dragon Speaker’s escape, I assure 
you my plans for the southern border remain the same.”

If Seba hadn’t known better, she would have sworn there 
was a note of apology in the king’s voice—and maybe even  
a dash of fear. She could understand him being afraid of  
Tanthflame, whose eyes alone were enough to set anyone’s 
teeth on edge; but what cause would he have to apologize to 
the Commander-General?

“I’d expect nothing less,” was the oily reply. Seba scowled. 
Tanthflame held a high position in the Allentrian govern-
ment, but he had no place speaking to a king in that manner. 
“It is a pity the rheenar was able to escape such a well-fortified  
castle,” he lamented, “but this unfortunate incident will soon be  
rectified. After all, you cannot cheat the Shadow.”

The lines on Windscoure’s proud brow deepened, and his 
blue eyes clouded. There was definitely something going on  
between the two of them, but Seba couldn’t begin to guess what.

 Tanthflame turned to Seba. “I’m pleased to see you’re 
feeling better, Your Grace.” He offered her a nod—which she 
did not return—before motioning to his men. The Imperials 
snapped to attention and boiled out of the hall in a great swarm.

Seba turned to Windscoure once they were gone. Should 
she warn him about Tanthflame’s treachery? Given their sour 
interchange, he must already know or suspect . . . though if that 
were true, why had he let the wretched man into his palace? 
That topic was too dangerous for Seba to broach, so she settled 
on the safer of her queries.

“Your Highness,” she said, stepping closer and lowering 
her voice, “I’ve heard some disturbing news about Max . . .”

“He left the palace, yes,” Windscoure said nonchalantly. 
“With the Dragon Speaker.”
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Seba felt he ought to be more concerned about Max’s  
welfare. Then again, he hadn’t seen what she had seen—he 
didn’t know that one day, Keriya Soulstar would kill his only 
surviving son.

Unless I stop her, Seba corrected herself.
“Sire,” she said aloud, “forgive me for being blunt, but this 

situation is worse than you realize. That witch is dangerous.”
“On that, we can agree,” the king replied in dark tones.
“Then you must do something! I assume you summoned 

Tanthflame to track Soulstar down, but . . .” She took a breath. 
Time to test the waters. “But I’m not sure he can be trusted.”

Windscoure stared down his nose at her, his face a mask. 
Seba’s insides squirmed; what if she had overplayed her hand?

“Walk with me,” he said, motioning for his personal guard 
to fall back as he strode down the hall. Seba had no choice but 
to follow. A softening in her ears and a sudden surge of silence 
told her that he was wielding an air spell to block noise from 
traveling, thus keeping their conversation private.

“Sire, I’m sorry if that was out of line.” The eerie absence 
of outside noise made her voice seem abnormally loud. “I only 
spoke out of concern for Max because I know what Tanthflame 
is capable of. The crimes he’s trying to pin on Thorion were 
crimes he himself committed.”

She would never have spoken so boldly without the king’s 
silencing spell around them. He had no outward reaction to  
her statement—which meant he either already knew what  
Tanthflame had done, or he didn’t care—so she barreled on 
recklessly: “If Tanthflame goes after Keriya, I shudder to think 
what he might do to Max.”

“You’ve become quite a perceptive young lady,” said the 
king. “You’ll make a fine ruler one day.”

Seba was thrown by the unexpected compliment and the 
king’s continued indifference to his son’s fate. “I—thank you, 
Sire,” she mumbled. “You flatter me, but of course I won’t ever 
rule; I am merely to be a queen.” Then, wanting to redirect his 
attention to what was important, she added, “Max’s queen.”
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“A clever queen has power in her own right.”
Windscoure was up to something. He was testing the  

waters with her, too, but she had no idea what he was trawling  
for. Politics was a dangerous dance, each partner twirling 
around the truth, brushing as close as they dared without ever 
touching it, and Seba had never learned this waltz. Besides, all 
of that paled in the face of the main problem.

“Sire, you must send your own soldiers after Keriya and 
Max if you wish to bring your son back safely.”

Windscoure raised an appraising eyebrow. “Why should I 
want to bring them back? They’re no good to me locked up in 
the palace.”

Seba opened her mouth, then closed it. She wasn’t sure 
she’d heard correctly. She opened it again to speak, then 
closed it once more. Stop acting like a fish, she thought angrily to  
herself. She opened it a third time and struggled to find words, 
but none seemed appropriate.

“I appreciate your concern for Maxton, but he’ll be quite 
safe. That’s why I let things play out as they did.”

“I—but . . .” Seba forced herself to speak around the lump 
of disbelief that had lodged in her throat. “Why?”

“How else will they lead me to the dragon?” he asked. “I 
heard what the rheenar did in King Wavewalker’s custody. She 
sent the beast away and fled your palace shortly thereafter  
because she didn’t want to serve your father. That is the mark 
of a rebel and a traitor, and I have little reason to believe she’ll 
summon her pet just because I command it of her.”

It was as though the marble flagstones had crumbled  
beneath Seba’s feet, and she were hurtling toward Vendale. 
So, Windscoure was angling to capture Thorion. Either he was  
supremely greedy, or incredibly stupid, or both.

“I don’t know what your intentions are for Thorion,” she 
began, “but what Keriya told you is true. He’s infected with 
darksalm and we’ve been searching for a cure—”

“There is no cure for darksalm, Sebaris,” Windscoure  
interrupted. Seba bristled; he outranked her and had every 
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right to cut her off, but how could he have such a carefree  
attitude about Thorion’s wellbeing? Didn’t he understand that 
no matter what happened to Keriya, the world was doomed if 
anything happened to her dragon? Didn’t he want to ensure 
Thorion’s safety?

Maybe not, she realized. He’d admitted he wanted to  
use Thorion as an instrument of war, and there was a distinct 
possibility that he was in cahoots with Tanthflame . . . which 
would mean he was also in cahoots with Necrovar. What if he 
wanted to get his hands on Thorion not to start a war, but to end 
one? To destroy Allentria’s only hope of defeating the Shadow?

Seba shuddered. Those were dangerous thoughts. She 
had no proof, and only circumstantial evidence to back up her  
theory. This was Max’s father, for Zumarra’s sake. He was 
one of the four kings of the Allentrian Empire. He couldn’t be  
working with the Shadow, he just couldn’t be.

“Princess, are you well?” said Windscoure, shaking Seba 
out of her reverie.

“Yes,” she lied. “I’m still recovering from my travels. I think 
I will retire to my chambers to bathe and rest.”

“If you have any further concerns, don’t hesitate to arrange 
an audience with me,” Windscoure told her. “I will always 
make time to speak with the future queen.”

The king dropped his silencing spell, and Seba’s ears 
popped as the commotion of the palace came rushing back to 
her. She curtsied to her superior, and he nodded back. Then, 
with a swirl of his white cloak, he turned and strode back  
toward his throne room, gathering up his guards in the process.

Seba returned to her chambers, but she had no plans to rest. 
She had to prepare for another journey, one more difficult and 
dangerous than anything she had thus far experienced. She,  
Sebaris Wavewould, Eldest of House Ishira, would go forth on 
her own. She would save Allentria, save Thorion, and save Max 
from the clutches of that awful little witch.

Now, she thought, her stomach sinking, if only I knew how to 
do any of that.
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Cezon Skyriver had been locked up a fair few times in his life. 
As a person with an experienced eye, he had to say that as far 
as dungeons went, this was the nicest one he’d been in. In fact it 
wasn’t a dungeon at all, because he was imprisoned in a tower 
in the southernmost wing of the Erastatian palace.

Stone steps spiraled up the tower’s center, leveling off 
onto landings which led to individual cells. Cezon’s cell was 
narrow, but light streamed through a window crisscrossed with 
iron bars, and there was even a mattress in the corner next to 
the floor grate. On top of that, he had been fed reasonably well, 
though his meals had been laced with evasdrin. Still, however 
nice his surroundings seemed, that didn’t change the fact that 
he was locked up.

“This is all your fault, Iako,” he growled through the food 
slot in his cell door.

“My fault?” Iako’s whine floated up from the landing 
below. “What’d I do?”

“You . . . you—!” Cezon’s mind was still fuzzy from the 
evasdrin, and for the life of him he couldn’t figure out a way to 
pin this on the Galantrian. “Well, I know you did something to 
land us here, and when I find out what, you’ll be sorry!”

“Give it a rest, Cezon,” came Endred’s slow voice from one 
landing up.

With an indignant humph, Cezon flounced to his mattress 
and flung himself down upon it. He took this particular impris-

“Being too cautious never killed anyone,
but that might be because they failed to live.”

~ Rikela Sansmar, Seventh Age

Unlikely Allies
chapter thirty-seven
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onment as something of a personal insult. He’d been so sure 
he would be showered with gold upon presenting the royal 
brats to Windscoure. And as for the Dragon Speaker . . . well, 
maybe that had been his mistake. He should have forced her to  
summon the monster. If he’d given the king a dragon, things 
would be different.

The poison made him sluggish and drowsy, and Cezon 
soon dozed off. He awoke to the light of the Bloodmoon flowing 
through his window in rivers of scarlet and an insistent tapping 
at his door.

“Whassat?” he grumbled. “Who’s there?” It couldn’t be a 
guard—they wouldn’t bother to knock. They’d barge right in 
and rouse him with a solid kick in the ribs.

“Cezon Skyriver? Is that you?” It was a girl’s voice.  
Nonplused, Cezon got to his feet and approached the door. A 
pair of blue eyes peered at him through the slot, glinting like 
dewdrops in the sparse torchlight of the stairwell. “It’s Princess 
Sebaris.”

Cezon was stumped. Why was she here? What could she 
want? Perhaps she was aiming to torture and kill him for what 
he’d done to her during their journey—not that he had done 
anything. He’d been a perfect gentleman; he’d even let her ride 
a tronking horse!

“Your Grace,” he said in his best simper. “To what do I owe 
this honor?”

“I need you to help me escape the palace.”
Cezon barked a rough laugh. “Dunno if you noticed, but 

I’m a bit tied up at present. Serving a prison sentence, you see. 
Thanks largely to you,” he couldn’t help adding.

“You committed numerous felonies bringing us here,” she 
retorted. “You’ve no one to blame but yourself.” Cezon was  
impressed with the amount of snap and condescension she 
packed into her words. It had taken him decades to learn to 
condescend like that.

“Be that as it may, I ain’t really in a position to help you.”
“You are if I free you.”
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Cezon perked up. “I’m listening.”
“I’ll get you out of here, then you escort me to the  

Ascension Tower. Tell the guards on duty you’re taking me to 
Vendale to send a letter at the Galantrian Embassy. Since they 
know you as members of the Border Patrol, you shouldn’t be 
questioned or stopped.”

“What a clever plan,” Cezon growled. “Except the guards’ll 
know us as members of the Border Patrol who got locked up for 
kidnapping you!”

“Not all of them know! I asked around for you the whole 
afternoon and hardly anyone had heard of you. There was only 
one guard who knew you’d been put in here.”

Cezon mulled over his options. This plan sounded pretty 
weak. And as a person who was experienced in making weak 
plans, he knew how quickly they could fall apart. Still, he’d 
never been one to shy away from a challenge—and if he didn’t 
agree, he’d be stuck rotting in this non-dungeon for Naero-
knows-how-long.

“Assuming you can get us out, princess,” he began in a  
delicate tone, “I’d love to help you. But what do I get out of the 
deal?”

“Your own freedom, obviously.”
“An escape for an escape.” He waved a hand. “It just seems 

you’re more valuable than three poor, common patrolmen 
who accidentally ran afoul of the law. Seems also,” he added,  
fixing her with a shrewd glare, “like you’ve got a lot more to 
lose if you don’t escape, and like we’ve got more to lose if we’re 
caught helpin’ you. Don’t seem very fair to me.”

“Are you trying to extort me?” she demanded. Her voice 
echoed around the bends in the staircase, and Cezon heard a 
shuffling from above that meant Endred had woken up. “How 
dare you! Do you have any idea how important it is that I get 
out of the palace?”

He grinned. “I’ve a better idea now.”
“I must find Prince Maxton and the Dragon Speaker. The 

fate of our empire depends on it!”
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“As if I care,” Cezon scoffed, but that was a lie. In truth, 
he was very interested; interested in where Keriya Soulstar had 
run off to, and interested in why the princess had taken it upon 
herself to track the girl down.

“I can pay you a hundred-thousand derlei.”
Cezon was glad his cell was so dark; his eyes went wide 

and his jaw dropped. A pair of gasps told him that both Endred 
and Iako were listening in. He cleared his throat. “A generous 
offer, Your Grace. But how do I know you’re tellin’ the truth? 
How do I know you’re good for it?”

“I am Princess Sebaris Wavewould, Heir to the Coral 
Throne, Eldest of House Ishira,” she said frostily. “My word is 
binding and my honor is my life.”

“In that case, you got yourself a deal,” said Cezon. “Shake 
on it.” He couldn’t fit his whole hand through the food slot, 
but he managed two grubby fingers. Sebaris looked scornfully 
upon the proffered digits, then deigned to shake them with her 
pinky.

“That’s settled.” She straightened and shouted down the 
stairwell, “Guards!”

“What the blood are you doin’?” he hissed. He was no 
stranger to being betrayed, but this was the fastest anyone had 
ever turned on him.

“Be quiet,” she hissed back, as footsteps sounded from 
the base of the tower. Moments later, two Erastatian soldiers  
clattered into view.

“Your Grace,” they murmured.
“I have identified these men as the members of my  

entourage who were wrongfully imprisoned,” she said,  
drawing herself up to her full height. She wasn’t tall, but she 
was able to stare down at the guards since she was a few steps 
above them. “You’re to release them at once, by order of myself 
and King Windscoure.”

She was a fantastic liar. She sounded so sure of herself 
that Cezon almost believed what she was saying. The guards,  
however, looked less certain.
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“Princess,” one of them said, “we’ve received no such  
directive from the king.”

“Of course you haven’t,” she spat. “I’ve only just now come 
to look. If these hadn’t been my men, I wouldn’t have bothered 
calling you up to free them.”

“Your Grace, you must understand that commands we  
receive from the king override yours,” said the man on the left. 
He looked like a seasoned soldier, the kind of fool who needed 
orders just to tie his own boot laces.

“I have a signed and sealed letter from King Windscoure, 
allowing my servants to be released back into my custody.” 
She withdrew a letter from within the heavy traveling cloak 
draped around her shoulders. Cezon nodded to himself; she’d 
come prepared. “Seeing as I’ll be quartered in the palace for the  
foreseeable future, the king graciously agreed to grant me  
access to my attendants.”

The old soldier took the letter and inspected the seal,  
holding it up to the nearest flickering torch. It seemed to pass 
his scrutiny, for he also nodded.

“Wasn’t they arrested for kidnapping you?” said his  
partner, a younger man with an unintelligent expression 
sprawled across his face.

For a moment, it looked like Sebaris had been caught in 
her lie. Cezon stifled a groan, certain that the plan was about to  
disintegrate.

“Do you think I’d be here if that were even remotely true? 
The reports of my kidnap were falsified,” she said in a stiff  
voice, “which led to the wrongful imprisonment of my servants. 
Although you are clearly not the sharpest sword in the armory, 
I’m sure you could have figured that out on your own. Unlock 
my men, and pray I’m in a better mood when I make a full  
report of my experience to your commanding officer.”

That got them moving. The younger one went to open  
Iako’s cell, and the old soldier unlocked Cezon’s door. It swung 
inward on creaky hinges and Cezon slipped out.

“My liege,” he said, bending to one knee before Sebaris.
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The old soldier went to free Endred next, and Iako darted 
out of his cell to join them. Cezon shot him a look that told him 
to keep his stupid mouth shut, and—displaying a presence of 
mind that Cezon had never seen in him before—Iako remained 
quiet.

“Thank you,” Seba said to the Erastatians when everyone 
had gathered on the landing. “You two may escort me to my 
chambers in the east wing.”

“Begging your pardon, Your Grace,” said the old one, “but 
we’re not to leave our posts until we’re relieved of duty. Our 
shift ends at dawn.”

Sebaris gave him a disdainful sniff before she swept off 
down the steps. “Come, servants.”

Cezon ducked his head and hid a smile as he passed the 
soldiers. She was a professional.

No one intercepted them as they made for the central hub 
of the palace. They reached another wide staircase with gilded 
balustrades marching along its sides and descended toward the 
pavilion.

“Get on either side of me,” Sebaris muttered through the 
corner of her mouth.

Cezon stationed himself on her right, and Endred moved 
into position on her left. Iako served as rear guard. In this 
manner they emptied out onto the ground floor—figuratively 
speaking, of course, since the palace was hundreds of heights 
off the ground.

A gaggle of soldiers stood at attention around the  
pavilion. There were five in total—enough to cause a problem 
if things got messy.

“Don’t ruin this,” Sebaris warned in the faintest of  
whispers. Cezon rolled his eyes as he stepped forward.

“Greetings, brethren,” he said, offering the salute of the  
patrolmen. He scanned the soldiers’ faces in the sparse light 
of the firelamp stands and recognized none of them. Perfect. 
“We’re here to escort Princess Sebaris Wavewould to the 
Galantrian Embassy in Vendale.”
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The soldiers cast each other suspicious glances. One man, 
who had emblems of rank embroidered on his sleeve and over 
his heart, stepped forward.

“We heard nothing about such a visit,” he told Cezon. 
“King Windscoure and Commander-General Tanthflame  
ordered the palace to be kept on lockdown.”

“Tanthflame?” Iako squealed.
“I appreciate the need to follow orders.” Cezon kept his 

voice light and airy, but inside his organs were tying themselves 
into anxious knots. If Tanthflame was here, it was all the more 
important for him to escape. “But the princess needs to send 
this letter tonight. It is imperative.” He gave himself a mental 
pat-on-the-back for his use of a big, fancy word. He kept a few 
of those in his vocabulary specifically for times like these.

“We were also told that the princess was not to leave the 
palace,” said the same man, who had to be a captain of some 
sort. He had that self-important air about him.

“The letter is for my father,” Sebaris added, producing  
another envelope. “It’s to let him know I’m safe. I was promised 
I would be allowed to send it, on the condition that I remain 
under constant supervision.”

“You’d be welcome to accompany us if you’re concerned 
for the princess’ safe return,” Endred added in his reassuring 
rumble. Cezon nodded. Even if a few of these dolts insisted on 
coming along, it would be easy enough to dispatch them in a 
dark alley.

Endred’s offer appealed to the soldiers, and for a moment 
Cezon thought everything was going to be alright. Then a voice 
rang out behind him.

“None of you will be leaving.”
The Erastatian soldiers snapped to attention. Cezon, who 

now felt like his innards were slowly being encased in ice, 
turned on the spot to look at the owner of the voice.

“Commander-General,” he murmured.
Tanthflame was sweeping down the corridor, flanked by a 

detail of Imperials. The firelamp stands sent shadows skittering 
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across his face, clawing at his puckered scar and distorting his 
countenance.

“Skyriver,” said Tanthflame, stopping a height away from 
him.

“Always impressed with your memory, sir.”
“You killed a number of my men and double-crossed me 

to prevent me from obtaining the dragon.” The Fironian’s 
red eyes caught the flickering light so each iris became a tiny  
furnace. “Now we can add to your long list of crimes the  
attempted kidnap of the Galantrian princess. Come here, Your 
Grace,” he added, holding out a hand to Sebaris. “My men will 
see to it that you are returned to your chambers.”

Sebaris, who was trembling head-to-toe, took a step  
forward. Cezon couldn’t blame her; the plan had failed, and 
now they had to do damage control. For her, that meant playing 
along with Tanthflame’s game, pretending she’d been coerced 
into leaving. As for Cezon, he suspected he’d end up back in 
the non-dungeon . . . unless a worse fate befell him. Tanthflame 
struck him as a particularly vengeful person.

“That’s it,” said Tanthflame, coaxing the princess closer. 
“You’re safe now.”

Somewhere in the back of Cezon’s brain, he appreciated the 
fact that no matter how experienced he and Sebaris were in the 
art of condescension, Tanthflame beat them both by leagues.

Sebaris held up a hand to take Tanthflame’s—and then it 
happened. It was over so quickly that Cezon couldn’t be sure 
of what he’d seen. For a fraction of a heartbeat, the air around 
Sebaris shimmered with a disturbance. Then, with the thunder 
of a tsunami, a deluge of water burst into existence before her. It 
seemed to pour out of her very body, flooding forth in a violent 
torrent.

Tanthflame was taken unawares, and neither he nor his 
men had time to defend themselves before the water smacked 
into them. The wave surged down the hall leading to the west 
wing, knocking over furniture and firelamps, devouring every-
thing in its path.
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As quickly as the water had sprung to life, it subsided. The 
wave crashed against the far wall and leaked sideways into  
adjoining corridors. The west hall now looked like a black hole, 
for all its lamps had been extinguished. It was impossible to  
see what had happened to Tanthflame, but apart from the  
sloshing of water draining away, not a sound could be heard. 
Cezon hoped he’d drowned.

Sebaris was shaking worse than ever. Her front was 
drenched—it might have been from her spell, or she might have 
been sweating from the effort she’d put into wielding. Cezon 
glanced at Endred and Iako. Iako was gaping at the princess. 
Endred looked shaken, but he met Cezon’s gaze. As if the same 
thought struck them both at the same time, they turned.

The Erastatians were frozen in place. They looked too 
shocked to do anything, so Cezon pulled himself together. 
He had been given a gift and he wasn’t about to waste it. The 
odds were stacked against him, but he’d stopped lamenting the  
unfairness of life long ago. He did the only sensible thing there 
was to do.

He rushed the guards.
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Seba felt drained, like the water that left her had been her very 
essence, her lifeblood, that which made her who she was.

She didn’t know where the spell had come from. In fact, 
it hadn’t felt like a spell at all—not that she was an expert on 
such things. She’d only wielded four other times in her life, but 
each time she’d done something deliberate. She had reached 
for her power with a clear intention and had tried to force it to 
do her bidding. This time, she’d just opened the floodgates and 
the magic had poured out of her. Or perhaps, more accurately, 
she’d stopped fighting to keep the floodgates closed. There 
had been no finesse in what she’d done. She’d merely been a 
conduit for a force of nature.

Now she stood in the midst of chaos, fighting to regain 
control of her limbs. Her legs refused to move, even when a 
brawling trio of men careened past her.

A tongue of fire sparked nearby, shocking her into 
motion. She stumbled away from Endred, who’d manipulated 
the flames from a firelamp at one of the guards. The guard 
extinguished the blaze with a counter-spell, but before he could 
retaliate, Iako popped up out of nowhere and cracked him over 
the head with the blunt end of a broken halberd. The man fell 
to the ground, unconscious. Another Erastatian whirled to face 
Iako, but he vanished between the pillars of the pavilion.

The pavilion. Seba staggered past Cezon, who had the 
business end of the broken halberd and was locked in combat 

“If you use your own footsteps to measure, you will know how far 
you’ve come, but not how much further you need to go.”

~ Yalon Monkier, Second Age

Fire And Ice
chapter thirty-eight
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with a badly bleeding soldier, and fell to her knees at the side of 
the pit. She put her hand out, as if hoping the disc of solidified  
air would be there, waiting to help her escape. Her fingers 
touched only non-solid air, the kind that would let her fall to her 
death. Even if the disc had been ready and waiting, she didn’t 
know how to operate it. One would probably need airmagic, so 
she was out of luck no matter how she looked at things.

Ignoring the battle that raged around her, she squinted  
down the shaft. The glass door at the bottom let in a tiny  
crescent of light, only proving how far away the ground was.

Seba found herself sizing up the Ascension Tower, wonder-
ing if there mightn’t be some other way to get down. It was less 
than two hundred heights tall, and not overly wide . . . what if 
she filled it with water and jumped?

Stupid, she thought to herself. That was a ridiculous idea. 
She wasn’t even sure she could do it. Even if she poured all her 
magic out, would it come close to filling the tower?

Oblivious to the shouts and scuffles, she examined the  
cylinder again.

“Yes,” she breathed. She, who knew next to nothing about 
magic, who hadn’t done any arithmetic calculation about the 
volume of the pit, was sure she could produce enough water 
to fill a satisfactory portion of the Ascension Tower. She didn’t 
know how she was so certain—it was a gut feeling, the sort of 
instinctive confidence you get when gauging a distance to jump 
and knowing you can make it to the other side.

A blast of air knocked into Seba, alerting her to the fact that 
more guards had shown up. It was now or never.

She connected to her magic and once again felt that sweet 
rush of energy as she became one with her source. The threads 
of her soul strained to be free. So she stuck her hands into 
the shaft, fingers splayed, and let her mental barriers down,  
opening the floodgates once more.

And what a flood it was. Water erupted from her. A wave 
splashed sideways, slamming a palace soldier against a pillar 
before sweeping him away. The angry shouts turned fearful 
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and frenzied. Seba knew she had to make an effort to control 
her magic—if not for the sake of the people around her, then for 
her own sake. She’d waste water if she sent it every which way.

With great effort, she mentally narrowed the floodgates, 
imagining a tunnel leading from her soul into the tower.  
Miraculously, the liquid listened. The flood thinned to a concen-
trated waterfall that thundered from her outstretched hands.

Suddenly a wall of flame grew outwards from a point  
behind her, encircling the open pit of the Ascension Tower and 
trapping her within. Seba feared it was Tanthflame, but then 
Endred’s voice reached her over the roar of the water and the 
fire.

“—should hold ’em off, but not for long!”
“You were smarter than me,” Cezon called from her left. “I 

kept eating their damn poisoned meals. Still got another couple 
days before I get my wielding back.”

“How about Iako?” Endred’s fire flared as someone from 
beyond the glowing red-orange wall blasted it with airmagic, 
but the barrier held.

“That idiot,” scoffed Cezon. “Never met a food he didn’t 
like, even if it’s prison bread. He won’t be any use.”

“The princess is doing a fair job in his place. Where is he, 
anyway?”

“Dunno. Out there distracting them, I expect.”
“He’ll get himself killed without his magic.”
Seba couldn’t see Cezon, for she was watching energy  

distort the air around her fingertips like a heat mirage as  
her magicthreads turned to water. But in her mind’s eye she 
imagined him giving Endred a negligent shrug as if to say, Who 
cares?

Now space itself was distorting. The world narrowed 
around Seba; everything caved in toward her shaking hands. 
She heard Endred’s voice again, but it sounded distant and 
drawn-out, as if he were speaking in slow-motion.

She had been stupid. She could fill the Ascension Tower 
if she had time, but the problem was she didn’t have time. The  
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Erastatian soldiers were regrouping on the other side of  
Endred’s fire wall. Tanthflame might return at any moment, 
and if he joined the battle they were done for. He wouldn’t  
hesitate to destroy all of them, even the heir to the Coral Throne.

The flickering of the fire slowed. Seba’s vision dimmed, as 
if light were struggling to reach her. Sound faded away and  
her head grew heavy. The only constant was the relentless  
outpouring of water. It remained unwavering in its power and 
consistency, a furious, driving force.

A wave of drowsiness hit her and she fought to stay alert. It 
felt, for all the world, like a foresight dream were trying to catch 
hold of her. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she chided herself. She knew 
using her base magic was a trigger for her other power. She’d 
opened herself up to all sorts of danger.

She blinked. How had the tower filled up so fast? It was 
hard to see, but it looked to be about a third of the way full with 
liquid. Shouldn’t it have taken longer?

It doesn’t matter, she thought, closing her eyes in defeat. 
Even if we were to jump now, that fall would be fatal.

Behind her, Cezon and Endred were busy arguing about 
something. Cezon was talking about physics.

“You don’t know physics from a hole in the wall,” Endred 
cried.

“Nah, if I jump into the waterfall it’ll sorta push me down, 
and when I hit the surface it won’t hurt so much because of the 
turbulence and whatnot!”

“It won’t hurt so much because it’ll kill you,” Endred shot 
back.

There was a pause as Cezon thought. Seba gave a start 
when he shouted right next to her ear, “Hey! Can you lift the 
water up?”

What a stupid thing to ask, thought Seba. 
But actually, it wasn’t stupid at all. She’d raised vast  

quantities of water before—she’d done it a few months ago in 
the Galantrian Village. Why not manipulate the water in the 
tower up to shorten the drop?
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Seba mentally severed her connection to her power. There 
was an unpleasant pinching sensation in her chest, a prickle that 
spread throughout her veins—her body’s reaction to being cut 
off from her magic so inelegantly. There must be better ways to 
close the gates, to turn off the faucet, but she had never learned.

Without the deafening pounding of her waterfall, the  
pavilion seemed eerily quiet. Endred’s fire still crackled and the 
men beyond resumed their shouting. It sounded like they were 
regrouping for another attack.

Seba delved back into her own consciousness and  
reconnected with her source. Soothing strands of energy oozed 
through her, filling her once more with that intoxicating sense 
of invincibility, and she directed a river of threads into the  
water many heights below.

There were two subsets of manipulation magic: adverse 
and confluent. Confluent manipulation spells were simpler  
because they worked with the flow of threads; adverse  
manipulation spells were difficult, because the wielder had to  
work against the laws of nature. It was the difference between 
pouring a glass of water onto the ground and trying to scoop 
that water back into the cup with your fingers. It was the  
difference between a waterfall . . . and a water-rise.

But Seba had risen water before, and she was not yet spent. 
She could do this. She thought of everything she had to lose—
her freedom, her kingdom, Thorion, Max—and concentrated as 
she never had before. Her threads sank into the water below 
and she lifted her hands, flexing her fingers into claws as she 
pulled it toward her.

Perhaps it was easier this time because she’d performed 
this exact spell half a year ago. While the effort to lift the 
tonnes of water was indeed monumental, it didn’t create the  
almost-physical stress on her soul she had felt last time.

“Fire!”
Seba heard the shout, and at first she thought one of the 

guards was commenting on Endred’s spell. A moment later,  
arrows whizzed through the blaze from all directions. She 
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heard Cezon grunt in pain, and a heavy thump told her Endred 
had fallen to his knees. His spell flickered, then guttered out.

“Jump!” A hand closed on Seba’s arm and someone yanked 
her forward. She pitched head-first into the abyss, and was just 
about to cry out before she smacked into the water. After the 
heat of Endred’s spell, it felt icy cold. The shock of it caused her 
to drop her threads. Without her magic to counteract gravity, 
the water in the tower began to plummet, pulling its human 
cargo with it.

Seba briefly saw a group of angry faces crowding around 
the opening of the Ascension Tower. Then she was swallowed 
by the gurgling, frothing mass of liquid. Her momentum slowed 
and came to a hovering halt. She pawed at the water, trying 
to reach the surface to take a breath, but suddenly a dragging  
sensation gripped her, yanking her down.

She started to panic—why was her element turning against 
her?—but was released almost at once. The water bent around 
her and forced her through a tiny archway, expelling her into 
open air. The glass door on the ground level of the tower had 
shattered, perhaps due to the vacuum she had created when 
she’d raised the water. With the seal broken, all the liquid was 
flooding into the main lobby of the skyscraper and through the 
front doors.

Seba was swept out into the street and washed up on the 
sidewalk across the road. The harsh wind sliced through her 
sopping garments. She barely had time to shiver before she was 
yanked to her feet.

“And now, princess, we run.” Cezon gripped her hand and 
pelted through the night, dragging her with him. She coughed, 
but couldn’t seem to expel the water caught in her throat. She 
tried to draw breath, but her lungs weren’t working right. Her 
body was shutting down, exhausted from the strain she’d put 
on it. Her vision went black and she stumbled.

She was dimly aware of strong arms picking her up. She 
felt herself being jostled around as someone carried her. Further 
and further she slipped away. The foresight sleep found her, as 
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it always did when she was at her most vulnerable. There was 
no fighting it. She could only go where the current took her . . .

The woman and the man stood together in a prison cell, their  
figures stark against a jagged hole that looked out upon a burning city. 
They were close together, but they seemed worlds apart.

The man offered her his hand and spoke imploringly, inviting 
her to join him. The woman responded in a voice that was quiet and  
broken. They grew angry and began to argue.

“Keriya, you’re going to die here. You can’t keep punishing your-
self for what happened.”

The woman closed her eyes, and a pitiless smile touched the  
corners of her lips. “I can, but this isn’t about that.” She opened her 
eyes again and purple light spilled out from them, drenching the stone 
cell with an otherworldly glow.

“I can save you,” the man said.
“I don’t want to be saved.”

“Your Grace?”
Far away, someone was shaking Seba’s shoulder. Idiots. 

They should know better. They always tried to wake her from 
the foresight sleep, but she wouldn’t regain consciousness until 
the vision had relinquished her willingly.

“I think she’s havin’ a fit,” said a scratchy voice.
“Give her a smack,” snapped a third speaker. “We ain’t  

carrying her across the whole state.”
“I’m up,” she croaked, forcing her eyes open. The present 

reluctantly faded into focus. She found herself staring at three 
men and the rotting rafters of a low ceiling beyond them.

She wasn’t in her palace and she wasn’t surrounded by her 
servants. Her reality came crashing back to her: she was on the 
run with Cezon, Endred, and Iako. She was on a quest to save 
Max and Thorion. And now, thanks to her vision, she knew 
where at least one of them was.

“Nazrith,” she rasped.
“What’s that?” said Cezon.
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“Indrath Nazrith,” she repeated, sitting up. “Max is in the 
Fironem with that witch, in the dungeons of the royal palace.”

“How do you know?” asked Endred.
“I—” Seba paused, then decided against telling them about 

her foresights. It was too much to explain, and these simpletons 
wouldn’t be able to appreciate it. They might not even believe 
her. “I overheard them talking before they escaped. I thought 
they were going to the Valaani Temple, but their plans must 
have changed.”

Or maybe they got caught, she thought to herself. Why else 
would they be locked up?

“Anyway, if Max is in Indrath Nazrith, then that’s where I 
must go.”

“The Patrol is crazy on the southern border,” said Cezon. 
“We’ll never make it through.”

“I wasn’t asking you to come,” Seba snapped. Then she  
recalled her time on the road with Cezon’s crew. They were 
experienced and resourceful, and powerful wielders to boot. 
“Although . . . if you want to help, there’s another hundred- 
thousand derlei in it for you.”

Cezon fixed her with a beady eye. He had a dirty cloth tour-
niquet tied around his left arm. Endred also bore a bloodstain 
on the shoulder of his uniform. Iako looked unscathed. How 
he’d managed to escape, Seba could only guess.

“Make it three-hundred-thousand total for all our trouble,” 
said Cezon.

“Done,” Seba agreed without hesitation.



DRAGON CHILD

3431    2

Max had packed just one sylphskin blanket, so when they 
stopped, he and Keriya had to sleep side by side. The sylph-
skin was thin, and at first Keriya had been sure it would be 
useless against the furious gales that swept the plains. But while 
it provided little warmth in and of itself, it was an excellent 
insulator, breaking the winds and keeping their body heat in.

Alphir had taken a more reasonable pace after their 
initial flight from the twin cities, but even though he had 
slowed down, they intercepted the West Outlet River again on 
their third night of travel. Keriya dismounted, wobbling on sore 
and unsteady legs, and stared across the water. The far bank 
couldn’t have been more different from the flat, grassy land 
they’d been traversing. The ground lay in pieces—fractured 
rocks jutted up at sharp angles, rising and falling in uneven 
patterns, wreathed in dark mists.

“We’ll rest here tonight,” Max said as he unpacked his bag. 
“It’ll be more comfortable. Any word from Thorion?”

Keriya shook her head and cast her thoughts out, trying to 
reach the dragon. She hadn’t been in contact with him since the 
dream. In fact, she hadn’t even been able to sense him, but she 
knew now that he had powers which enabled him to conceal his 
consciousness. She wasn’t worried. Thorion had said he’d meet 
her at the Temariyan Gorge, and so he would.

They took shelter behind a boulder to get out of the wind. 
Max caught a fish and built a small fire. Alphir grazed while the 

“Any answer a book can’t give you isn’t an answer worth having.”
~ Rikoru Ryesleet, Twelfth Age

Translations
chapter thirty-nine
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humans settled down to watch their meager dinner roast over 
the flames, suspended by a simple airmagic spell.

Keriya knew Max would eventually want to talk about 
what had happened before they’d fled the palace, but she didn’t 
want to talk. In fact, they’d hardly spoken since their escape, for 
they had been exhausted by their travels—but she feared she 
couldn’t avoid conversation for much longer. Indeed, Max took 
a breath and raised his head, and Keriya braced herself.

“Keriya, I think I owe you an apology.”
She closed her eyes. An apology would warrant an  

explanation, and an explanation would inevitably end with 
words she did not want to hear: I can’t be with you.

“I haven’t been forward about the situation with Seba. In 
avoiding it, I wronged you both. I just . . . never expected any of 
this to happen.”

“What is the situation?” 
“It’s as she said; we’re betrothed.”
“But you’re so young,” Keriya protested, as if that were any 

kind of excuse. In Aeria, people had spouses chosen for them 
as soon as they were named and accepted into the village at the 
tender age of fifteen.

“Not so very young. I’ll be twenty in a few months.”
“Can’t you . . . I don’t know, just not get married? Seems 

it’s second nature for you to go against your father’s wishes,” 
she added, only half joking. She glanced up in time to catch a 
glimmer of mirth fading from Max’s face.

“Certainly, if I wanted to be selfish. But right now, I’m pretty  
sure our marriage is the only thing keeping my father from  
declaring open war on the Galantasa. He covets the north for 
its iron mines, and with everything that’s happening in the  
empire, it’s a perfect time for him to strike.”

Keriya nodded. “How long have you known you’d have to 
marry her?”

“When Seba was born, King Wavewalker sent an emissary 
to my father seeking the union. He’d hoped it would soothe  
tensions between the two kingdoms.” He shook his head,  
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turning the fish to cook its other side. “Guess it doesn’t matter 
now, does it?”

“It does if it’s preventing war,” Keriya conceded. “If we can 
delay the states fighting each other, it gives Thorion and me 
more time to do our part.”

There was a solution. Thorion would soon be free of the 
darksalm; then they could finish their quest and kill Necrovar. 
In her mind, defeating the Shadow would save Allentria and 
restore peace between the states.

After a few moments, Max casually said, “Seba suspects 
there’s something going on between us.”

“There isn’t,” Keriya muttered. She thought about all that 
had passed between the two of them, nothing of which had 
been particularly momentous. Her feelings were simply the 
foolish whimsies of a child, and she had been supremely foolish 
to believe they might ever be reciprocated.

“Isn’t there?”
“Are you kidding?” she said. “You’re really trying to have 

this conversation now?”
“I know you’re angry, as well you should be. But the 

only reason I acted the way I did is because of this arranged  
marriage.”

“Does that just mean you’re sorry you got found out?”
“You’re making it awfully hard for me to spill my heart to 

you,” he growled.
Keriya cast him a searching glare. He was staring into the 

west, arms crossed over his chest, hair falling in an elegant 
wave over his forehead. Was he trying to imply that he had 
feelings for her without being unfaithful to the marriage he was 
bound to?

She found it unlikely. She and Max had grown close during 
their adventures, but no self-respecting prince would have any-
thing to do with a peasant like her under normal circumstances.

“Did Seba give you that?” Keriya said suddenly, pointing 
at Max’s diamond amulet. He turned back and saw what she 
was indicating.
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“Why do you ask?”
“You always wear it, so obviously it has some importance to 

you.” In truth, the diamond was incongruous with Max’s style, 
which was elegant but not opulent. The necklace screamed of 
Seba’s influence: ostentatious, showy, even a bit gaudy.

He placed his fingers over the gem. “It came from a teacher 
of mine. He was the wisest who ever taught me. It’s enchanted 
with lifemagic, and he gave it to me for protection.”

“It’s magic?” Keriya leaned forward. Now she was  
intrigued by the trinket—especially since she no longer felt  
obligated to hate it, seeing as it hadn’t been a gift from the  
princess.

“I channel my feelings and intent into it, and it emits  
energy that can influence people around me.”

Something about that explanation bothered Keriya. She 
thought back to all the times she’d been particularly starstruck 
by Max, from the first night she’d met him, to the Galantrian 
ball, to when he’d demanded that she call Thorion back after 
sending him out of harm’s way. In a carefully neutral voice, she 
asked, “Have you been using it on me?”

“I haven’t been able to use it at all of late.”
While Keriya was relieved to hear that, she noted it was  

not an actual answer. It sounded more like misdirection and 
omission. “Why not?”

“Because I have been conflicted,” he murmured.
Keriya had an interrogation’s worth of questions that she 

yearned to ask, but Max looked so thoroughly miserable by this 
time that she decided to leave it be.

When the fish was done cooking they ate in silence—it was 
clear neither of them wanted to continue the conversation. Max 
extinguished the fire, letting the night swoop down upon them, 
the only brightness now coming from the stars above.

They forded the river the next morning. Though there wasn’t 
much snow this far south, the water of the West Outlet was as 
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glacial as ever. Max and Alphir didn’t seem bothered as they 
trekked into the gorge, but Keriya’s feet were swollen and sore 
from the cold, and she limped after them, picking her way 
through the treacherous terrain.

They crested a ridge fanged with pointy rock spires and 
began their descent through veils of fog into a valley as still as 
death. There was no sign of life: no birds or insects, not even a 
breath of wind to remind them the outside world existed.

“We’ll be safe enough here—even if we build a fire, the light 
and smoke will be hidden by the peaks,” said Max. He removed 
Alphir’s bridle and let the arion go off on his own to graze. The 
wind horse trotted across rocks that seemed very precariously 
perched, but his movements were delicate, and he didn’t disturb  
the morbid stillness.

“Now what?” asked Keriya.
“Now we wait for Thorion,” said Max. “Any idea when 

he’ll arrive?”
“No,” she admitted. “He seemed far away when he last 

contacted me.”
“The empire is only so big,” Max told her bracingly as he 

began unpacking his bag. “I’m sure he’ll be here in a couple 
days.”

But a couple days came and went, and there was still no 
sign of Thorion. Keriya reached out telepathically, casting her 
consciousness out across the land every morning and evening, 
hoping to sense something.

“I mean, he can’t have died or anything,” she reasoned in a 
slightly hysterical voice, pacing back and forth before Max as he 
prepared their dinner. The thing roasting over their fire looked 
like a rock, but was actually a species of armored land crab.

“Of course he hasn’t died,” Max said patiently. “You’d 
have felt it.”

“He’s hidden his mind so I can’t sense him.” Keriya chewed 
on her fingernails and scanned the empty sky. “He’s doing 
something important without me. He’s keeping me out of it 
on purpose.” In her frustration she kicked a pebble. It bounced 
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away, tumbling downhill, and a deep, resounding crack echoed 
through the valley. Keriya froze as the ground shuddered.

“Sorry. I forgot how fragile it is,” she mumbled. “But what 
if he’s hurt, or starving, or—”

“Keriya, Thorion is a dragon. The intelligence you possess 
would not even be a thousandth-part of what he has,” Max told 
her. “You don’t have the power to help him. So please relax and 
try not to bring the gorge down in a rock slide.”

Max’s words were as true now as they had been in the 
Naetren Mountains, and the fact that they were true filled  
Keriya with a furious despair. Whether Thorion came back or 
not, whether he’d found a way to cure himself or not, whether 
the two of them faced Necrovar or not, she could no longer help 
her drackling. She had no magic.

But she did have a book. A book of prophecies, a book that 
might be filled with a vast wealth of knowledge. So Keriya 
fished the tome out of her pack.

Since the Allentrians and Aerians shared a language, with 
the major differences being dialects and certain words, she  
figured her only obstacle was the runes. At first glance, the 
Allentrian letters looked disjointed and messy. But as Keriya 
studied the pages, she noticed patterns in the writing. The same 
few symbols in the same sequences kept popping up, and she 
decided this was where she would start trying to translate.

Another day passed, during which time Keriya kept match-
ing up different combinations of runes, hoping to crack the code. 
Nothing she did made sense. There were more differences than 
just the letters; while Aerian script often featured two of the 
same letters sequentially, in the book, double letters seemed to 
be denoted by a looping accent mark beneath the runes. There 
were also fewer total runes in the Allentrian alphabet. She could 
have asked Max for help, but something in her—stubbornness, 
pride, or perhaps a desire to prove herself—insisted that she 
carry on alone.

She sat by the light of the fire on her second evening of 
work, scratching out possible translations in a patch of loose 
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soil. She’d arbitrarily assigned the word ‘and’ to the most  
common three-rune phrase in the book. She took a two-rune 
phrase next, and figured it might mean ‘on’, or perhaps ‘in’; 
she found a four-letter word that could potentially mean ‘dark’, 
and the five-letter word following it might logically be ‘night’. 
For consistency, that would mean the two-rune word must be 
‘on’. She rubbed her finger through the dirt, erasing ‘in’ as a  
possibility.

Now she had a good assortment of letters, but she’d gotten 
this far before only to find something was wrong. She turned 
the page and found herself staring at the white dragon. The  
illustration reminded her of the picture of Shivnath in her  
favorite book growing up.

Her gaze slid from the dragon to the paragraph beneath 
him. Keriya narrowed in on a six-rune word, and, using the 
runes she’d already assigned, wrote it out in Aerian script: 

DRAGON

Just like that, everything fell into place. With three  
vowels she could easily guess other small words, and soon 
she’d scratched out a full translation of the Allentrian alphabet. 
She scanned the book with growing excitement. Suddenly the 
scribbles on the worn pages didn’t seem so messy: now there 
was order and familiarity to the runes she’d spent two days 
poring over.

She lifted her head, beaming, to share her breakthrough 
with Max. But he was already asleep, leaning against a mossy 
boulder.

No matter; she wouldn’t disturb him. After all, she had 
work to do. She hunkered down, scooting closer to the embers 
of the fire, and flipped back to page one.
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Fletcher wandered through the grand halls of Indrath Eydres, 
the elven palace. The corridors of the ancient palace appeared 
deserted, but he had the sense that someone was watching 
him. Glancing back, he thought he saw the hem of a dark cloak 
disappear around a corner, as if its owner had just hidden from 
his view. He quickened his pace, trying to find a place to wait 
for Taeleia.

A group of elven women entered the hall, and Fletcher 
stooped into a sort of crouching bow. They cast him suspicious 
glances as they passed, their pale eyes sparkling in the rosy 
gloom of the dusk, and glided on without a word.

As it grew dark, the vines that stretched along the walls 
and twined around pillars began to stir, and blossoms opened 
up among their leaves. The flowers emitted a soft glow, and 
Fletcher used their light to find his way to an open courtyard 
complete with a pond and fountain.

He sat on a marble bench by the water and watched gold-
scaled fish swim in lazy circles. He thought of his friends 
and wondered how they were each faring on their quests. 
Shuddering, he remembered the certainty with which Illistriel 
had spoken of Thorion’s demise, and sent a silent prayer to 
Shivnath to watch over Keriya and the drackling.

To distract himself from his morbid thoughts, he leaned 
forward and poked a finger into the warm water, waggling it at 
the fish. Intrigued, they began swimming toward him.

“Your thoughts shape your world.”
~ Elven Proverb

The Flower That Blooms War
chapter forty
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“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. The koi are vicious.”
Fletcher snatched his hand back and jerked around to find 

Taeleia standing at the entrance to the courtyard. Her eyes  
glittered with amusement as she approached him.

As Fletcher scooted over on the bench to make room for 
her, a shadow flitted across the other side of the courtyard. 
The hulking figure of her bodyguard emerged from an alcove,  
slipping into the open briefly before vanishing once more.

“That is Danisan, my most loyal advisor. He won’t hurt 
you,” she told Fletcher, noting his obvious unease as he craned 
his neck to see where the huge elf had gone. He suspected  
Danisan was the one who’d been tailing him. “Nor will any of 
my people. They know you are now under my protection.”

Fletcher’s hand slid into his coat pocket and closed around 
the letter Effrax had written. “Lady Taeleia, I assume you know 
quite a lot about what’s happening in Allentria, but—”

“I do know what’s happening,” she interrupted. “Before 
I left Noryk, Commander-General Tanthflame spoke to me at 
length about the evil acts the dragon committed, and he asked 
for the elves’ support in his endeavors to eliminate threats to 
our empire.”

Fletcher’s heart plummeted like a stone. “Tanthflame has 
painted Thorion and his allies as monsters—myself included, 
you may even have seen wanted posters for me—but you can’t 
believe him.”

“I don’t,” she said. Fletcher blinked, somewhat taken aback.
“You . . . don’t? Just like that? It’s that simple?”
“Nothing is ever that simple,” she told him with a hint of a 

smile. “Tanthflame hoped to sway me to his side using fear. He 
thought I would remember the dragons’ crimes of ages past and 
that I would side against Lord Thorion.”

Fletcher wrinkled his nose in confusion. Crimes? What did 
she mean by that?

“Dragons wield a powerful arcane magic. During the Great 
War, we begged them to fight with us against the Shadow, but 
they ignored our pleas. The creatures who valued wisdom and 
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balance above all else stood aside and watched as Necrovar 
slowly destroyed the world . . . and to this day, no one knows 
why. It is the greatest mystery of our past. Perhaps if we under-
stood it, our present would be different.

“I can’t tell you why the dragons abandoned the mortal  
races of Selaras to suffer at the Shadow’s hand, but I do know  
it went against their deepest nature. Necrovar has always  
maintained that the dragons caused the imbalance, but I know 
who is truly to blame. And if Lord Thorion stands against the 
Shadow, then I will stand by his side.”

“Thank you for believing in him,” Fletcher whispered.  
Taeleia nodded as if it were all in a day’s work. She struck him 
as being one of the noblest creatures he’d met in Allentria, yet 
her head was bowed, and in her face there was hidden a deep 
sadness he thought he recognized.

“Why was your mother so upset to see you?” The question 
was out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

“The tale is long, and may not make sense to a human.”
“Try me,” he said, softening the words with a smile.
“To explain it would paint me in poor light,” she admitted.  

“The truth about me is my greatest shame.”
Fletcher stared down at his hands in his lap. He didn’t know 

how far he should press the elf; he might offend her, or she 
might think he was trying to pry for valuable information. But 
her words had awoken something within him, and he thought 
he would be a coward if he didn’t speak.

“I don’t know much about elves,” he began slowly, “but 
I know plenty about shame. And I’m a pretty good listener, if 
you want to talk about it.”

“You have a kind heart, Master Earengale. Very well.” She 
took a deep breath. “In elven culture, names are of the utmost 
importance. By tradition, the eldest member of a family bestows 
names upon those of the younger generations; this was not the 
case for me. I was named by an outsider, one who was not of 
Alenciae blood. This is one of the reasons my mother resents 
me.”
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“Why would she resent you for that?” said Fletcher. “It 
wasn’t your fault.”

“We receive our use-names on the eve of our tenth  
birthday,” Taeleia explained. “I was old enough to know this 
and to understand the importance of it. I was also old enough 
to make the conscious choice to break the rules and not attend 
my own naming ceremony.”

“Yikes.”
“You cannot imagine the wrath of an old elf,” said Taeleia.
“I might be able to,” he muttered, remembering the fury in 

Illistriel’s icy eyes when her daughter had spoken out against 
her.

“The elven mage I was with at the time did not want me 
to be nameless, so she took it upon herself to give me a name 
before the night ended. Taeleianaravalkaeriess: it translates 
roughly to ‘The Flower That Blooms War’.”

Fletcher’s eyes widened. “No offense, but that’s kind of a 
terrible name. Why would she call you something like that?”

“Elves do not choose the name; it comes to us in visions. 
Our mages piece it together from images of the past, present  
and—occasionally—future. Of course, my mother tried to  
revoke it, but names have a way of sticking once they’re given. 
So, that is who I am,” she finished softly.

“But it’s just a name, right?”
“I’ve already told you, names are of the utmost importance 

to us,” Taeleia reminded him. “Which brings us to the other rea-
son my mother resents me. She believes my name is a dark stain 
on our bloodline. The elves abhor war. In fact, after the Great 
War ended, we swore we would never fight again.”

“Seems an easy enough promise,” said Fletcher.
“Yet it was harder to keep than we imagined. In the Fourth 

and Fifth Ages we battled the Syrionese; in the Seventh Age 
we fought during the mass-murders of the wielding animals; 
and we have long been at odds with the Allentrian Empire  
because it attacked Elvinthrane in the Eighth Age. Every time 
we fight, we lose more of who and what we are . . . and then I 
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was named.” She let out a soft sigh and closed her eyes.
“I will bring war back to my people, Fletcher. They all know 

it, and they fear me. My mother fears me most of all, for she 
is Illistrielivaetrunaria: ‘She Who Rules Without A Throne’. 
I am the true lumina of the elves, but she asked me to leave  
Elvinthrane because she did not want me to lead our people 
into conflict. So I abandoned my home, and I allow her to rule 
as steward now. It is for the best.”

Fletcher didn’t buy the concept that an elf was doomed to a 
specific fate just because of the name she was given—it seemed 
like a convenient sort of self-fulfilling prophecy to him—but 
there was no denying that Taeleia’s story was unsettling, given 
the current political climate in Allentria.

“I’m sorry you were burdened with this,” he said. She 
shrugged, as if it was something she’d accepted long ago. “Even 
if you don’t want to get your people involved in the war,” he 
continued hesitantly, “will you still help Thorion?”

“I will do whatever I can to help the drackling, but it must 
be clear that I am acting alone. I have already resigned from the 
Council of Nine, and I will tell those who are loyal to me not 
to follow where I go. My actions must not be interpreted as a 
declaration of allegiance to any faction in the empire,” she said 
heavily. “The elves cannot fight again. We cannot—will not—
survive another war.”

Fletcher frowned. “You would turn your back on Allentria 
just because of a name?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Taeleia, a sharp note in her lilting  
voice. “I will fight the Shadow to my last breath, but my  
people must remain safe. I will do everything in my power to 
stop Necrovar before he grows strong enough to bring the war 
to them, and I believe that means I must help you and your 
dragon.”

Thorion belonged to no one—and if he could be classified 
as anyone’s dragon, he would most assuredly be Keriya’s— 
but the elf’s words made Fletcher feel more connected to the 
drackling. It made him feel like he was a real and important 
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part of the quest to save Thorion’s life.
And I am, Fletcher thought to himself. I pulled my weight.  

I did what I set out to do. For the first time since the attack on  
Irongarde, it felt like things were going right. The most  
powerful elven healer had just joined their side.

“We should leave as soon as possible,” Taeleia added.  
“Necrovar is sure to be gaining strength and followers even as 
we speak; and though no elf will hurt you, I have no desire to 
linger here. I am unwelcome, and I cannot blame my people for 
not wanting me near them. The sooner I go, the safer they will 
be.”

“I agreed to meet my friends at the Valaani Temple in the  
Fironem,” Fletcher told her. “I have a bloodbound carriage we 
can take, and I think it should get us there safely.”

“Has it been enchanted to know the location of the  
temple?” she asked. 

“Uh,” said Fletcher, scrunching up his nose in thought. He 
wasn’t sure about that.

“It matters not, because a bloodbound will cause trouble  
when crossing the border. Give me a few days to gather  
provisions for the trip. I’d like to prepare some potions for the 
dragon, and I need to put some serious thought to how we 
should travel.”

“Well, I’m yours to command, Lumina Taeleia,” said  
Fletcher, thumping his fist over his heart in a gesture of  
solidarity. “Let me know what I can do to help, and I’ll gladly 
do it. The sooner we get to Thorion, the better.”

That coaxed a genuine smile from Taeleia. It transformed 
her features—so similar to those of a human, yet so alien—and 
melted the sadness that had settled into her scales.

“Thank you, Fletcher,” she said.
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By taking twigs and burning their ends in fire, Keriya was able 
to fashion styluses. She used the burnt points to scratch her 
translations in the margins of the book. If Erasmus could have 
seen her defacing the ancient tome, he’d have whipped her 
hands with a pine branch. Keriya allowed herself a fond smile 
as she thought of the old Healer. So much had changed since 
she’d crossed Shivnath’s Mountains.

The smile faded and gloom settled back upon her. Another 
week had passed, and still there was no news from Thorion.

Keriya had made amazing headway with the book, but not 
even her work could distract her from the gnawing feeling that 
something horrible had happened. She looked back at the page 
before her, going over the lines she’d translated:

Fle sh into sword , bone into blade,
Magic and blood and legend are made.
Etern i ty b inds on ly those who are dead ,

But thence from th i s spe l l sha l l I ri se once aga in .
The Shadow wi l l ru le and I wi l l have been lo st ,
But the meta l rema in s where the morta l wi l l rot .
My sou l sha l l be sundered for no one to own ,
My reward i s the s in for which I must atone.

So pas se s the l i fe and the power in me -
I surrender myse lf to my Dest iny.

“Take caution with your wishes, lest they come true.”
~ Moorfainian Proverb

Thorion’s Gift
chapter forty-one
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She’d thought knowing Valerion’s full prophecy would 
give her the answers she sought, but this was just more cryptic  
rubbish. The first couplet alluded to war, she could tell that 
much. The third and fourth lines referred to Valerion’s return 
from the dead, but provided no additional clues as to the nature 
of his resurrection. The hint that the Shadow would rule was 
distressing, to say the least. And then there was that last cou-
plet, wherein Valerion acknowledged his inevitable demise. It 
gave her shivers just to read it.

She heard the crunch of footsteps on gravel and closed the 
book with a snap that sent a poof of dust up from its weathered 
pages. Max appeared, leading Alphir. He smiled as he passed 
Keriya, then he and the arion disappeared behind a boulder, 
heading for the river.

Well-behaved though he was, Alphir got antsy in the 
gorge. He didn’t have space to move freely, and that was  
unpleasant for a creature of his nature. Keriya wasn’t happy 
here either—and she was sick of eating land crabs—but she 
stayed, because Thorion had promised he’d come.

“Where are you?” she whispered to the empty sky. It  
occurred to her that the dream might have been a trick on 
Necrovar’s part. Perhaps he’d intruded into her head to lure her 
to the Temariyan Gorge. The place really was a death trap, with 
shelves of rocks just waiting for the slightest tremor to crash 
into the belly of the ravine.

The anxiety simmering in her gut grew colder. She wrapped 
her cloak around herself and shivered, sending aches along her 
ribs.

“Ow,” she complained, touching a tender spot on her side.
At first she couldn’t see the signs for what they were, but 

when another stabbing pain rippled across her shoulder blades, 
she understood what was happening.

“Thorion,” she whispered. The book tumbled off her lap  
as she shot up. “Thorion?” she said again, louder this time, 
scanning the skies once more. There, to the east—a tiny dark 
splotch was approaching through the clouds. Keriya let out a 
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whoop that resounded throughout the gorge. A low rumble 
echoed after it, the subtle shifting of faraway rocks.

Suddenly she was running, leaping from boulder to  
boulder, heedless of the danger. She charged over the lip of the 
ravine and down the other side. “Thorion, I’m here!”

On the slope below, Alphir let out a startled cry and reared 
up. Max whirled around to glare at Keriya.

“It’s him,” she shouted, pointing. Though Thorion’s shape 
was growing larger, he was too far away to hear her voice. She 
tried sending a telepathic message, but even now she couldn’t 
sense his mental signature. Why was he still hiding from her?

“Something’s wrong,” she breathed, as the dragon dropped 
beneath the low-hanging clouds. Another frisson of pain 
worked its way down her left side, solidifying her concern. He 
was hurt. 

Keriya tore downhill, careened past Max, slipped on a loose 
patch of gravel, and came to rest on an open expanse of ground 
overlooking the river. As Thorion circled nearer, she saw his 
bronze scales were caked with what looked like crusted blood. 
Something was looped around his neck and strapped to his 
back. Froth dripped from between his fangs and his paws were 
stained pitch-black—a result of the darksalm. He landed a few 
heights away from her, his legs wobbling as he thudded down. 
Keriya ran forward and flung her arms around him.

“You’re here,” she cried.
“Yes, I’m here,” he whispered, leaning against her and  

humming softly. She felt the vibrations in her chest, soft and 
reassuring.

“What happened? Why did it take you so long? Are you alright? 
Did you find a cure? I kept trying to contact you but I could never 
sense you. Why did you hide yourself? I was worried sick!”

Thorion pulled away and looked down at her. There was 
something wretched about him, like he had grown dim around 
the edges. His scales were dull and his eyes held a strange, wild 
darkness.

“What have you done?” she whispered, staring at him as if 
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she’d never seen him before.
“Only what I had to do,” he croaked. His voice was raspy and 

dry. “I exorcised the clean half of my soul.”
Keriya put her hands to her mouth. “You actually did it.”
“You wanted me to do it,” he countered, a hint of accusation 

in his tone.
Max joined them. He had turned Alphir loose, for the wind 

horse was too spooked to go near the dragon. Thorion glanced 
at the Erastatian and nodded in greeting, but when he spoke, 
it was still in the draconic tongue so only Keriya could under-
stand.

“The exorcism has made the remainder of my soul unstable. 
It weakened me, making me even more susceptible to the Shadow’s  
influence. I had another episode where I wielded necromagic.”

Even without their mental link, Keriya felt a trace of horror 
and regret. She looked him over again. Some of the blood was 
his own, stemming from various injuries, but some of it had 
obviously come from elsewhere, people and animals Keriya 
would rather not know about.

“What’s done is done,” she whispered. She wouldn’t ask her 
drackling what he’d endured. It was bad enough that he’d had 
to live it once; she would not force him to recount the violence. 
“Is this your solution, then?”

“Half of it. As I said, now that part of my soul is gone—the clean 
part—all that remains are the threads Necrovar has poisoned. That’s 
why I cloaked my mind; it lessens his hold on me, if only fractionally.  
And I need your help with what comes next: to free me from the  
Shadow’s influence while I’m still alive, we must perform another  
exorcism to remove the rest of my soul.”

“But I can’t wield.”
“Keriya, listen to me.” Thorion’s voice rose in frustration. 

“You called me from the Etherworld, you can communicate with me, 
you fought Necrovar—”

“With Shivnath’s magic,” she began feebly.
“With your magic! You have power within you, and just because 

the humans can’t understand it doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”



ELANA A. MUGDAN

3601    2

“What’s he saying?” asked Max, who could probably tell—
given their angry tones and the tears welling in Keriya’s eyes—
that something big was happening. Keriya ignored him. Her 
attention was fixed on Thorion.

“If you’re alive, you must have magic,” she whispered.
“Exactly,” he said, staring at her meaningfully. She shook 

her head.
“I’m not talking about me, I’m talking about you. If you don’t 

have magic or a soul or whatever it is, then you’re . . . well, that’s 
bad, isn’t it? That’s why the Aerians hated me so much. One of the 
reasons,” she added in a dry undertone. “What will happen if you 
cut out everything that makes you who you are?”

“I will be a lich, an undead creature,” he explained, lowering 
his voice even though Max couldn’t understand a word they 
were saying. “Neither shadowbeast, mortal, or dragon. A husk who 
has no place in this world or the next. An unnatural and unwanted 
nomad on the river of time.”

Keriya stared up at him in sorrow. Now that she saw  
Thorion reduced, crippled with only half his magic remaining, 
she did not want to continue down this road. She shuddered to 
think what would happen when the rest of his soul was cut out, 
and she finally understood Max’s fear of the exorcism spell.

“Is there any other way?” she asked.
“At this point, no. The darksalm will destroy me within days if we 

allow the tainted half of my soul to remain in my body.”
“Then I will help you if I can.”
He dipped his snout to her. “Thank you.”
“Thorion’s had a long journey,” Keriya said in Allentrian, 

finally addressing Max. “We should let him rest.”
“What’s the plan?” Max pressed. “What’s his solution?”
“That’s a conversation for tomorrow,” Thorion said  

wearily. Keriya gestured for him to walk with her as she turned 
back toward the path that led into the gorge. The dragon took a 
few limping steps before he froze.

“What’s the matter?” she asked quickly.
“I have something for you.” He lowered his head and hooked 
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his claws—his horrible, pitch-back claws—into the filthy leather 
belt strap Keriya had noticed around his neck. It was attached  
to a cloth bundle he’d been carrying on his back, a long  
parcel that had nestled between his wings. The package fell to 
the ground with a soft clunk. “Open it.”

Keriya bent and started to unfold the cloth. Something 
lurched in her memory, and she realized what it was before 
it was fully unwrapped. The last corner of burlap fell away,  
revealing . . .

“My sword,” she breathed, touching it with shaking hands. 
She ran her fingers along the muck-encrusted edges of the age-
old scabbard. “How did you find it?”

“I’m the one who hid it,” Thorion admitted. Both Keriya 
and Max frowned at him. If this was a joke, it was a bad one. 

“It was for your birthday. The Galantrians sometimes let 
me into Indrath Olven to look around, and on one of my trips I 
found the armory. I took the sword because I knew how much 
you missed it, and I hid it outside in the jungle. I meant to  
return it to you as a birthday present. But of course, that was the 
morning of the attack.”

“You did this?” Keriya wasn’t sure how to react. She was 
in shock after receiving the sword, and this news was almost 
too much for her. “You knew where it was, all this time? Why 
didn’t you tell me?”

“Because there was never a time when we weren’t in  
danger,” he replied, furrowing his brows. “And there were  
other things weighing on my mind, things I thought were more 
important for us to focus on than retrieving a weapon from  
enemy territory.”

“You should have given it back.” Something was boiling up 
within her beneath the shock, something that made her want to 
shout and throw things. “Think of how different things might 
have turned out if I’d had it.”

“Things wouldn’t have turned out different at all,”  
Thorion snapped, clicking his fangs together angrily. “No one 
attacked you with necromagic—just me.”
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“You lied to me!”
“I have never lied to you,” he declared in the draconic tongue.
“Maybe you haven’t lied outright, but there’s more than one way 

to lie. Misdirection, omission, and over-simplification—you taught 
me that. I understand all the dragon secrets you hide from me, but 
what was there to be gained by not telling me where my sword was?”

Thorion glared at her, nostrils flaring. Keriya wished he 
hadn’t cloaked his mind; she had never wanted to know what 
he was thinking as much as she did at that moment.

“It would seem I have become too human,” he finally said 
in clipped tones. “The reasons I didn’t tell you were selfish and  
cowardly; and in retrospect, none of them make sense. There was no 
wisdom in my actions, only fear. Had I behaved more like a dragon, 
then yes, things may have turned out differently. But I am a product 
of my upbringing. I learned my lessons a little too well.”

With that, he spread his wings and launched into the air 
with his powerful hindquarters. She watched him circle around 
and swoop back down to the grassy plains on the eastern side 
of the river. He limped to the water’s edge and splashed into the 
icy liquid, washing off the wears of his travels.

Keriya couldn’t wrap her head around what had just  
happened. “Why?” she asked, staring at the blade grasped in 
her white-knuckled fingers. “I don’t understand. Why would 
he keep this a secret?”

She raised her head and looked at Max.
“Dragons are dangerous creatures, Keriya.” His voice was 

heavy and there was a faraway look in his eyes. “As you’ve 
learned by now, all they do is keep secrets. They scheme and 
plot, and the world suffers for it. They trust no one, so it is  
impossible in turn to trust them.”

Then Max walked away too, and Keriya was left clutching 
the ancient sword, feeling more alone than she had in a long 
time.
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Keriya retreated to a secluded corner of the ravine. She tucked 
herself beneath a shale overhang, displacing a group of irate 
land crabs, and cradled the sword as she wept. She didn’t want 
anyone to see her like this.

Unfortunately, Max found her.
“I’m fine,” she said preemptively when she noticed him 

standing at the mouth of the grotto. It was late, and she hoped 
he wouldn’t be able to see her red-rimmed eyes in the gathering 
twilight.

“You shouldn’t be alone,” he said softly. “It’s dangerous.”
“I’m not afraid.”
Max smiled. “Of course you’re not. I just thought you’d 

like some company.” He came in and sat beside her, pretending 
to be busy polishing his amulet while she wiped away the 
evidence of her tears.

“So,” he began, “what’s the next step?”
“As soon as Thorion gets his strength back, we’ll set out for 

the Fironem.”
“I thought he was working on a solution. Did he mention 

that?”
Keriya didn’t respond. She wanted to tell Max, but didn’t 

think it would be wise to let him know what her dragon was 
planning. The prince interpreted her silence as a bad sign and 
shook his head.

“He doesn’t have a solution, does he?”

“Once you know the rules, you can break them.”
~ Helkryvt Moothvaler, Second Age

The Exorcism
chapter forty-two
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Keriya opened her mouth, but bit back her words at the last 
moment. She remembered how he’d reacted to the idea of an 
exorcism in the Naetren Mountains, and she couldn’t stand the 
thought of another argument.

“I’m sorry, Keriya,” Max whispered. “I’m sorry you got 
dragged into this war.”

She shrugged. “Shivnath wanted me to save Thorion—save 
the whole world—and I’m going to do it. I’ll find a way.”

“I wish I had your bravery,” he murmured. “And your 
faith. Mine has been fading of late.”

Eventually Max left to go start a fire. He invited her to join 
him when she was ready and told her to be careful walking 
around the gorge in the dark. She waved away his warnings, 
for she had no intention of leaving her cave tonight. She needed 
to be alone with her thoughts.

But solitude continued to elude her. The crabs returned, 
clicking their pincers furiously in an attempt to frighten her out 
of their home.

“You better be careful,” she told them. “If Max finds you, 
he’ll turn you into our dinner and—ouch!” One of the crabs  
had pinched her leg. She jumped up and, conceding defeat, 
stomped off into the night. “Fine! Keep your stupid cave.”

“Keriya?”
She stopped short and looked up. Thorion was standing a 

few paces away, his eyes glinting through the mist.
“Oh. Hi.” The two of them stared at each other for a long 

and awkward moment.
“I didn’t mean the things I said earlier,” Thorion told her. “I 

haven’t been myself. I’ve been angry and afraid, and it has changed 
me for the worse.”

“You have every right to be angry,” she admitted as she  
buckled the sword around her waist. Its comforting weight felt 
right to her, even after she’d been parted with it for so long. “I’m 
sorry about what I said, too. Can you forgive me?”

“Always.” He smiled at her as she approached and laid a 
hand on his neck, petting his smooth scales. “Are you ready for 
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the exorcism?”
“You want to do it now?”
“Now is all we have,” he said, his lips twitching in a bitter 

smile.
Together they scaled the southern ridge of the gorge.  

Thorion led her to a place out of Max’s sight, a flat-topped rock 
covered with lichens. He circled once, finding just the right spot 
to stand, then lowered his head and opened his mouth. With 
his blackened talons, he delicately removed something that had 
been lodged between the back of his jawbone and his cheek.

“What’s that?” Keriya asked, staring in consternation at 
what Thorion had produced.

“A valestone,” he whispered. “Take it.”
She accepted the drool-coated valestone. It fit comfortably 

in the middle of her hand. Its sides were coarse and it had a 
ruddy purplish hue. As far as she could tell, there was nothing 
special about it whatsoever—but Thorion had taken great pains 
to conceal it, so it must be important.

The dragon then dug under the scales of his left leg with his 
claws, and managed to wrench one shiny bronze plate from his 
wrist. Keriya flinched, but remained silent as she watched him 
use the scale to gather a few drops of his own blood from the 
wound.

“Be careful,” he cautioned as he offered her the bloodied 
scale. “My blood is dangerous.”

“How so?”
“In ways I am forbidden to speak about.” He smiled again  

wryly. The secret-keeping was a touchy subject for both of 
them, but their quarrels lay forgotten in light of their reunion 
and the nature of their work. “I can tell you this: like all living 
things, our magic flows through our blood. It just so happens that our 
magic is quite a bit more volatile than most. And dragon blood tainted 
by necromagic is even worse.”

Keriya grasped the scale between her thumb and fore- 
finger and held it far away from her body.

“I’m going to drop my mindcloak,” he told her. “Then I’m  
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going to try to wield. If anything goes wrong . . .” He trailed off.
“I’ll run away,” Keriya finished, though if the darksalm took 

over and he had another episode, running wouldn’t save her.
Thorion closed his eyes and a deep concentration clouded 

his features. Suddenly Keriya could feel him again. His mental  
presence was a bright torch flaring up within her own mind. 
His eyes flew open, and she was horrified to see that they were  
glowing. At first she feared the shadowbeasts had found their 
hiding spot, but then she realized he must be reacting to the 
necromagic within his soul. She squeezed her eyes shut and 
found her own lids painted with brilliant purple.

“Here we go,” he breathed. That was the only warning  
Keriya had before the pebble grew hot. She gasped and nearly 
dropped it. It pulsed against her palm, for all the world as if it 
were a miniature heart beating.

Glancing up at Thorion, she noticed that the shadowed 
veins on his fingers were inching higher and higher. She  
wanted to cry out, to tell him to stop . . . but he must be aware 
of what his wielding was costing him.

“Keriya,” he said in a strained voice. “Set the stone down and 
pour my blood upon it.”

Without hesitation or debate, she crouched and set the  
valestone before her. Then she carefully poured Thorion’s 
blood over it. Nothing appeared to happen, but even though the  
pebble was no longer touching her, Keriya could still feel its 
ethereal beat in her flesh and veins. Warmth spread through-
out her body until she felt flushed. Her brow grew damp with 
sweat, though the air was quite cool.

“Is it working?” she breathed.
“Give it time.” Thorion watched the tiny rock. Keriya stared 

obediently at it, too. They watched in silence for a good long 
while. The stone’s imagined heartbeat pounded in her ears. It 
felt as though ages were passing them by, and all the while the 
Shadow crept further across Thorion’s scales, claiming more of 
him.

“Surely it must have worked by now?”
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“Patience, Keriya, is a virtue,” said Thorion. “One which I fear 
you never learned.”

She was about to reply when the warmth faded and  
the heartbeat stilled. The valestone seemed to diminish before 
Keriya’s eyes, as though it had suddenly grown more ordinary.

Thorion’s body went rigid. He began to tremble as a dark 
mist oozed out of him. Like heavy black steam, it wafted off 
his scales: a spectral, shadowy reflection of a dragon. When the 
last of the darkness left him, his eyes turned glassy and vacant. 
The inner light that shone in his bright, engaging gaze had been 
snuffed out. In the same breath, his mental signature winked 
out of existence again.

“It is finished,” he said. Even his words sounded hollow; his 
quiet, resonant tenor was a distant echo of what it once had 
been. The dark splotch swirled before him, a cloud seeping 
slowly through the air like ink across a parchment page.

“So . . . that’s your soul?” Keriya asked breathlessly. She 
had never seen magic before. She’d seen the results of countless  
spells, but had never fully appreciated the fact that magic-
threads existed, on some level, as quantifiable units. That all 
of Thorion’s being should be reduced to a small patch of fog 
was unfathomable to her. Nothing she had ever learned from  
Erasmus or in Allentria had prepared her for this sight.

“It is the shadowed half, so it is not truly me.”
“If you have no soul, how are you still . . . alive?” she said,  

staring into his empty eyes.
“One of the rules of our universe is that every thread is connected 

to every other thread,” he explained. “While my body lingers, my 
soul and I are yet linked through some quantum-magical bond.”

Keriya wasn’t sure this made sense to her; perhaps if she’d 
been a wielder she would have understood. Before she could 
ask any more questions, the dark fog flickered, assaulted by an 
unearthly wind that did not touch their hilltop. Then it faded 
away, dissipating into the atmosphere.

“Where’d it go?”
“I assume it has gone to its owner and master, Necrovar.”
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Keriya’s eyes widened in alarm, but Thorion shook his 
head. “He doesn’t own all of it, so he will be unable to wield it. It is 
not mine, but I am not his.”

“Aren’t you worried?”
“For my body I am greatly worried, since bodies don’t fare well 

without the energy of a magicsource to fuel them. But for my soul, no. 
The clean half is safe, and the shadowed half is no longer poisoning me. 
For the first time in three months, I can rest easy tonight.”

Three months . . . was that how long it had been since the 
attack on Irongarde? They had passed out of winter and entered 
spring. Keriya had been separated from her friends for nearly 
half that time. 

The last vestiges of warmth vanished from her at that 
thought. She had no way of knowing if Fletcher and Roxanne 
were alive, and she didn’t have the luxury of being able to look 
for them. Her next step would be to find Necrovar. 

Thorion poked at the valestone with one shadow-stained 
claw, then flicked it away in irritation. Keriya cried out as she 
watched it arc over the side of the boulder and tumble off a 
small cliff to be lost in the sea of rocks below.

“It’s useless now,” said Thorion. “All the magic has been leached 
from it.”

She wasn’t sure if something that had been filled with  
power mere moments before could be considered useless, and 
was surprised at Thorion’s cavalier attitude.

“It is late,” he continued. “Or rather, it’s early. We should rest 
while we can.”

It must have taken longer to perform the exorcism than 
Keriya had realized, because the sky was growing light around 
them. A wind stirred the hem of her dress, whisking away 
the fog that had shrouded the Temariyan Gorge for the past  
fortnight. The dawn was not far off.

Instead of seeking rest, she and Thorion sat together and 
watched the sunrise. The first brilliant rays broke over the  
horizon, alighting a thousand golden fires on the waters of the 
West Outlet. Light seeped across the plains, the mountainous 
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gorge, and the green swell of hills in the distant south.
A land crab appeared, clicking its way between them and 

waving its pincers in what it clearly thought was a menacing 
fashion. Keriya allowed herself a small chuckle. She patted the 
crab on its shell, which seemed to offend it deeply. It scuttled 
away off the side of the boulder. As she watched it go, some-
thing else caught her eye.

“Look,” she breathed. A black line stretched across the  
eastern plains. It moved like a snake, twisting around the  
curvature of the countryside.

“An army,” whispered Thorion. His eyes, which were 
much better than her poor human ones, narrowed in distaste.  
“Erastatian soldiers on the march.”

“Think they’re looking for us?”
“I think they’re looking for whoever they can pick a fight with,” 

he growled. “Allentria has grown sick with the Shadow, but her 
people are turning on each other instead of banding together against 
Necrovar. And we have all suffered because of it.”

Something in the weight of his words pulled her gaze 
to his left side, where one of the wounds from his journey  
glistened in the dawn. His scales were puckered in a patch 
around a grisly hollow that had scabbed over.

“Why?” The question burst from her in an explosion of pent- 
up frustration. “They know Necrovar is back, but they’re happy to go 
to war with each other—and us. Why can’t they acknowledge who the 
real enemy is? Why are they all so stupid?”

“Necrovar has friends in high places who are working to pit them 
against each other,” said Thorion. “People like Tanthflame.”

“And Windscoure,” Keriya added. “From the sound of it, he’s 
with Necrovar too. He turned against the Galantasa and the Fironem. 
Max thinks it’s because the Shadow promised him more land or power 
or something.”

“There you have it, then. The humans aren’t stupid, they’re just 
greedy, power-hungry, and bloodthirsty. Though I suppose it comes to 
the same thing in the end,” he quipped.

Keriya scowled as she watched the line of soldiers.  
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Thorion, in turn, watched her.
“Keriya . . . there is such anger in your eyes.” He leaned closer 

and rested his head on her lap, as he had done when he’d been 
small. She petted his brow and scratched behind his ears.

“I wish you would forgive the world,” he whispered.
“This world destroyed you and its people have betrayed us. Why 

should I forgive?”
“Because you deserve to love something so beautiful.” He tilted 

his head so he could look up at her, and added in Allentrian, 
“You deserve to be happy.”

Keriya closed her eyes so the dragon wouldn’t see the shine 
of tears that had sprung up there.

“Do you think we can win?” she asked. “A pair of crippled  
outcasts against Necrovar?”

“You are not crippled; you are merely disadvantaged.” A subtle  
tremor ran through his body as he shifted his weight closer 
to her. “And you will overcome those disadvantages, as you always 
have. I know it.”

Keriya smiled in spite of herself. She and her dragon were 
both at a disadvantage now, but not all was lost. She had her 
sword, which would afford them some protection from the 
Shadow; and together, they could overcome any obstacle in 
their way. 

“We should try to sleep,” said Thorion. “Before we begin the 
final leg of our journey.”
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The time spent traveling with Brother Azrin couldn’t have been 
more different from the first half of Roxanne’s journey through 
the Fironem. The Valaani Order had provided them with 
camels—and though they were slow, they made the trek com-
fortable. The weather grew warmer and Roxanne abandoned 
her coat a fortnight into their trip, burning it in their evening 
campfire. She would have loved to burn her old Aerian clothes 
too. While she was able to keep them clean by wielding the dirt 
out of the fabric, she could do nothing about their fraying ends 
and threadbare appearance.

It transpired that Azrin’s company did make a difference. 
The state was more populous in the south, and Roxanne lost 
track of the times that soldiers and brigands alike left them 
alone once they’d seen the monk’s telltale garments.

She and Effrax were especially grateful for his presence 
when they reached the Chasm. Roxanne had never seen any-
thing like it: it was a vast canyon stretching from one end of 
the horizon to the other. A settlement crouched on the edge of 
the abyss, beyond which arced a bridge of gigantic proportions. 
It had been molded from the red earth and was supported by 
great pillars of stone that rose from the depths of the divide. 
Slender archways curved across the bridge at even intervals, 
bedecked with lanterns to light the way.

“It’s quite safe,” Azrin assured Roxanne. She didn’t doubt 
that—it looked like a combined feat of the finest wielding and 

“Do not confuse equality with justice.”
~ Thyraxis Faleoun, Fifth Age
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the most precise mathematical calculation. What worried her 
was that the settlement was guarded by Imperials.

But Azrin went ahead to speak with the soldiers at the gate. 
Roxanne saw him point to her and Effrax, and the gray-clad 
men nodded and moved aside, giving them space to pass.

“What did you say to them?” Roxanne whispered when 
they were safely on the bridge.

“I told them you both had leprous plague and that I was 
taking you to be cleansed at the temple in the Black Hills,” he 
explained with a twinkle in his dark eyes.

Far from being relieved that they’d passed so easily,  
Roxanne felt a sense of foreboding as they continued on. There 
was a heaviness in the air that had nothing to do with the  
increasing heat and humidity, and a stillness in the land that 
she couldn’t define. In the same way a dying man grows still  
before he draws his last breath, so too did the earth feel rigid 
here.

Roxanne voiced her fears to Effrax and Azrin, but they  
assured her it was just nerves. It wasn’t until they approached 
the outskirts of Fyrxav that Roxanne received proof of her  
misgivings. They stopped at a bazaar by a small oasis and  
Azrin used a few copper derlei to buy her and Effrax desert 
veils. Once their faces were hidden, they continued down the 
sandy road that led into the capital city. They approached a 
band of men traveling north, and Roxanne’s jaw dropped.

“A shadowman,” she hissed, reining her camel toward  
Effrax to give the other group a wide berth. “Look!”

The two of them gaped at the demon. There could be no 
question: his skin, hair, and eyes were darker than the deepest 
parts of the Chasm. Yet there he was, trotting along in broad 
daylight as if that were perfectly natural.

“Were those humans his prisoners?” she wondered once 
the demon and his group were out of earshot. 

“They didn’t look like prisoners,” Effrax replied.
“Then why the blood were they with the shadowman?”
Effrax shook his head, at a loss. They passed a cluster of 
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palm trees where three pitch-black dogs rested in the shade, 
their hides blending into the shadows, their eyes glinting like 
obsidian stones.

“More shadowbeasts,” Roxanne said unnecessarily. She 
sent out a tendril of thought to them and found only empty, 
void space where their mental presences should have been.

“Oh dear,” Azrin fretted, mopping his brow with a hand-
kerchief. He was looking ahead on the road, where a convoy of 
mounted Imperials was forging a path through the throngs of 
city dwellers. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

“Stay calm,” Effrax told them as they entered the city  
proper. “We’ve made it this far, we can make it to the palace.”

“My friends can’t come here,” Roxanne whispered, more 
to herself than to Effrax. “Thorion would be attacked on sight.”

Security grew tighter as they approached Indrath Nazrith. 
More Imperials lined the thoroughfares, and not even Brother 
Azrin’s presence helped when they reached the entrance to the 
palace grounds.

“You can’t go any further,” said a huge Fironian, barring 
their way. “No outsiders permitted,” he added in a somewhat 
apologetic tone, glancing at the monk.

“On whose authority?” Effrax demanded. “The king has  
always permitted visitors.”

“On the authority of the highest order in the land,” the man 
replied.

“The highest authority is King Embersnag.” Roxanne could 
tell from Effrax’s tone that he was already plotting a midnight 
break-in. “And his policy has always been—”

“I’m afraid the king’s authority has been superseded,” said 
a cold voice behind them. Though it had been months since 
she’d last heard it, it was a voice Roxanne would recognize in 
a heartbeat. Her stomach sank as she turned to see Gohrbryn 
Tanthflame riding up on a shadowbeast warhorse, flanked by a 
platoon of his soldiers.

“Superseded by who? You?” Effrax demanded as he pulled 
off his veil to reveal his face. A few people stopped beyond the 
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soldiers, whispering and pointing at him in shock.
“Powerful though the Guard undoubtedly is, we are but 

servants,” Tanthflame announced. Roxanne wished he was  
riding a living animal; she’d have told it to throw him into the 
dirt where he belonged. She looked around, trying to figure out 
how best to attack him.

“Miss Fleuridae, I’ll have to ask you not to wield in a  
public space,” he said without so much as glancing at her. “I’d 
hate to have to kill you.”

Since Tanthflame already knew it was her, she reached up 
and slowly pulled off her own veil. “How did you find us?” she 
asked, glowering at the general.

“I have eyes everywhere, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” He 
waved a careless hand, indicating his steed and a number of 
shadowmen who had appeared noiselessly behind the grow-
ing crowd of onlookers. “We’re surprised to see you here. We  
rather thought you’d learned your lesson after Noryk.”

“And what are you going to do now?” asked Effrax. “Kill 
us?”

Tanthflame gave him a look that seemed to suggest he was 
dabbling with the idea. “No, I think not. Come with me. You’ll 
be permitted onto royal property if you are in my company.”

“I am permitted on royal property by birthright,” Effrax  
declared, raising his chin.

“You are not recognized as royalty by any state in our  
empire, Nameless,” Tanthflame reminded him, booting his 
shadowhorse past Roxanne and passing through the palace 
gates.

Roxanne, Effrax, and Azrin had no choice but to follow  
Tanthflame, for his soldiers pressed forward, herding them on 
like cattle. Roxanne was still seeking possible escape routes, 
but she knew she was surrounded and outnumbered. Even if 
she somehow managed to give the Imperials the slip, she’d be 
trapped in a city full of Necrovar’s demon slaves.

“Is this all part of your grand plan to destroy the Fironem, 
Tanthflame?” Effrax asked as they rode through a sandstone 
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archway into the entry hall of Indrath Nazrith.
“Destroy?” Tanthflame raised an eyebrow at Effrax. “On 

the contrary, the capital is thriving. The crime rate is down 
and the economy is booming. Humans and shadowbeasts are  
coexisting in harmony. This is but a glimpse of what Allentria 
will be like once we remodel our government.”

“Once you stage a coup and overthrow the government, 
you mean,” Effrax retorted.

“Nothing so uncivilized, I assure you.” Tanthflame  
dismounted and a shadowman drifted over to take his horse’s 
reins. “As I was saying, this project in Fyrxav proves there is 
hope to restore peace in the empire. Fironians aren’t naturally 
violent; the business in the Galantasa was merely the result of 
decades of hardship here in the south.”

“What happened in the Galantasa was your fault,” cried 
Roxanne. Her voice rang in the hall. She slid off her camel and 
stomped across the tan tiled floor toward Tanthflame. “Your 
followers set off the bomb in the Galantrian Village. Your  
soldiers killed innocent men in cold blood. And I saw you in 
Indrath Olven, trying to burn it to the ground!”

Another demon slid in front of her, blocking her way. She 
stopped in her tracks, shaking. How could Tanthflame stand 
there, lying through his teeth, pretending he hadn’t done all 
those horrible things?

“I’m afraid the word of a felon doesn’t count for much,” 
Tanthflame said blandly. “Regardless, all of that is behind us 
now. My troops have come to rebuild the Fironem in its darkest 
hour, and I’m pleased to report that the cities of the new regime 
are flourishing. Fyrxav has become a benchmark example of 
what we can achieve in the rest of the empire.”

“The rest of the empire is standing on your doorstep, ready 
for war,” said Effrax, who had also dismounted. He appeared 
as calm as Tanthflame, and his expression was unreadable. 
“You incited people against Fironians—we saw it in Noryk.”

Tanthflame tutted. “It would do no good if I ignored what 
my countrymen have done; but nor am I trying to punish them 
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for their desperate actions. These actions are a symptom, not 
the disease. The disease has been festering in our country for 
decades, centuries, ages perhaps.”

Roxanne frowned in confusion. Was Tanthflame talking 
about the Shadow?

“Imbalance,” he said silkily, noting her expression. “And 
not just a magical imbalance. There has always been economic 
and societal imbalance in Allentria—but we have begun to heal 
these wounds. Follow me,” he said, gesturing for them to join 
him as he strode away.

Roxanne fell into step between Effrax and Azrin as they 
trailed the general into the stronghold. Behind them marched 
Tanthflame’s platoon, their booted feet stamping in unison like 
the beat of a war drum. She noted, with some disquiet, that one 
of the men had red bands on his cheeks and sleeves—the mark 
of a mage, just like Rhudain.

“Where are your friends?” Tanthflame asked conversation-
ally as they entered a gallery that led to a grand staircase.

“Even if we knew, we wouldn’t tell you,” growled Roxanne. 
“I guess that’s part of the plan too, is it? Turn everyone against 
Thorion, kill him so no one can stand in the way of Necrovar’s 
return?”

“There is no place for a dragon in a well-balanced world,” 
he replied. “And that monster is a perfect representation of the 
worst aspects of the draconic race. I’m sure you’ll agree things 
took a notable turn for the worse since he returned to Selaras.”

“That’s because you’ve been blowing up cities trying to kill 
him!”

“Oh dear,” Azrin squeaked. It sounded like he was on the 
verge of tears.

Roxanne was sick with fury. She didn’t understand how 
Tanthflame had gotten this far. Why were people listening 
to his lies? Why had the Fironians not risen up against him? 
They must know he was working for Necrovar. He’d brought  
shadowbeasts into their midst, for Shivnath’s sake!

They reached the top of the stairs and walked through an 
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open-air gallery with a magnificent view of Fyrxav. A set of 
black doors glittered ominously at the end of the hall.

“What role has my father played in all this?” Effrax asked 
Tanthflame.

“King Embersnag has been very understanding and  
cooperative.”

“Doesn’t sound like him,” Effrax said in an offhand voice, 
as if he were commenting on the weather.

The Commander-General stopped when they reached the 
doors, which were bordered on either side by the state flag—a 
golden phoenix on a black and red slashed background.

“For security reasons, I’m afraid I can’t permit you into 
the throne room with the royal family unless I can be certain 
of your motives,” he said, his blistering gaze roving over the 
three of them.

“Motives?” Azrin echoed.
“I don’t know if you’re aware of this, Brother, but you are 

in the company of two dangerous war criminals,” Tanthflame 
explained. “However, given Lord Nameless’ connection to the 
king, we are prepared to offer him what would amount to a full 
pardon.”

“What?” Effrax looked taken aback at this pronouncement.
“If you pledge fealty to us, then you will have a place in our 

new regime. We are, after all, not so narrow-minded as to turn 
away a potential ally when he flings himself into our midst.”

“Your offer is great indeed,” Effrax said slowly, his face a 
mask. “And I wonder why you bother to make it when I can 
offer nothing in return.”

“You can offer your loyalty,” said Tanthflame.
“For shame!” Surprised, Roxanne looked around at Brother 

Azrin, who had finally regained the full strength of his voice. 
“Gohrbryn Tanthflame, you are bartering the blood of your 
people and the soul of your god to the Shadow. And for what? 
For power he promised you? For derlei or fancy titles or the 
freedom to always do as you please? You have forsaken the 
light of Valaan, you have turned your back on the empire you 
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swore to serve and protect!”
“On the contrary,” said Tanthflame, “everything I do is for 

the greater good of Allentria. And if you won’t join us—”
“I most certainly will not,” Azrin declared.
“On your own head be it.” Tanthflame nodded to his  

soldiers and the mage stepped forward. He had the same gaunt 
look about him that Rhudain had, though by his appearance 
Roxanne pegged him as an Erastatian. His pitiless blue gaze 
bored into Azrin, and suddenly the monk opened his mouth. 
It looked like he was gasping for air, but no sound issued from 
him. He sank to his knees, clutching at his throat.

“No!” Roxanne dropped to Azrin’s side in an attempt to 
help, but somewhere deep down, she knew it was hopeless. All 
she could do was stare at the holy man as his face turned ruddy, 
as he tried to breathe with lungs that had been drained of air.

In his desperation to save himself, Azrin tried to wield. He 
conjured a flame that sparked and swirled before him, but the 
air mage was more than equal to his feeble spell. The skeletal 
man twitched his thin, pale fingers, and a puff of air expanded  
outwards around the flickering light. The fire evaporated in 
short order, deprived of oxygen.

Its wielder was succumbing to the same fate. After a few 
more awful moments of silent struggling, Brother Azrin went 
limp, and Roxanne was left staring into his lifeless eyes.

“You may not agree with my methods, Nameless,”  
Tanthflame was saying in the background, “but you cannot  
argue with my results. We will reshape the world for the better, 
and I can give you a place with us as we do it.”

Roxanne blinked away tears and looked up. She sought  
Effrax, but he wasn’t paying attention to her. His arms were 
pressed tight to his sides and his face was expressionless,  
betraying no hint of his inner feelings as he stared at Tanth-
flame. Then, slowly, he nodded.

“I accept.”
“What?!” Suddenly Roxanne was back on her feet. Her 

hands clenched and she reached for her magic.
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“I must stand with my family and my state, Roxanne,”  
Effrax explained, not meeting her gaze. He took a step toward 
Tanthflame. “From the beginning I told you my only intention 
was to save the Fironem. Perhaps this is how it must be done.”

She couldn’t believe this was happening. She’d known  
Effrax’s morals were questionable at best, but never, never in 
a thousand ages would she have believed him capable of this! 
He hated Tanthflame, and he’d claimed time and again that he 
wanted to save Thorion.

Or had he? He’d certainly been keen on bringing Thorion 
to the Fironem; had he always been planning something along 
these lines? Had he wanted to betray Keriya and Thorion, to 
hand them over to his father, or Tanthflame, or whoever hap-
pened to be running the kingdom, in a misguided attempt to fix 
its problems?

“You’re a traitor,” she spat.
“Commander-General, I suggest you place our guest in the 

dungeons,” said Effrax, still too cowardly to look at her. “Best 
to keep her alive. She’s useful leverage—you can use her to lure 
the Dragon Speaker here.”

Tanthflame nodded and hands latched onto Roxanne at 
once. She struggled physically, but she lost her grasp on the 
magic she’d drawn from her source, for she had suddenly lost 
the will to wield.

The Imperials dragged her away toward the dungeons. 
The last thing Roxanne saw before she rounded a corner was 
Tanthflame opening the door to the throne room. A band of  
ominous red light shafted out of the chamber, spilling over the 
two Fironians like blood.

“Welcome, Effrax Emberwill,” he said, his voice echoing 
down the long corridor. “Welcome home.”
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Fletcher stared into the snarling jaws of a jungle cat. Its face 
was inches from his own, so he could count its fangs and feel its 
warm breath on his cheeks.

“Don’t be afraid,” Taeleia told him. “Saberfangs can smell 
fear.”

“That’s making it worse,” Fletcher muttered. He gritted his 
teeth and held out a hand to the beast, allowing it to sniff him. 
Yellow eyes glinted at Fletcher from beneath a dusky mane, and 
he fought the urge to run screaming into the forest.

This creature didn’t look like the tree cats that had roamed 
the Felwood back in Aeria; for one thing, it was massive. The 
largest tree cats had been the size of a sheep, but this monster 
was as big as a warhorse. It could have fit Fletcher’s whole head 
in its mouth, and its two large cuspid fangs looked like they 
could crunch clean through his skull. Its feet were not quite 
paws and not quite hands; they each had six long, dexterous 
toes partly hidden by tufts of shaggy fur.

“She likes you,” Taeleia said with a smile. “You can mount 
up now.”

Fletcher eyed the soft leather saddle strapped to the cat’s 
back. “I don’t know how to ride.”

“I see.” The elf looked thoughtful for a moment. “Then 
you’ll have to ride with Danisan. Danisan, can you fetch a 
double-saddle from the tack room?”

Danisan, who had been skulking in the darkest corner of 

“No dream ever came true simply by dreaming.”
~ Xalan Arcavel, Sixth Age
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the stable, glided off without a sound. Fletcher didn’t relish 
the idea of having to ride with Taeleia’s advisor, but time was  
fleeting. So when the black-eyed elf returned and re-saddled 
the saberfang, Fletcher clambered up behind him.

“Ready?” asked Taeleia. She was riding a gray cat whose 
tufted tail swished back and forth as it stared at Fletcher, fixing 
him with unsettlingly green eyes.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” he muttered, reflecting that he  
never quite seemed to be ready for any of the hurdles life threw 
at him. He was reluctant to touch Danisan’s muscular shoulders 
or put his arms around the elf’s waist, so he settled on grasping 
the straps of Danisan’s travel pack to hold himself steady.

Taeleia shrilled a whistle, and her cat leapt through the  
stable door into the predawn haze. Danisan followed, and 
Fletcher was nearly thrown from his seat as they sprang into 
the open air.

The cats flew out of the city and through the ancient trees 
of the Eldenvald. Their spines were like springs, and Fletcher 
couldn’t get used to the movement of their gait. Though Taeleia 
had graciously provided him with brand new riding pants, his 
skin was still chafing against the saddle. He was holding onto 
Danisan’s pack for dear life, so his fingers were cramped and 
his palms throbbed where the leather straps dug into him.

They crossed a river and turned north—“To avoid the 
Plague Barrens”, Taeleia said—following the shape of the  
waterway. When dusk fell, they stopped by the bank to make 
camp.

“This isn’t the East Outlet, is it?” Fletcher asked, eyeing 
the wandering river. Danisan grunted, which Fletcher took to 
mean yes. He thought back to his encounter with Ashrold and  
wondered if it was safe to drink. He suspected all trace of the 
darksalm had washed away by now, since it had been so long 
since the attack on the Galantrian Village, but he still kept his 
distance from the bank.

“I’ll set up the tents,” Taeleia said as she rummaged through 
her saddlebags. “Fletcher, would you mind helping Danisan 
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hunt? You can use my bow and arrows.” She produced a quiver 
and held it out to him. Fletcher stared miserably at the weapon.

“I don’t know how to use that,” he admitted, his cheeks 
growing warm. Then, feeling like he should be upfront about 
things, he added, “I don’t know how to use any weapon.”

To her credit, Taeleia didn’t show any judgement. She 
shouldered the quiver and said, “No matter. Danisan will set 
up and you and I will hunt.”

“But . . . I can’t help you,” said Fletcher, wrinkling his nose.
“Nonsense. You will assist me, and I will teach you how to 

use this weapon. Then I will teach you how to clean your kill, 
how to light a fire without firemagic, and how to cover your 
tracks if you don’t wish others to know where you’ve been.”

Fletcher gaped at her. “You’d do all that for me? Why?”
“Because it is a dangerous, cruel, and lonely world,” she 

said. “And you should be prepared to face it.”
Thus, Fletcher shortly found himself creeping through 

the underbrush with Taeleia, grasping the bow. She’d shown 
him how to string it and draw an arrow, and even though he  
protested, she insisted he be the one to hunt down their dinner. 
Fletcher felt this was a lot of pressure to put on someone who’d 
only held a bow once before in his life. But the elf maintained 
that she had confidence in him, and that made him determined 
not to let her down.

“There,” she breathed, halting behind a leafy fern and hold-
ing out a hand to stop Fletcher. “By the roots of the hyperion 
tree. Do you see it?”

Fletcher wasn’t sure what a hyperion tree was, but he  
adjusted his glasses and scanned the forest. He spotted it after 
a few moments: a pheasant pecking at a rotting log, probably 
hunting for dinner of its own.

“Set your arrow and draw it back to your chin,” she  
whispered. Fletcher plucked an arrow from the quiver and  
fitted it to the bowstring, pulling it back until his left hand was 
brushing his cheek. The bow, while relatively small, still proved 
challenging to handle, and his arms began to shake—partially 
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from the effort of holding his position, partially from nerves.
“Sight across the arrowhead, lining it up with your target,” 

Taeleia instructed. She repositioned him, bending his left elbow 
and straightening his back. “This is a short range but it’s a small 
bow, so you’ll want to aim slightly higher than your mark.”

Fletcher raised the tip of the arrow until it was pointing a 
hair’s breadth above the pheasant.

“And . . . release.”
Fletcher let the arrow go. It flew crookedly and sank into 

the moss a few hands from the bird. The poor animal let out a 
frightened squawk and took to the air, flapping madly to get 
away.

“Helkryvt’s blood,” he swore under his breath.
Quick as a flash, Taeleia took the bow from him. In one fluid 

movement she’d pulled an arrow from the quiver, drawn it taut 
against the string, and loosed the missile into the night. There 
was a soft thump, and Fletcher saw the body of the pheasant 
falling through the branches. It landed on the ground, struck 
through by Taeleia’s arrow.

“How . . . how did you do that?” he gasped. And then,  
feeling shame and frustration welling up inside him, he added, 
“I’ll never be able to shoot like that.”

“Don’t lose heart.” They left the cover of the fern, approach-
ing the fallen bird. “I’ve had a hundred years to practice my 
aim. I’ve seen bad first attempts, and this was not a bad attempt. 
With a little practice you’ll be a fair shot.”

Fletcher was sure Taeleia was only saying that to be nice to 
him, but over the course of the next few days he continued to 
practice. When they slowed down or stopped to rest the cats, he 
and Taeleia worked with the bow. In the evenings she taught 
him the basics of sparring. He was actually facing off against 
Danisan—which was terrifying for a whole host of reasons—
but Taeleia was the one instructing him.

“Much of sword combat is about footwork, especially if 
you find yourself facing an opponent larger or stronger than 
you,” she said as she paced around Fletcher to critique his form. 
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He glanced at Danisan, who loomed like a mountain in the  
middle of the woodland clearing, stoic and unblinking. “Out-
maneuver your enemy and you will gain the upper hand.”

“What if my enemy wields against me?” asked Fletcher. 
“Won’t close-combat weapons be useless if someone tries to 
fight with magic?”

This question had been on his mind for some time. In  
Aeria, they hadn’t had many weapons—just wooden clubs  
and rudimentary knives, nothing like the advanced metal  
technology the Allentrians loved—but they hadn’t needed 
anything other than their earth wielding abilities. It seemed 
to Fletcher that swords and spears were useless if you were  
going up against someone like Gohrbryn Tanthflame, who 
could wield fire from fifty heights away and burn you to a crisp.

“Battles are about strategy,” said Taeleia, repositioning his 
front foot and forcing him to crouch lower. “Magic is a finite 
resource. Eventually either your enemy will tire of wielding, or 
you will. If and when that happens, you will be glad to have a 
sword at your side. And if you find yourself facing a wielder 
more powerful than you—”

Which would be just about everyone in the world, Fletcher 
thought wryly.

“—then you can gain the upper hand by attacking him 
with a weapon. Any physical injury will hinder him, and if 
you make him bleed enough, you can prevent him from using 
his magic altogether. People have died from even small cuts,  
because active wielding increases your heart rate and thins your 
blood. Many a wielder has bled out on the battlefield. Many 
wars have been won due to tactics rather than brute force.”

These words inspired Fletcher to redouble his efforts. He 
didn’t feel great about his stick-fighting progress, but he was 
getting better with the bow. They left the Eldenvald on their 
fourth day of travel and started off across a vast plain. Out on 
the open grass, Fletcher had an easier time finding his targets, 
and on their seventh night he managed to fell a fox.

“Excellent progress today, Fletcher,” Taeleia commended 
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him as they sat around their campfire, eating heartily. Fletcher 
beamed at her over the dance of the flames. Even the fire was 
his design—though he still had Effrax’s gleed tucked away in 
his pack, the elves had taught him to create fire from practically 
nothing, using only rocks and twigs.

He slept well that night and rose early the next morning 
to help his companions pack. They were approaching another  
forest and he found himself eager to reach it. Not only was 
he anxious to get to the Valaani Temple, he wanted to test his  
improved archery skills in the more difficult terrain of the 
Smarlindian woods.

Over the next two days he experienced a downturn in his 
progress. Taeleia said this was natural, as snap-shooting was 
more difficult when branches and trees were in the way. He 
concentrated on form and told himself not to get discouraged.

When they stopped one afternoon to let the cats rest and 
drink from a pond, Fletcher took up the bow and looked for 
a suitable target to practice. A shrill cry drew his attention  
skyward, where a copper-plumed bird circled overhead.

“Try it,” said Taeleia, following his gaze to the animal. “If 
you succeed, we can take a little extra time and have lunch.”

Lunch was a rare luxury on the road. Fletcher nocked an 
arrow to the string and drew it back until the knuckles of his 
left hand were almost touching his cheek. He sighted across the 
arrowhead and exhaled slowly; then he let it fly.

It missed. The bird let out an angry shriek and sped up, and 
Fletcher figured that was the end of the prospect of lunch. But 
to his surprise, the bird didn’t flee. Its movements had grown 
erratic, but it continued to circle lower.

“Try again,” Taeleia encouraged him.
“I’ll lose another arrow if I miss.”
“We can have a meal if you don’t.”
Fletcher shrugged. They were her arrows; if she wanted to 

waste them, who was he to argue? He drew another and nocked 
it. The bird was even closer now, only a few heights away. He 
watched it, waiting, trying to be patient until the right moment 



ELANA A. MUGDAN

3861    2

presented itself.
Then he paused. There was something attached to the bird’s 

leg. Without his glasses he’d never have seen it, but the lenses 
made everything sharp.

“I think that bird’s carrying something,” he said.
“That’s interesting.” Taeleia frowned slightly. “Perhaps 

you should set the bow aside and see what happens.”
Fletcher did as she bade, returning the arrow to the quiver. 

He could have sworn the bird was looking at him. It continued 
its descent, gliding to a nearby tree and settling upon one of the 
lower branches. It hopped toward them, making high-pitched 
peeping noises. The saberfangs, who were tethered a little ways 
off, watched it hungrily.

“You don’t think . . . I mean, that can’t be for one of us, can 
it?” asked Fletcher, pointing at the canister.

“Only one way to find out.” Taeleia took a few steps  
toward the bird. It shrieked and flapped its wings, making a  
terrible fuss. She froze, and stood still as a statue until the  
animal quieted.

“Perhaps you should approach instead, Fletcher,” she  
suggested.

“Me? But I just tried to shoot it.”
“The message might be intended for you. You won’t know 

if you don’t try.”
Feeling oddly nervous, Fletcher walked forward. He drew 

level with Taeleia, then passed her. The animal didn’t object this 
time, and when he reached the tree it fluttered to a lower branch 
so it was within his reach. He put down the bow and reached 
for the canister on the bird’s leg. It stayed put, though its sharp 
eyes tracked his every movement.

“That’s it. I won’t hurt you,” he whispered as he fumbled 
with the clasp. The bird cheeped at him accusingly. “Er . . . yeah, 
sorry about earlier.”

Suddenly the latch sprang open and the top of the canister 
popped off. Fletcher stood on tiptoe to see what it contained. 
There was a rolled-up parchment concealed within. As soon 
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as he withdrew it, the bird flapped its wings and took off. It 
skimmed across the pond, disappearing into the woods on the 
far side of the water.

“What does it say?” asked Taeleia. Fletcher looked down at 
the paper. He unrolled it and was shocked to find it was written 
in runes he could read.

“It’s from my friend,” he breathed, scanning the short  
message with a growing mixture of excitement and anxiety. 
“She’s alright! But—oh no. I think they’ve left the temple.  
Something must have gone wrong.”

Taeleia came to stand by his side. “May I?” She held out her 
hand for the parchment and Fletcher gave it to her. She glanced 
over it, her silver eyes zooming left and right. “You can read the 
ancient runes, Master Earengale?”

“Uh,” said Fletcher. He wasn’t sure if he should mention 
Aeria—Keriya and Roxanne had always been tight-lipped 
about it because they’d worried about the possibility of getting  
deported. That, and no one here seemed to believe Aeria  
existed. “Yeah.”

“Impressive,” she murmured, perusing the page. “And 
does this message make sense to you?”

“Sort of. The place we said we’d meet is the Valaani  
Temple, of course. The Fironian is our friend Effrax. But he  
never mentioned his father to me when—”

“Effrax Nameless?” the elf interrupted.
“Yes. Do you know him?”
“I know his father,” she replied in a dark voice. “Salix  

Embersnag, King of the Fironem.”
Fletcher was dumbfounded. He’d heard Effrax introduce 

himself with the name ‘Emberwill’ a fair few times, but he 
hadn’t expected this.

“Is that who the message is referring to here?” Taeleia 
asked, pointing at the third line of the letter.

“No, that’s referring to Keriya. She was an orphan, and she 
never had a family name. The people of our village called her 
‘Nameless’ as a kind of . . . well, they meant it as an insult.”
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“Yes, the epithet is not a particularly pleasant one.”
“So when Roxanne says they’re going to visit Effrax’s  

father,” Fletcher began, returning his attention to the runes, 
“does she mean, like, the Fironian palace?”

“She must.” Taeleia rolled the paper up and handed it back 
to Fletcher. “If I may, what is the quest the letter was referring 
to?”

“Did you happen to hear about Keriya’s trial in Irongarde?”
“She accused Gohrbryn Tanthflame of being a traitor, told  

a story of how she had been chosen by Shivnath to defeat the 
Shadow, and asserted that she had succeeded.”

Fletcher winced. “She really thought she had. Everything 
she said was true. Shivnath did choose her—changed her eyes 
and gave her powers and all of it. So the quest they’re referring 
to is . . . ”

“Killing Necrovar.”
Fletcher jumped at the unexpected voice. Danisan had 

come to stand behind them. Fletcher nodded, reflecting that this 
was the longest sentence he’d ever heard the large elf speak. He 
looked up at the two finely-scaled creatures, wondering how 
they would react.

“I’m afraid lunch is canceled,” said Taeleia. “We’ve got a lot 
of ground to cover, seeing as we’ve been heading in the wrong  
direction.” She strode back to the saberfangs. Fletcher glanced 
at Danisan, who motioned for him to get moving. He jumped 
to it and scurried back over to their midnight-furred cat, Yvore.

They packed quickly and set off again, doubling back 
the way they’d come. Taeleia urged her cat into a near-gallop 
and Yvore matched the gray mount’s pace. Fletcher grabbed 
the straps of Danisan’s pack, pursed his lips, and prayed to 
Shivnath they weren’t riding to their doom.
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Roxanne lay in the corner of her prison cell. She had lost track of 
how many times she’d counted the wall flagstones, which were 
coated with a thin film of moss and unpleasant slime. There 
were plenty of animals around—mostly rats and spiders—but 
since she’d been dosed with evasdrin, she could no more speak 
to them than she could fly.

The only redeeming quality about the dungeon was that it 
was pleasantly cool. Indrath Nazrith was built on a dormant 
volcano that had collapsed in upon itself ages ago, but warmth 
still rose from the ground into the palace. The dungeons, 
however, were located in an annex east of the main building, 
away from the worst of the heat.

It was small comfort that Roxanne wasn’t baking in the hot 
sun or roasting over the volcano. She had told her friends to 
join her in a city overrun by Imperials and shadowbeasts, and 
she had no way to warn them off. Where were they now? What 
were they doing? Had any of them been successful in their 
missions?

“Helkryvt’s blood, I don’t even know if they’re alive,” she 
muttered.

She heard the creak of rusty hinges and the echo of soft 
footsteps. Was it time for her meal already? She’d also lost track 
of the hours and days.

The footsteps stopped. She assumed the guard was 
standing just beyond the iron bars of her cell, waiting for her to 

“In times of crisis, men will show their true characters.”
~ Hanso Isiron, Twelfth Age

Heir To The Throne
chapter forty-five
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acknowledge him. She had no intention of doing so. She didn’t 
want the loaf of stale bread that was her ration.

“Enjoying the view there, Tigress?”
Slowly, she sat up and turned around. “You,” she hissed, 

narrowing her eyes at Effrax. He was illuminated by the dim 
light of the fire crystals lining the corridor. “Why are you here?”

“I know you must be angry with me—”
“That’s the understatement of the effing century!”
“Shh!” He put a finger to his lips and crouched down to be 

on her level. “I’m sorry I told them to lock you up, but I had no 
choice. I had to try to gain Tanthflame’s trust.”

“Well, congratulations,” she snapped. “Have fun with your 
new regime.”

“I don’t think the new regime will last long. My father and 
brother are dead.”

Roxanne’s furious words died on her lips. She crawled  
toward him, trying to figure out if this was the truth, or a story 
he’d fabricated to win sympathy from her. Up close, he looked 
awful. His face was haggard, his usually carefree expression 
dulled by grief.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “How did it happen?”
Something flickered in Effrax’s eyes. “They were working 

for Necrovar.”
Roxanne shook her head. “The Shadow’s been busy. He 

got Thorion, he got Valaan, and he got your family. Wait . . . 
does that make you king?” She wasn’t entirely sure how the  
monarchy in Allentria worked, but from what she’d seen, the 
rulers of each state passed their titles down to their children.

“Under normal circumstances, my claim to the Lava Throne 
would be contested because I am not considered to be Salix  
Embersnag’s legitimate son.”

“But?” she prompted when he fell into a brooding silence.
“But these aren’t normal times. Though my father’s  

servicemen never liked me, they like Tanthflame even less. 
They want him and his followers gone, and they’ve agreed to 
back my bid for the throne if I can depose him.”
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“Then it’s not all rainbows and roses like Tanthflame made 
it seem,” said Roxanne.

“He’s apparently pumped loads of money into the state to 
integrate the shadowbeasts into society over the past couple of 
months. So things seem good now,” Effrax explained, “but it 
won’t last. It can’t.”

“You’ll have a job getting rid of him,” she mused. “What 
are we going to do?”

Effrax cleared his throat. He shifted his weight on the floor 
and looked away from her. “We aren’t going to do anything. I 
can’t let you out.”

Roxanne stared at him for a full ten seconds. “Why not?”
“I’m not king yet.”
“That’s why I need to get out. I can help—”
“It’s too dangerous,” he said, as if that were a valid excuse.
“Are you kidding?” She fought to keep herself from shout-

ing at the top of her lungs. “After everything we’ve been 
through, you’re going to keep me locked up just because you—”

“This isn’t like everything we’ve been through, Roxanne.” 
The use of her real name wasn’t lost on her.

“I don’t see how it’s any different from the Galantrian  
Village or Irongarde,” she growled. “And even if you think it’s 
dangerous, it’s not your choice. You put me in here against my 
will, and I demand to be let out!”

“I can’t,” he said, his voice cracking. She could just pick out 
his features—he looked like he had aged ten years since she’d 
seen him last. “I’ve done terrible things. And I’m about to do 
even more terrible things . . . things I don’t want you to see.”

It was clearly costing him a great deal of willpower to admit 
this. Roxanne wondered what exactly had happened during the 
week she’d been locked up.

“I’m sure you had good reasons,” she managed to say. “I 
don’t mind taking drastic action as long as the end result is—”

“I’m not letting you out.”
“And I’m not going to sit in this dungeon while you’re out 

there fighting.”
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Effrax didn’t respond. He stood and turned his back on 
her. Roxanne scrambled to her feet too, her body protesting the 
sudden movement. She was sore from the evasdrin and she’d 
done nothing but lie on the stone floor for days.

“Don’t you dare walk away from me,” she cried after him. 
He couldn’t be serious about leaving her here!

But it seemed he was. Effrax started limping up the hall, 
head bowed and shoulders hunched.

“Effrax? Effrax!” She pressed her face against the ribbed 
iron bars and reached after him. “Come back!”

“You’re safer here, Tigress,” he said. “I’ll return for you 
when all of this is over.”

Then he rounded the corner and was gone.
Roxanne collapsed, slumping against the cell door. Despair 

and rage battled within her. Despair won in the end, and she 
crawled back to her corner.

A spider scuttled across the floor, making its way toward 
the wall. It paused in its path, and Roxanne could have sworn 
that it glanced her way. But she couldn’t communicate with it, 
poisoned as she was; so after a moment the spider continued 
onwards and vanished into a tiny crack in the bottom flagstone.

Effrax Emberwill pushed open the iron grate, emerging from 
the dungeon stairwell into the humid night air. He didn’t feel 
good about leaving Roxanne, but what he’d said was true. She 
would be safer where she was.

And he certainly didn’t want her to witness any of the 
awful things he was about to do.

“There you are.” Effrax looked up to see Tezlyn Blazecair, 
the captain of the palace guard, striding toward him across the 
open-air courtyard of the annex. “The healers have examined 
your father’s body. Still no clue as to who killed him, rest his 
soul.”
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“My money’s on Tanthflame,” said Effrax, fighting to keep 
his voice calm.

“I wouldn’t be surprised, all he’s done; but we’ll be  
investigating other suspects,” said Blazecair, giving Effrax a 
searching look.

Effrax shrugged. “Investigate me all you want.” He started 
walking and the captain fell into step beside him. “In the mean-
time, we have a kingdom to save. How many Imperials are in 
the palace?”

“I’d say close to an even twenty. They come and go, so it’s 
hard to keep track.”

“I think we have no choice but to kill them all,” said Effrax, 
cutting through a gallery that led to the side entrance of Indrath 
Nazrith. “Your men are more than a match for the two soldiers 
on the night shift. We’ll kill the rest in their sleep. Should be 
easy.”

“I agree,” said Blazecair. “But the humans aren’t what  
worries me.”

“Right,” murmured Effrax, thinking of the shadowbeasts 
running rampant around the city. “I’ve fought demons before. 
I know their weaknesses. If we fight smart, we can defeat them 
quickly.”

They reached a door in a recessed alcove and Effrax  
shouldered it open. He and Blazecair slipped into the palace 
and ran right into none other than Gohrbryn Tanthflame.

“Dear, dear,” said Tanthflame, shaking his head and  
giving Effrax a disappointed look. “Is this how you repay my 
hospitality, Nameless?”

“Commander-General,” said Effrax. He stole a subtle glance 
around; two Imperials flanked Tanthflame and two more had 
emerged behind him and Blazecair, cutting off the other end of 
the hall. “You’re up late.”

“I suppose you were hoping to catch me asleep in my bed to 
murder me,” Tanthflame said in a flat voice. His eyes gleamed 
eerily in the scant light, a pair of smoldering embers in a dead 
fire.
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For a moment Effrax was tempted to play dumb. After all, 
how could Tanthflame know what he was planning? But then 
a shadow behind Tanthflame drifted away from the object that 
cast it, and Effrax understood. He’d been a fool to discuss his 
plans in the palace. Tanthflame had said it himself: he had eyes 
everywhere, creatures that could lurk unseen in the darkness 
and listen in on private conversations. 

“Can’t fault me for trying, can you?” Effrax flashed the  
general what he hoped was a charming grin.

“I certainly can. Betrayal is inexcusable, even when coming 
from the most disappointing, faithless son of a whore.”

Just like that, the ice in Effrax’s stomach turned to fire. He 
looked around again, weighing his chances. Five Imperials 
against him and Blazecair. He didn’t like his odds on that, but 
he was past the point of rational thinking. It didn’t matter if he 
died fighting—he just wanted to wipe that arrogant smirk from 
Tanthflame’s face.

He embraced his source and ignited a batch of threads. 
Fire burst from him, billowing toward the guards. Apparently 
Tanthflame had been expecting him to do something rash and 
stupid, because he counter-wielded at once. Effrax’s roaring 
tongues of red and orange leapt aside, narrowly missing the 
Commander-General and his men.

Then the fight was on. Effrax dodged a retaliatory attack 
and dove to the side of the hallway, ignoring the stabbing pain 
in his bad leg. Pressing his back against the cool stone, he shot 
a jet of fire at Tanthflame, who wielded to redirect it back at 
him. Effrax prepared to dodge, but the fire dissipated before it 
reached him—Blazecair had saved him.

“Thanks, Captain,” Effrax called over the crackle of another 
towering inferno that Tanthflame sent his way. He fed his own 
threads into it and set it on a course for a gray-robed Erastatian. 
The air wielder created a shield to defend himself, then turned 
to attack Effrax.

Thunk! The Erastatian’s eyes went round and he collapsed 
forward with an arrow sprouting from his back. Effrax glanced 
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down to the far end of the hall. A group of Blazecair’s men was 
running toward them, weapons drawn and already wielding.

Effrax liked his odds much better now. He pushed himself  
up and helped Blazecair ward off a dazzling mass of fire.  
Without warning, the flames flickered and vanished, which 
meant whoever was wielding them had been struck down. In 
its place an immense tidal wave burst to life, bearing down on 
Effrax and Blazecair.

“Defensive Four,” Blazecair screamed to his nearby men. 
They nodded, preparing to wield together. Just before the 
water hit, a blinding wall of fire appeared to create a barrier 
against the liquid. Effrax didn’t know the weave of the spell, but 
from the size and intensity of the flames, he figured it must be  
similar to the magic trick wherein he wielded condensed 
fire into shapes. The concentrated energy was hot enough to  
divert the water, melting the threads that came in contact with 
it. Steam exploded from the collision of spells, and the corridor 
was suddenly filled with scalding vapor.

Eyes watering and skin blistering, Effrax darted away from 
the palace servicemen. His initial thought was that he would es-
cape the fray and find a good vantage point to pick off enemies 
with his bow. But as he ducked around a stream of friendly fire, 
he found himself once again facing the Commander-General of 
the Imperial Guard.

Tanthflame had his sword drawn. He grabbed Effrax and 
brought the edge of the blade to his neck. Effrax choked as the 
weapon cut into him. Warm liquid trickled down his neck and 
soaked into his shirt.

“Going to kill me without a trial?” he asked, his strained 
voice barely audible over the din of the brawling soldiers. 
Blazecair’s men were engaged with the last two Imperials, and 
no one seemed to notice that Effrax was an inch from death— 
literally. One wrong move with that sword and he’d be a goner.

“They say innocent until proven guilty,” Tanthflame hissed, 
his eyes burning scarlet in the firelight, “but I know what you 
did. Regicide is a serious crime, Nameless. And in your case it 
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was fratricide, too.”
“You think I killed my father?”
“I know you did.” The sword dug deeper into Effrax’s 

windpipe. He struggled not to cough, for he feared any abrupt 
movement on his part would mean the end of him. “But as it 
turns out, you only did what we’d been planning to do. We 
needed Embersnag out of the way; after all, you can’t have a 
king and a Shadow Lord ruling, can you?”

Tanthflame suddenly let go of Effrax’s arm. Effrax fell to his 
knees, clutching his bleeding neck. “My only regret is that the 
king and prince died before Necrovar could get ahold of their 
souls. At least then they might have been of some use.”

Effrax glared at the general as the stocky man backed away, 
hating him more with each passing moment. “Where are you 
going?” he choked. “Come back and fight!”

“That would hardly be sporting, given the condition 
you’re in,” said Tanthflame. “Besides, it’s my sworn duty as 
Commander-General of the Imperial Guard to inform the  
empress of any violent uprisings. I must report your treason to 
Lady Aldelphia. I’m sure the surviving members of the Council 
of Nine will take swift and decisive action against you.”

There was another blast of fire. Effrax was forced to close 
his eyes against the brightness, and when he opened them once 
more, Tanthflame was gone.

As quickly as it had begun, it was over. Three Imperials and 
half a dozen servicemen lay dead on the floor; Blazecair and his 
remaining soldiers stood scorched but triumphant.

“We got ’em,” growled an old warrior. “The last one turned 
tail and ran for it.”

“Why? That swamper had to be a Tier Ten wielder, he 
could’ve killed us all,” Blazecair muttered as he strode over to 
Effrax. “You alright, boy?”

“I’ll live,” said Effrax, though he was growing less certain  
of that by the minute. Determined to stand tall before his  
father’s servicemen, he struggled to his feet. It felt like there was 
a knife in his thigh, but he ignored his old injury. “Tanthflame 
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retreated. I’m sure his guards went with him.”
“But why retreat?” someone asked. Now that the hallway 

was dark once more, it was impossible for Effrax to tell who had 
spoken, especially as his vision was growing blurry.

“He wants to get to Noryk and present his version of events 
before we can. He’ll make my family’s murder out to be our 
fault, just like he pinned the violence in the Galantasa on us, 
and the Council will . . .” 

Effrax trailed off. The states were always at odds with 
each other for some stupid reason or another, but never in his  
lifetime—never in the past four ages—had the empire been this 
close to civil war. What would the Allentrian leaders do?

“What are our orders?” asked the old soldier.
Effrax looked at Blazecair, but Blazecair was looking 

to him. In fact, all the servicemen watched him, awaiting a  
command. Effrax stood there in shock. In absence of a king, a 
prince, and now a general, could it be that the palace guards 
had turned to him as their leader? He could scarcely believe it; 
he’d been snubbed by the people of Indrath Nazrith since his 
birth.

“Sir?” said the old one.
“It’s Sire now, I believe,” said Blazecair. “Tanthflame is 

gone and there’s no one else who can ascend to the Lava Throne. 
Doubt anyone would want to, at this point.”

Effrax swallowed. He stared around at his father’s men, 
feeling lightheaded—though that might simply be due to blood 
loss.

“Your Highness,” said Blazecair. Though his words were 
respectful, his tone was sharp. “We await your command.”

With great effort, Effrax gathered his wits. He pulled  
himself up—he’d been slouching, favoring his bad leg—and 
lowered his hand from his neck.

“First thing’s first,” he said. “Get rid of every shadowbeast 
and Imperial within fifty leagues of Fyrxav. We need to free our 
city.”
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The bird found Keriya the day after the exorcism. She and 
Thorion had slept late into the afternoon, and she might have 
slept straight through til nightfall if not for the creature’s 
insistent squawking. Keriya rubbed her tired eyes and squinted 
into the overcast sky. A hawklike animal was circling overhead 
and making a terrible racket. It was so loud that it brought Max 
running over.

“What’s going on?” he asked.
“This thing just showed up and started screaming.” By 

her side, Thorion lifted his head and growled a warning at the 
animal. Far from being deterred, its chirping grew more insis-
tent, and it flew down to settle on a nearby boulder.

Keriya frowned and pointed at its left leg. “What’s that?”
“Looks like a message canister,” said Max. He took a few 

tentative steps toward the bird. When he drew too close it let 
out a furious squawk and hopped away, closer to Keriya.

“Hello,” she said, staring at the bird. With another chirp it 
lifted its leg, offering her the canister. She raised an eyebrow 
and glanced at Thorion. “Should I take it?”

“I think so,” he replied. “He clearly wants you to have it.”
Her instinct was to be suspicious—who would be writing 

to her? Did someone know where she was hiding? However, 
she reasoned that if an enemy was trying to reach her, they 
wouldn’t do it with a messenger bird; they’d most likely do it 
with an army of shadowbeasts.

“A secret divulged has the power to destroy a man’s reputation.
A secret kept has the power to destroy a man’s soul.”

~ Sindir Bladeleaf, Tenth Age

Winds of Change
chapter forty-six



DRAGON CHILD

3991    2

Keriya approached the bird cautiously and undid the clasp 
on the canister. There was a single parchment paper within. As 
soon as she had it in her grasp, the bird took off.

“I don’t believe it—it’s from Roxanne!” she exclaimed as 
she unrolled the paper and saw familiar runes scrawled upon 
it. It was like a leaden weight had lifted from her heart. Even 
the dismal nature of the message—that Valaan couldn’t help—
didn’t dampen her spirits. Knowing Roxanne was safe more 
than made up for the disappointing news.

Besides, they didn’t need Valaan anymore.
She shared the letter with Thorion and Max, whose frown 

deepened when she read it aloud to him.
“They can’t be serious,” he murmured. “They want us to go 

to Indrath Nazrith?”
Keriya turned to Thorion. “Do you mind one more stop  

before we go to Necrovar?”
“I certainly don’t mind,” he said in a dry voice. “It will be 

good to see our friends again before our adventure comes to an 
end.”

But now that the end was finally in sight, Keriya found 
herself reluctant to face it. Another two days passed in the 
Temariyan Gorge, during which time Thorion rested and  
regained what little strength he possessed. Nervous though she 
was about what was to come, Keriya knew it was worse to be 
sitting around. So she left the dragon basking on a rock in the 
afternoon and went off to talk to Max about leaving. She found 
him hunting for land crabs.

“Hi,” she said awkwardly. “I was wondering if tomorrow 
would be okay for you to . . . to keep going.”

Max stood and brushed the dirt from his hands, staring 
at her. She fidgeted under his gaze, wondering why he didn’t 
speak.

“I don’t think you should go to the Fironem.”
Keriya blinked. She was sure she must have misheard—

Max was the one who’d kept insisting they go to the southern 
state. After a long pause, she asked the only question she could 
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manage to articulate: “Why?”
“Because it’s dangerous.”
She bit back a laugh. Had there been a time in the last year 

when she hadn’t been in danger? “I’m not afraid.”
“I know,” he said, “and that’s what bothers me most. You 

have no idea what you’re up against.”
“Oh, I have an idea,” she growled, thinking of her last few 

conversations with Necrovar. She hadn’t shared those with 
anyone, not even Thorion.

“He’ll kill you without a second thought. You’re walking 
right into a trap and I . . .” Max trailed off, seemingly at a loss 
for words. “I just want you to be safe.”

“I always knew where my story would end. Shivnath told 
me what I had to do. Now it’s time for me to do it.”

Max didn’t argue, but he bore an expression she was all  
too familiar with. She saw on his face a softer version of the 
disparagement the Aerians had regarded her with. There was 
sadness in his gaze, but also pity. He didn’t believe in her.

That was not a comforting thought, and it certainly wasn’t 
the way Keriya wanted to start the final leg of their journey, 
but they could delay no longer. So that night they packed their 
belongings and prepared themselves for what lay ahead.

The next day dawned bright and blustery. Keriya was too 
antsy to eat—and she’d had enough crab meat to last a lifetime 
anyway—so Max skipped breakfast. He scoured the area to 
make sure they left no traces behind. Keriya hefted her pack 
over her shoulder and buckled the hand-cannon holster around 
her waist, securing it over the sword’s belt.

“That’s it,” said Max. “Everything’s clean and the coast is 
clear.” He unknotted Alphir’s reins from a spindly tree branch. 
The wind horse whickered and stamped his hooves.

“I know,” the prince told him soothingly. “You’ll be able to 
run again soon.”

They marched in single file to the southern lip of the gorge 
and began their descent, picking their way over unstable rocks 
toward the river. The plan was to follow the West Outlet to the 
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Fironian border, which—according to Max—was marked by a 
great canyon. Crossing it would be a challenge, but it was safer 
than trying their luck in the north, where Windscoure was sure 
to have stationed hundreds of Border Patrol soldiers.

Now that they were on the move again, Keriya felt better. 
Thorion took to the skies, soaring on high air currents, and she 
and Max rode Alphir along the river’s edge. They passed a 
town on the far bank at midday, but no one bothered them. The 
knot in her stomach loosened and she managed to find some 
enjoyment in the blossoming countryside rolling by.

They made camp in a secluded hollow of the land and  
Thorion joined them once dark had fully fallen. He looked  
exhausted, but he seemed to be in good spirits. As Max coaxed a 
fire to life and prepared their supper, Keriya took out her book 
and shared her translations with the dragon. However, neither 
he nor the prince were as fascinated by the prophecies as she 
was—perhaps because they knew it all already?

“Look.” Frustrated by their lack of enthusiasm, Keriya 
shoved the book under Thorion’s snout, pointing at a page she’d 
blackened with scribbles and notes. “It’s a prophecy Helkryvt 
himself made!”

“Helkryvt made many prophecies,” said Max. “He was 
a mage, an expert wielder, and he had an excellent grasp of  
timemagic.”

“This one seems important.”
“They were all important,” said Thorion. “But not all 

prophecies are true.”
Keriya frowned. “Then what’s the point of them?”
“The river of time has many tributaries,” he explained, 

smiling at her tone. Even his smile was less than it had been; 
once vibrant and merry, it now lacked a certain sparkle, so it 
seemed forced. “What is untrue in our world may come to pass 
in another, for there are universes that exist parallel to ours.”

“Like the Etherworld?”
“The Etherworld exists within our own universe. But there 

are hundreds, thousands, perhaps infinite reflections of our 
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world that are different because people made different choices 
within them. When a choice is made, the river of time splits, and 
a different reality is born. Prophecies are an expression of time-
magic—glimpses of the future—and some of them draw from 
tributaries that have split off from our own. Thus, they never 
come true in our world.”

Keriya couldn’t wrap her head around this concept, so she 
returned her attention to the book. Helkryvt’s prophecy glared 
up at her, cryptic and chilling:

So i t pas se s - the Betrayer  
has become now the betrayed;

For a s ing le morta l s in 
has my debt been pa id .

But from the s in my power grows,  
and from there sha l l I ri se.

When I return sha l l tyrants fa l l ,  
o ld orders face demi se.

They f ight me at the ir doorstep,  
but they love me in the ir heart s .

Though res i s tance sha l l be met with ,  
they can ’ t tear me apart .

No morta l ’ s hand sha l l harm me,  
not by magic, sword , or kn ife -

On ly the Blood can give me death ,  
where once i t gave me l i fe.

“Only the blood can give me death . . .” she murmured,  
tapping the page. This reference to dragon blood explained 
why no one had believed Keriya could kill Necrovar. Necrovar 
had even taunted her with that fact. He’d quoted this prophecy 
when they had fought in the rainforest.

“Thorion, do you remember what Necrovar said right  
before we finished him off—or thought we had?” she asked. Thorion 
tilted his head; it was clear he hadn’t committed the Shadow’s 
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words to memory, as she had done. “He said, ‘Only the blood can 
give me death, where once it gave me life’. I thought this last line of his 
prophecy was referring to dragons—”

“It is,” said Thorion. “He will die by a dragon’s hand.”
“But right after that, he told us there was no one left who had 

the ability to kill him. The way he was acting, it was like he knew you 
couldn’t do it. Like he didn’t think you were a threat.”

A crease appeared on Thorion’s forehead between his brow 
ridges. 

“I gather the dragons have some pretty big secrets about their 
blood,” she began. She didn’t want to upset Thorion by prying—
but she wasn’t prying, not really. She didn’t much care about 
the mysterious draconic powers she would never understand, 
she was only interested in how and why dragon blood was 
deadly to Necrovar.

Thorion wasn’t offended by her question; on the contrary, 
he was stumped by it. “If the prophecy is referencing a particular 
secret, it’s a secret I don’t know.” He leaned closer to inspect the 
page. Keriya watched as his lips silently formed the last words 
of the poem.

“Perhaps we’re reading too far into it,” he said at last. “Perhaps 
when Necrovar was taunting us, he wasn’t referencing some strange 
secret at all; perhaps he was just stating facts.”

“What do you mean?”
“He knew I was infected. He knew it was only a matter of time 

before I . . . well, before I wasn’t a threat to him, one way or another.”
Keriya refused to accept that explanation. If she did, it 

would mean she had acknowledged that there was no hope for 
Thorion, that she and her drackling were facing a foe neither of 
them could defeat.

“What if there was another bloodline that could destroy him?” 
she pressed. “His own bloodline, maybe, since he references the blood 
that gave him life. His human host, Helkryvt—did he have a family?”

“He did,” Thorion said slowly. “Helkryvt’s mother was bond-
ed, but she and her dragon died when he was young. He murdered 
his father shortly after he rose to power. He had a lover—a fire mage 
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named Beledine Arowey—but he killed her, too. And there is no  
evidence that she ever bore him any children.”

Keriya frowned. “Well . . . what about Valerion?”
“What about him?”
“He and Necrovar are always mentioned together. They were 

arch-enemies. Plus, he was actually a dragon, which means he could 
have killed the Shadow.”

From the slightest narrowing of Thorion’s eyes, Keriya  
suspected she was onto something. The only question was, 
would Thorion give her any answers? Or had she stumbled 
upon another secret not meant for human ears?

“Valerion’s father was Ghokarian Equilumos,” said Thorion. 
“He was the Archon of a powerful dragonflight before he bonded. But 
he, too, was murdered by Helkryvt.”

So Helkryvt had quarreled with Valerion’s father. That 
seemed suspicious. “Could he have been trying to kill off his only 
competition?” she asked, trying not to sound too interested.

“Helkryvt killed countless bonded dragons in his time,” said 
Thorion. “Even if there was something special about the Equilumos 
bloodline, it wouldn’t help us now. Valerion had no children. He 
turned himself into a human at a very young age.”

“What?” That statement rerouted Keriya’s line of thought. 
“So he was a human, after all?”

“Only in the most generic sense of the word. He was a dragon  
in all the ways that counted, for he still had a dragon’s blood, mind, 
and soul. The dragons refused to take up arms against the Shadow 
during the Great War, forbidding their kin from fighting. To evade 
this edict, Valerion changed himself—he became a human so he could 
join the war effort.” Thorion tilted his head at Keriya. “I thought 
Uhs told you.”

“Uhs only told me Valerion was a dragon,” she murmured. 
Her mind was racing. Thoughts tumbled through her head  
faster than she could make sense of them. Eventually she asked, 
“Why?”

“Why what?”
“Why did Valerion have to go through all that trouble? Why 
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didn’t the dragons fight?”
When she’d first met Lady Aldelphia, the empress and her 

advisors had asserted that the dragons refused to aid the mortal 
races during the Great War—in fact, that was one of the reasons 
they’d needed Keriya. They’d wanted her to summon a dragon, 
yes; but they’d also wanted to use her rheenar abilities to force 
the dragon to fight for Allentria.

Back then, Keriya hadn’t known enough to ask questions 
about any of that. Now she was older and wiser. Now she had 
experienced Necrovar’s wrath and cruelty firsthand, and she’d 
become something of an expert on dragons.

“Thorion?” she prompted after a long stretch of silence.
“They were forbidden from fighting,” he repeated.
“Right, but surely they could see how awful Necrovar was,” she 

said. “Even if they didn’t have emotions, they must have known. You 
once told me the dragons used their wisdom and power to make the 
world a better place. If that’s true, why did they refuse to fight?”

“Their reasons don’t matter. The fact remains that they did not, 
so the task has fallen to us, instead.”

That brought Keriya back to her present problems, and she 
sighed. She’d really thought she was onto something with the 
idea about bloodlines, but it was just another dead end in her 
hopeless battle against the Shadow.

The prophecy haunted her all through the night. Necrovar 
strolled in and out of her dreams, taunting her with her oldest 
doubts and fears: You can’t do it. You’re not good enough. You have 
no magic.

The following day they followed the bends of the river into 
a silverwood forest. While there was plenty of space between 
the thin, towering trees, the ground was carpeted with a spongy 
moss that slowed Alphir to a walk. Keriya and Max dismounted 
to give the arion a rest. The only good thing about the forest, 
which was damp and filled with nasty biting bugs, was that it 
was safe enough for Thorion to travel with them.

She observed him as he padded over rocks and under 
low-hanging branches. He sounded like Thorion and acted like 
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Thorion. He even moved like Thorion. Yet there was something 
missing from him—an indefinable something—that made her 
heart ache to look at him.

When they stopped to make camp that night, Keriya took it 
upon herself to trail Thorion as he hunted in the misty woods. 
He froze, and Keriya stopped as well, thinking he’d spotted 
some animal to be their supper. Then his body went rigid and 
he began coughing and choking.

“Thorion,” she cried, running toward him. He snapped 
his right wing out to keep her at bay, his sides heaving.  
Keriya skidded to a halt, watching as he hacked up a gob of 
black blood and spat it out. Her stomach twisted. She was  
reminded of the bogspectre, of its dark, glistening, undulating  
body. Her hand clenched convulsively on the hilt of the  
monster’s decrepit weapon.

“I’m alright,” Thorion gasped when he could speak again.
“No, you’re not!”
“It’s unavoidable, Keriya,” he said, staring at her with dull, 

sunken eyes. “I have no soul, and my body is weak.”
Seized with inspiration, she dug in her cloak. Though the 

weather had grown warmer, she still wore the blue covering 
for protection from the damp. She produced the laesabrel packet 
Uhs had given her and loosened the drawstrings with fumbling 
fingers.

“Here,” she said, pulling a small bulb from the bag. “Take 
this, it will help.”

She wasn’t sure that was true, and judging by Thorion’s 
expression he also had his doubts. His once proud head was 
bowed with regret, but when she offered him the bud he ate it 
without argument.

Thorion had more episodes over the next few days as they 
made their way through the forest. The first attack was so bad 
that Keriya insisted on giving him no less than four laesabrel 
buds. The second attack wasn’t as severe, but she still gave him 
two. That was more than half her precious stash gone, and she 
resolved to be more careful with it in the future.
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They left the cover of the trees and emerged back onto the 
open plains after a week of travel. While it made them anxious 
to be exposed, it meant they could pick up their pace again. 
Thorion resumed his flying and Alphir was free to gallop at full 
tilt across the rambling meadowlands.

Two more days passed, and the grass thinned and gave 
way to coarse, stony ground. Then they saw it: a great split in 
the land hugging the curve of the horizon. It seemed like an old 
wound in the flesh of the earth, for its crusty rock cliffs had a 
ruddy tint to them, like dried blood crumbling away from the 
edges of a rotting cut.

“The Chasm,” said Max, reining Alphir to a trot, then a 
walk.

“The border,” said Keriya, squinting through the haze 
to the kingdom on the far side of the abyss. The Chasm was 
much larger than she’d imagined, and much more intimidating.  
Thorion could easily fly across, but how were she and Max to 
reach the Fironem?

Thorion seemed to be thinking along the same lines. He 
dropped down and landed beside them.

“I don’t think I’m currently strong enough to carry you,” he 
admitted. “Is there a place where you can cross on foot?”

“Yes, but all the bridgeways will be heavily guarded,” said 
Max. “It will be safer for us here, in the wilderness. I can wield 
us over at that narrow point.” He indicated an outcrop of rock 
a league to the east—it stretched out about halfway over the 
Chasm, but even then Keriya estimated it was nearly thirty 
heights to the far side.

As they approached the so-called ‘narrow’ point, a feeling  
of foreboding grew within Keriya. She didn’t know if she was 
just anxious about finally entering the Fironem or whether 
something else was afoot. Max was also on guard.

“Something’s not right,” he murmured. “It’s too quiet.  
There’s nothing here, no sylphs, no birds, no phoenixes.  
Usually the cliffs are teeming with life.”

Alphir shared Max’s discomfort; as they drew closer he 
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tossed his head and stamped his hooves, skittering away from 
the Chasm. Max patted his neck to soothe him, then pulled him 
to a halt and dismounted.

“What are you doing?” asked Keriya.
“I’ll scout the area. You stay here, and if you see any sign 

of danger, run.”
Before she could argue, he was off, loping toward the  

fissure. He strayed frighteningly close to the edge and Keriya 
bit her lip to keep from calling out. Then, drawing his short-
sword, he crept onto the rocky outcrop, staring around like a 
rabbit watching the skies for hawks.

After an excruciating wait, during which time Keriya 
fidgeted incessantly—making poor Alphir even more upset—
Max nodded and waved them over.

“Do you think it’s safe?” Keriya muttered to Thorion as she 
urged the arion forward.

“Nowhere is safe,” he replied. “Least of all where we’re  
going.”

“I’ll send you over first,” Max told her once they’d reached 
him. “Take only what you need. Humans are at the upper limits 
of what I can support over a distance like this.”

“Then how will Alphir get across?” asked Keriya, sliding 
inelegantly from the wind horse’s back.

“Alphir can leap long distances,” said Max, patting the  
arion fondly. “But this distance is too great even for him. I’ll 
turn him loose, and he’ll find his way back to the royal stables.”

Keriya felt an unexpected pang in her heart upon hearing 
they were parting from Alphir. “Bye Alphir,” she whispered. 

Max stepped aside and she shuffled closer to the precipice, 
keenly aware of the sharp drops on either side of her. After a 
furious inner battle, she unslung her travel pack and laid the 
book of prophecies on the ground. It was a wrench leaving it 
behind—she’d spent countless hours laboring over it—but it 
could no longer help her. She’d committed both Valerion’s and 
Helkryvt’s prophecies to memory . . . not that they’d been all 
that illuminating.
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“Right.” Max rolled his shoulders and shook out his hands. 
“I think the best bet is for me to pick you up and levitate you 
over. Keep very still and don’t look down.”

Keriya felt something wrapping around her waist. She 
gasped and looked down, but there was nothing there. Only the 
stir of her dress as it folded beneath invisible fingers indicated 
that magic was afoot. Max was wielding a spell around her. The 
condensed air tightened to an almost painful point; then she 
was lifted up. Her feet left the ground, and with a tiny lurch she 
began to move.

Despite Max’s warning, she stared down at the seemingly  
bottomless pit beneath her. It was disconcerting to be hovering  
in the open air with no visible barrier between her and the  
shadowy depths—but she’d braved worse than this. This wasn’t 
as bad as the time Tanthflame had dangled her off the edge of 
the cathedral tower in Irongarde, and she even preferred this to 
the zipline ride. Max was supporting her with his magic, and 
she trusted him.

With a mighty flap, Thorion took off and flew after her,  
circling above and weaving below. She wished she could reach 
out to mentally reassure him and be reassured in turn, but that 
power was lost to them now; so she smiled at him and nodded.

Suddenly she felt another lurch. She paused in midair, 
about halfway between the Erastate and the Fironem. 

And then she began to fall.
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Keriya flailed her arms and screamed as the air loosened around 
her, sending her plummeting into darkness.

Her dragon was there in a heartbeat, zooming close. He 
ducked underneath her and she settled on his back between 
his folded wings. Once she was stable he leveled off, shooting 
through the Chasm, gliding on irregular currents. He flapped 
again, gaining altitude, and they burst from the stale abyss into 
the open air. Wind gathered up Keriya’s hair and hazy sunlight 
settled on her skin. For one moment everything was forgotten—
her terror, her fall, her onerous quest—and she and Thorion 
were all that existed, soaring together in harmony.

But Thorion was weakened, and he angled for the ground 
at once. He landed heavily and Keriya pitched forward, 
tumbling off his back and sprawling in a heap.

“What the blood is . . .” Keriya’s indignant question trailed 
off as she looked to the west. Alphir had bolted and was but a 
speck on the plains. Max was standing by the cliff, locked in 
combat with a shadowbeast.

They’d been found—of course they had, fools that they 
were, crossing right into Necrovar’s territory! Keriya blinked, 
and was nearly blinded by the blaze of purple light reflecting 
off the backs of her lids. Leaping to her feet, she whirled around 
to face Thorion.

“Fly,” she told him, drawing her sword. How long it had 
been since she’d grasped it like this, knuckles white and heart 

“Duty is as heavy as a mountain, but death is lighter than a feather.”
~ Syrionese Proverb

The Battle in the Sky
chapter forty-seven
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thumping madly, preparing to fight.
“I’m not leaving you again,” he growled.
“You’re vulnerable without your magic. You need to get out of 

here!”
“And what of you?” His tone wasn’t harsh, but Keriya still 

winced.
“I’ve been without magic all my life. I can handle myself.” To 

demonstrate the point, she hefted her sword. Its heavy weight 
reassured her.

Thorion nodded. “I’ll be overhead.” He reared up, stretched 
his mighty wings, and leapt back into the air. Keriya’s hair 
whipped around, buffeted by the competing currents of  
Thorion’s flight and the wind. She tracked the dragon’s  
progress as he gained the skies. Then he twisted sharply in the 
air and dove back down.

“What’s he doing?” Her question was answered by a  
grating screech, a sound she had grown up fearing as a child in  
Aeria.

“Drachvold,” she gasped, spinning around. Sure enough, 
flying in from the north were six black monstrosities. Not just 
any drachvolds, these were shadowbeasts. Their bat-like wings 
pumped rhythmically and their thin barbed tails lashed behind 
them.

One of the creatures banked to the right and Keriya caught 
sight of something perched upon its back. It had a rider—a  
demon rider as black as storm clouds on a moonless night. He 
was controlling the drachvold with reins that hooked into the 
sides of its gaping, toothless maw. He urged his steed into a 
dive, aiming for Thorion. The drachvold tucked its wings and 
plummeted, and its rider wielded a jet of pitch-black fire at the 
dragon.

“Keriya, watch out!” Keriya tore her gaze from Thorion 
and glanced back just in time to see Max take a running leap 
from the northern side of the Chasm. Her breath hitched in her 
throat; what was he doing? He’d never make that jump!

But he wielded, caught himself up in a spell, and soared 
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through the air toward her. She jumped to the side as Max  
landed where she’d just been standing, falling forward and 
skidding along the gravelly ground.

“Are you alright?” she gasped, reaching for him with  
shaking hands and helping him to his feet.

“There are more,” he panted. “More demons in the Chasm. 
Border guards. I was stupid to think we could cross anywhere 
undetected; this is my father’s doing.”

“It is what it is—now we have to help Thorion.” Keriya 
wheeled around and sprinted toward the dragon. The land on 
this side of the Chasm was uneven and rocky, leading into a  
series of spear-like hills. She heard Max calling for her, telling 
her to come back, but she ignored him. She had to do some-
thing, anything, to keep the shadowbeasts away from Thorion.

A sharp gust of air sliced past her, knocking her to the 
ground. She glared back at the prince, only to find he hadn’t 
been aiming for her—he’d been aiming for the demon that had 
materialized by her side.

She scrambled away from the monster, hurrying to put  
distance between herself and its grasping claws. It wasn’t alone. 
All across the slope before her, animals were seeping out of the 
shadows. There had to be at least twenty of them, all of varying 
species and sizes.

The nearest shadowbeast, a wolfish creature with inch-long 
fangs, snarled and leapt forward. Keriya moved on instinct and 
swung her sword up just in time. The animal impaled itself 
on the tip of the blade and didn’t even have time to cry out  
before it disintegrated, crumbling to flaky midnight dust as it 
died.

No sooner was it gone than it was replaced by a long-
furred, snarling fiend that sprang at Keriya, reaching for her 
with hands that looked eerily human. Before it could attack, 
some invisible force wrenched it sideways and slammed it into 
a nearby boulder.

Max raced to join her, pinning the shadowbeast in place 
with his spell.
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“Thanks,” she panted breathlessly. “If you deal with this 
one, I’ll take care of the others.”

His words of warning were lost on her as she turned and 
ran up the nearest hill. She sought and found Thorion overhead: 
he was a shooting star weaving in and out of the dark nebula 
that was the drachvolds. Only five plagued the sky now—he 
must have already killed one.

Two more landlocked shadowbeasts were suddenly in her 
way. They raced at her from either side, hissing and spitting. 
Keriya stopped to find purchase on the pebbly ground. She 
braced herself, and when the first animal attacked she hacked 
at it. The edge of the blade bit into its neck, but it wasn’t a  
killing blow. The demon cried out and retreated, allowing its 
partner to take its place. She was luckier this time, and her wild 
swing connected with its skull. The creature disintegrated,  
leaving her free to continue her climb.

“Keriya!” Max’s shout reached her from what seemed like 
worlds away and a hand closed upon her left wrist.

“Max, let me go . . .” The words died on her lips as she 
whirled to face him. It wasn’t the prince who had grabbed her. 
It was a shadowman.

He grinned, exposing rows of shiny black teeth, and raised 
his free hand. Black fire burst to life over his palm. It swirled 
in the air for a moment before shooting toward her. Keriya 
whipped up the sword, using the blade as a shield. The necro-
magic streamed out around her as the ancient, grime-scabbed 
weapon deflected the spell.

That shocked the demon so much that he actually let her go. 
Keriya took advantage of his surprise and swung the blade at 
him. He wielded, turning himself to shadow to avoid the strike. 
She backed up a few paces, staring around to see where he’d 
gone, and lost her footing on a loose rock. She stumbled side-
ways, and in that moment her enemy reconstituted himself and 
leapt at her, shoving her down.

She landed hard on her shoulder and her head cracked 
against stone, sending bright spots winking across her vision. 
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The sword was jolted from her grasp and fell just out of her 
reach.

With only her bare hands as weapons, Keriya reached up 
and clawed at the shadowman’s face. She raked at his cheeks 
and eyes, and her hands closed around his throat even as his 
skeletal fingers tightened around hers.

She writhed beneath him, gasping for air, trying to break 
free. On one of her more desperate thrashes, something hard 
dug into her leg. She coughed on a cry of pain; then she realized 
what it was.

Her hands left the shadowman’s windpipe and fell to her 
side, where the hand-cannon was strapped around her waist. 
Given the choice between that and her sword, she’d have  
chosen the blade in a heartbeat, but she had to make do. Her 
vision faded as she dragged labored breaths through her  
constricted throat, but she managed to unbutton the weapon 
from its holster.

A cry rent the air and her gaze slid from the demon to 
the clouds. Thorion wasn’t faring well. One of the drachvolds 
had swooped down on him from above, landing on his back.  
Interlocked, the two beasts tumbled head-over-tails through the 
air toward the sharp peaks of the hills beyond.

With a trembling hand, Keriya pulled the firing lever out 
and down, then raised the cannon. She aimed not at the demon 
who was strangling her, but at the monster attacking Thorion. 
Through the blood-haze that lack of oxygen had created, she 
sighted down the barrel and pulled the trigger.

A lifetime of throwing rocks had served Keriya well. 
There was a sharp BANG! that assaulted her ears and—thank 
Shivnath—scared her attacker off her. Her aim had been 
true, and though the drachvold had to be more than fifty 
heights away, it burst into small granules of shadow an eye-
blink after the hand-cannon fired. Keriya stared in shock at 
the ashy droplets that rained out of the sky, remnants of the  
destroyed demon.

Thorion righted himself with an expert twirl of his wings 
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and angled around to face the remainder of his airborne  
adversaries. Another demon rider wielded necromagical fire 
against him but he dodged the spell, tucking his wings and  
diving into a corkscrew spiral. He zoomed past one of the  
drachvolds and lashed out at it, raking his talons across its 
hindquarters and causing it to screech in pain.

On the ground, Keriya rolled onto her side and pointed 
the cannon at the shadowman with surprisingly steady hands. 
What had Max said in the palace? Six rounds—six shots to take.

She wrenched on the firing lever once more, priming the 
weapon, and pulled the trigger without hesitation. Another 
shrill BANG! pressed deep into her ears, and the man kneeling  
beside her burst apart around the tiny entry wound of the  
cannon bullet.

Keriya lurched to her feet. She turned to her sword, only to 
find another shadowbeast hunched over it.

“Get away,” she snarled, priming the cannon once more. 
BANG! The creature exploded before she even had a chance to 
register what kind of animal it was. She staggered over to the 
blade and hefted it in her free hand; her dominant right hand 
still clutched the cannon, which was frighteningly easy to use. 
It required no effort to destroy something, unless one counted 
the skill of aiming well.

There were still quite a few shadowbeasts remaining. 
Max was downhill by the lip of the Chasm, fending off three  
monsters—but he was holding his own against them, so Keriya 
returned her attention to Thorion. The dragon was locked in 
combat with the last three shadowdrachvolds. They were flying 
in formation now, sticking close together so Thorion couldn’t 
pick them off one by one. He chanced a dive at the leftmost  
demon, and was rewarded with a gust of black mist that caught 
him in the face and bowled him off-course.

Heedless of what demonic brutes stood in her way, Keriya 
forged a path to the top of the craggy ridge. When she reached 
it, she took aim at the closest drachvold.

BANG! It disintegrated in the sky. The sound frightened 
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a number of creatures on the ground, and out of the corner 
of her eye Keriya registered the fact that some of them were  
fleeing. She wished she had enough rounds in the chamber of 
the hand-cannon to do away with all of them, but Thorion’s 
attackers were top priority.

The dragon took advantage of the loss of one enemy to soar 
to the ground. Keriya raced to meet him.

“I have two more rounds,” she gasped when she reached his 
side. “Let me take them out from here!”

But before she could prime the cannon again, there was 
a terrible retching noise. Fear echoed across the span of the  
intervening months as she was brought back to the night in 
Shivnath’s Mountains when a drachvold had attacked her, 
Fletcher, and Roxanne.

“Find cover,” she screamed, pushing at Thorion. It was 
lucky the top of the ridge was speckled with large boulders. 
They dived behind one just as a spray of shadow-stained acid 
splattered down beside them. The ground sizzled and bubbled 
where the liquid hit. Keriya pulled the cannon’s lever as the 
drachvold low swooped overhead, fired . . . and missed.

“Bloody bones of a bastard,” she swore. She angrily 
wrenched on the lever again and found it was stuck. It had 
jammed, and in the time it would take her to troubleshoot, one 
or both of the drachvolds would return for another assault.

“I’ll handle them,” hissed Thorion. “You deal with the  
shadowtroops on the ground.”

Keriya couldn’t begin to number all the reasons she didn’t 
like this idea. Drachvolds were too dangerous for Thorion 
to fight alone; she didn’t want to be separated from him; the 
hand-cannon was jammed; her head was throbbing and her  
vision failing, so she wouldn’t be able to wield her sword with 
any degree of accuracy. Even if she’d been fresh as a daisy, the 
old blade couldn’t protect her from her own incompetence in 
the arts of war and magic. Horror crept into her heart as she was 
seized by the overwhelming realization that she had no power 
to stop whatever was coming next.
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Though he had no more magic with which to read her 
thoughts, Thorion seemed to know her mind. He tilted his head, 
staring at her with a mixture of affection and regret.

“You have all the power in the world,” he whispered, softly 
touching the tip of his snout to her forehead, “because you are 
alive.”

Another awful noise from the drachvolds jolted them to 
their senses. With a flash of bronze scales Thorion leapt up, 
knocking into the demon before it had a chance to spit its  
stomach contents upon them. He kicked viciously at its  
belly with his hind legs and tore long gashes in its flesh. The  
drachvold screamed. It dropped out of the air and shattered like 
a fragile crystal on the rocks, spraying Keriya with the dust of 
its demise.

She nodded to herself. While she still had breath in her, 
she would fight. She glanced around the slope, but all the other 
shadowbeasts seemed to have died or fled. That left the final 
drachvold.

Keeping one eye on Thorion as he spiraled around his 
winged adversary, Keriya knelt and smacked the hilt of the 
hand-cannon against the ground. She fiddled with the firing 
lever, wiggling it back and forth in an effort to get it to un-stick.

“Keriya!” Max appeared at her side. He was covered in ash 
and dirt from his battle, and a patch of red was seeping down 
his left sleeve.

“Are you alright?” she asked him, still working at the small 
metal weapon.

“I’ll live; what about you?”
“I’m just peachy,” she growled, whacking the hand- 

cannon against a rock. Above, the drachvold ejected a spray of 
acid and its rider wielded necromagical fire. Thorion screeched 
as some of the acid hit his wing. He faltered in obvious agony, 
but managed to stay aloft.

“I think we killed around fifteen shadowbeasts,” said Max, 
gazing up at the chase between dragon and drachvold. “How’s 
Thorion doing?”
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“So far he’s okay—oh come on, work!” Keriya hit the  
barrel of the cannon and pulled on the lever, and this time it slid 
grudgingly into place. The weapon was primed. With a deep, 
steadying breath, she rose and held it with both hands, aiming 
for the shadowbeast.

The demon was locked in close combat with Thorion. 
She couldn’t shoot without the risk of hitting her dragon.  
Squinting, she waited for a clean shot. Plumes of black fire, 
wielded by the shadow-rider, twirled around the two winged 
beasts like dancing strands of ribbon.

Hindered by his damaged wing, Thorion performed a risky 
maneuver and dropped down upon the drachvold and its rider, 
closing distance with his foe. He connected with his target just 
as the shadowman wielded a cloud of fire that mushroomed 
out to engulf the three of them. Thorion valiantly pushed the 
drachvold’s head aside, exposing its short neck, and bit down 
on its throat.

It burst to pieces in the blink of an eye and its rider fell,  
disintegrating when he crashed upon the hilltop. Keriya sagged 
in relief. Thorion hung in the air for a few moments, long 
enough for her to disarm the hand-cannon and place it back in 
its holster, saving the final bullet. She was about to call out to 
him.

But then he, too, began to fall.
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Keriya screamed anew as Thorion plummeted down, gaining 
speed. He spread his wings at the last moment, catching the air 
awkwardly. She heard the sickening snap of his wing joints. He 
wasn’t able to slow his descent, and he slammed into the next 
ridge over and tumbled down the slope, crying out as his body 
bent around boulders.

Her stomach twisted with nausea as he disappeared from 
view behind a rocky rise. She started scrambling desperately 
toward where she’d last seen Thorion.

“Keriya, wait! It’s not safe!”
Again she ignored Max’s warning. She tripped on an 

unstable rock and fell, scraping the heels of her palms. She 
shoved herself back up, teetering close to the edge of a small 
cliff, leaping over a crevasse, scaling a boulder—

And then she froze.
Thorion lay on a flat ledge. His scales were singed and 

covered with black ash. His eyes were wide and open, his 
slitted pupils dilated so far that they appeared completely 
round. His tongue hung out of his mouth between his fangs. He 
twitched twice; then he was still.

A wordless cry tore itself from Keriya’s throat and she flung 
herself down by his side. She shook him and he rolled limply, 
his body absent of muscle tension. She laid her head upon his 
chest, listening for a heartbeat. She didn’t hear anything, but 
that might be for any number of reasons—she had been through 

“The injury that leaves no wound is the most painful to bear.”
~ Beledine Arowey, Second Age

Dragon Child
chapter forty-eight
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an ordeal, she was tired, she’d hit her head during the fight with 
the shadowman.

He felt warm, which meant he was alive. She pressed on his 
side, leaning her weight on him, trying to force him to breathe. 
She did this a number of times and listened for a heartbeat 
again.

“No, no, no, no.” She repeated that over and over, as if her 
mouth had figured out what had happened before her brain 
had. She took Thorion’s head in her hands and laid it on her lap. 
His eyes stared up at her, vacant and dim. The inner protective 
membranes were slowly rising, and they stopped when they 
were halfway covering the purple spheres. He was moving. He 
was alive.

“Come on!” She hit his chest and air slipped from his throat 
in a familiar hum. Bolstered by these signs of vitality, she leaned 
down one more time and listened for a heartbeat.

She listened for a long time.
“Keriya?”
“Shh!” She hissed at Max, who had come to join her.
“Keriya, he’s gone.”
“You’re wrong,” she snarled, lifting Thorion’s head and 

staring into his eyes. If he could see her, he would keep fighting. 
He would get up.

“Thorion, please,” she whispered. “I never thought too much 
about my future, but when I did . . . you were always in it.”

She fumbled in her cloak and withdrew the packet of  
laesabrel. She undid the drawstrings with difficulty, for her 
hands were shaking badly, and pulled his jaws apart to slip the 
last of the buds between his fangs. No response from Thorion. 
The mint-green bulbs went to waste, sitting uselessly on his 
tongue.

Keriya kept seeing little things—an ear rustling in the 
breeze, claws contracting into fists—that made her believe  
Thorion was recovering. He was injured and just needed time 
to rest. He would be better soon. He would come to his senses 
and see her sitting there. He would see that she had come to 
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help him. He had to see that.
But when his body—which had been limp and supple as 

a piece of twine—began to grow stiff, when he became cold to 
the touch, when a foul smell wafted up from him, she conceded 
that maybe Max wasn’t wrong after all.

“Thorion,” she whispered, petting his head softly. “I’m  
sorry.”

Thorion showed no sign that he could hear her.
Then the brilliant purple of his eyes began to fade. The  

color paled from red-violet to a muddy magenta, dulled to 
brown, and finally darkened to pitch-black.

And this made her realize that Thorion was dead.
The tears arrived, flowing fast and free down her cheeks. 

They dribbled down her nose, fanned out around her howling 
mouth, and splattered onto Thorion’s inert face.

“Gods damn it,” she cried, rocking back and forth. She 
sucked long, anguished breaths between her teeth and closed 
her own eyes, unable to look at the lifeless ones below her any 
longer.

Max quietly draped his coat across her shoulders. It did 
nothing to warm her.

“We should go before—”
“I’m not leaving him,” she snapped, jerking away from the 

prince. She leaned down, hunching over the dragon.
“Please,” Keriya whispered into the scales of Thorion’s neck, 

“if anyone is listening, if anyone can help, wield air back into 
his lungs and fire back into his veins. Make him warm again. 
Make him whole again. If there is any magic in this world, then 
please save him.”

Whether she was talking to Shivnath, or Valaan, or the  
universe, or no one at all, she didn’t know. She laid a hand upon 
the drackling’s side, as if expecting life to surge back into him 
after her heartfelt plea.

He remained stiff and cold.
Her fingernails scraped against his scales as her hands 

clenched. Her shivering stilled and heat began to boil in her 
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stomach. Her lips pulled back from her teeth in a silent growl.
This wasn’t grief.
This was anger.
“There is no magic,” she breathed, the words scraping 

against her throat as she forced them out. “There are no gods.”
She slid Thorion’s head off her lap and rose to her feet. Max 

was standing a little ways off, staring at her. His face was oddly 
blank.

“We need to go,” was all he said.
“I’m not letting him stay like this.” Keriya walked to a patch 

of loose stones. She squatted and hefted one into her arms, 
groaning with the strain of it.

“Keriya, stop it. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
She didn’t care. She lugged the rock back to Thorion and 

laid it by his side. She would build a cairn, a funeral pyre,  
something to keep him safe from the elements, something to 
honor him.

“It won’t do any good,” Max was saying in the background. 
“He’s going to rise as a shadowbeast! You need to save yourself. 
We have to get as far away from here as possible.”

Keriya, who had just picked up another rock, stopped. Yes, 
he was going to rise again, wasn’t he? She dropped the stone 
and went back to Thorion, crouching by his side, inspecting 
every scale. There—the black stains on his paws were slowly 
seeping up his arms.

“Look!” She pointed, gesturing Max over. “Necrovar is  
saving him!”

“Saving him? Keriya, do you know what you’re saying?”
“Of course I know,” she spat. “Necrovar brings people back 

from the dead.”
She heard the insane words spilling from her mouth, a last, 

desperate hope. Thorion would come back as a shadowbeast, 
but that was fine. After all, Doru had still been Doru when he’d 
attacked them in the rainforest; it followed that Thorion would 
still be Thorion when he returned.

“I’ll wait for him. When he comes back, we’ll be together 
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again. And this way, we don’t have to worry about Necrovar 
anymore! We don’t have to fight if we’re all alive and we all get 
what we want.”

More insane babbling. She feared those were the sort of 
words she could never take back, but Max’s face was full of 
understanding. He sat next to her.

“I’ll wait with you, Keriya,” he whispered. “I’ll help  
however I can.” He put his arm around her and leaned in to kiss 
the side of her head. She didn’t react. Her attention was fixed 
on Thorion.

The black was seeping further across his body.
It wouldn’t be much longer.
They sat in silence for hours. The sun sank. Heavy clouds 

rolled in from the east so there was no light from the moons. 
Keriya couldn’t monitor Thorion’s transformation. She was 
sightless in the dead of night.

She’d meant to stay awake, to watch him until he came 
alive again . . . but she blinked and she was elsewhere.

“Max? Where are you?” She called out to an empty world. 
Her words were swallowed in the silence, absorbed by the mists 
coiling around her. She started to run, but her feet gained no 
traction against the sable ground. She pumped her legs harder 
to no avail.

“Keriya Soulstar.” A voice hissed in her ear. She gasped 
and fell down.

“No,” she mumbled, shaking her head and huddling in 
upon herself. Her stomach became a stormy sea. “No, I can’t. 
Not now. I can’t do this.”

“I offered you peace,” said Necrovar. She clapped her 
hands over her ears but couldn’t shut him out. He appeared 
through the fog, a cloaked and hooded figure, and crouched 
beside her on bended knee. “I offered you a partnership. You 
declined. And you see how well that turned out.”

“You offered me peace at the expense of Thorion’s life,” she 
snarled, choking on the burn of tears. “And you got what you 
wanted. You killed him!”
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“You killed him,” Necrovar shot back. Keriya cringed away 
from the accusation. She couldn’t dispute that point. All the 
arguments against Necrovar crumbled away, leaving her only 
with her own guilt.

“It is finally over. Come dawn, Thorion’s transition will be 
complete,” he said, rising once more. His form wavered and he 
began to disappear, bleeding into the shadows.

“Wait,” she cried. “Wait, please. Can’t you do something?”
Necrovar paused, half-darkness, half-man. Slowly, he  

faded back into a solid being. “What do you mean?”
“Everyone talks about how powerful you are,” she began in 

a trembling voice. “They say you’re the most powerful wielder 
who ever lived. And you are. You bring souls back from the 
dead. So can’t you save him? You could bring him back to life—
not as a shadowbeast, as himself.”

Necrovar chuckled. “I don’t know who’s been putting ideas 
in that fascinating little brain of yours, but I don’t make the 
same mistakes twice.”

“I’ll do anything if you help him,” she promised. “I’ll even 
give you the sword. I’ll trade my life for his if that’s what you 
want!”

Necrovar appeared confused by her proclamation. He tilted  
his head as he stared down at her, reminding her of how  
Thorion had always tilted his head when he was examining 
something that didn’t make sense.

“You would do that?” he asked. “You would do that for this 
beast who kept you from his magic, thoughts, and secrets, who 
put you in danger, who hurt you . . . you would die for him?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, but the tears she’d been trying 
to suppress had returned. “Yes.”

“Why?”
Keriya choked on a laugh absent of happiness or hope.  

“Because I love him.”
I love him. I wanted to protect him. I did the best I could. I didn’t 

mean for him to get hurt. I tried to save him. That should count for 
something, shouldn’t it?
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It seemed Necrovar was prying into her thoughts, perhaps 
in an effort to better understand why she had made such an 
offer. 

“Motives count for nothing, I’m afraid,” he told her softly. 
“You may have loved him, but look at all you did in the name  
of love—not only to Thorion, but to your friends and your 
country. Some people don’t deserve love,” he concluded, as a 
far-off look came upon him.

I must be one of those people, thought Keriya. All she’d ever 
wanted was to be loved, to fit in, to have a family—but she had 
known all along that wanting was not the same as deserving. 
She had used her bond with Thorion to force him to do things 
against his will. She had allowed her friends to go off to the  
far corners of the empire, into the heart of danger. She had hurt 
everyone she’d ever cared about.

And now she was a murderer. She had killed her dragon  
child. She had failed in every sense of the word; how could 
she have been expected to do otherwise? She was only a child  
herself, a child without the magic, knowledge, or skill to  
complete the tasks she’d been given.

“When the sun rises, I will have what I need in order to 
return to Selaras,” said Necrovar.

“What will you do to me?” she asked.
A pinprick of angry light glinted beneath his hood as the 

shadows rose and wrapped around him. “We’ll see,” he hissed, 
and he vanished.

Keriya awoke to a chilling gray dawn. For a few muddled  
moments she couldn’t remember anything. Her mind had  
created a shroud of blissful ignorance. Max’s coat slid off her as 
she sat up and stared around.

Then it all came crashing back to her.
The memory of yesterday hit her like a tidal wave. She gave 

a small, shuddering gasp and looked around again. Max was 
nowhere to be seen. What was worse, Thorion’s body was also 
gone.
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She leapt to her feet at once. “Thorion, come to me!” She 
called him in the draconic tongue, then in Allentrian, screaming 
until her throat was raw.

“COME BACK TO ME!”
There was no answer. She sank to her knees once more and 

shrieked words of incoherent anger at the ground.
“What have you done?”
A venomous growl reached Keriya’s ears, slicing through 

her cries. She jerked upright. That voice was so familiar, yet it 
couldn’t be . . .

“Who’s there?” she whispered. Another low rumble echoed 
behind her and she turned.

A dragon, black as the confines of death, crouched atop a 
cloven boulder. His wings were halfway spread in a stance of 
aggression and his sides were heaving with pent-up rage. Wild, 
obsidian eyes bored into her own with frightening intensity.

The emotion that overtook Keriya was so strong as to be 
nauseating. Terror and sorrow rampaged through her, but they 
were merely paving the way for hope. Her heart leapt at the 
sight of him, and she stretched out a shaking hand.

“Thorion,” she breathed.
The shadowbeast sprang at her. His front paws collided 

with her shoulders, forcing her flat on her back. He bared black-
ened fangs as he lowered his snout to her face.

“I am not Thorion,” he spat. This close, she could hear how 
different he sounded. She caught the faint undertone of another 
voice beneath his.

“You again,” she murmured, staring into the once-beloved 
face that was now so horrifying.

“I continue to underestimate you,” growled Necrovar,  
using Thorion to speak. “I almost enjoyed it in a way, watching 
and waiting to see what interesting thing you would do next. 
But this time you’ve gone too far.”

Thorion’s claws dug into her flesh and she winced in pain.
“I don’t know how you managed it,” Necrovar admitted, 

“but the game ends now.”
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“What are you talking about?”
“HIS SOUL,” he bellowed, spraying flecks of black spit 

upon her cheeks. “I cannot wield his soul! Tell me what you’ve 
done or I will rip your throat out!”

Keriya stared at the Shadow, who stared back at her through 
her dragon’s eyes. “Thorion couldn’t win,” she murmured. “He 
could only ensure that you lost.”

Necrovar backed off, seething and rattling Thorion’s wings. 
She sat up and rubbed her shoulder, which was bleeding in the 
place where his talons had punctured her dress and skin. The 
dragon’s dark orbs rolled madly in their blackened sockets for 
a moment; then they landed on the grimy scabbard hanging at 
Keriya’s hip.

“I will not lose,” he grated, staring hungrily at the weapon.
Following her instincts, Keriya wrenched the sword free of 

its sheath and held it up before her. Necrovar clearly wanted it, 
but it was also her best defense against him. 

He tensed. She could tell he longed to lunge at her again, 
that he thirsted to rip her to shreds and steal the sword away. 
But in his hesitation she saw fear. He didn’t dare get too close.

With an enraged snarl, Necrovar swung Thorion’s head to 
the left. “You will come to Mount Arax,” he declared. Keriya 
glanced over to see that Max had returned. He stood between 
two rocks, frozen in shock as he stared at the shadowdragon. 
Thorion’s head snapped back to glare at Keriya. “You will bring 
that sword. And you and I will end this once and for all.”

Before she could respond, Thorion went limp and  
collapsed in a heap.

“No,” she gasped, struggling to her feet. Before she could 
even take a step, he shuddered. She froze and watched as he 
stirred feebly, then pushed himself upright. At once, she sensed 
something was different. Necrovar was gone, but this also 
wasn’t the Thorion she had known yesterday.

Again she reached out to him. He noticed her movement 
and his eyes narrowed as he shrank away.

“Thorion?” The word was a plea, a prayer.
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The dragon showed no sign of recognition. He roared at 
Keriya and she stumbled backwards. For the first time since the 
day they’d met, she felt afraid of him.

He spread his wings and galloped past her, launching into 
the air. He caught an updraft and then he was gone—vanished 
into the mists as he headed east, to his new master.

Max approached and reached out for her. Like Thorion, she 
shrank away. She didn’t want to be touched. She didn’t want to 
be consoled.

“Come on,” said Keriya, sheathing her sword and starting 
off in the direction the dragon had taken.

“Where are you going?” asked Max
“To the Rift,” she replied. “To finish what I started.”
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Seba jolted awake at the sound of the piercing cry. Rubbing sleep 
from her eyes, she crawled across a scratchy pile of sackcloths 
and peered out a broken window. She brushed spiderwebs 
away from the dusty pane. Not a single cloud marred the dawn 
sky. The heavens were empty, as she’d known they would be. 
It had only been a nightmare. She had only been dreaming of 
a terrible apparition rising on black wings above a battlefield, 
spreading destruction and despair in its wake.

They’d spent the night in an abandoned barn on the 
eastern edge of Alakari Lake. Despite the deplorable conditions, 
it wasn’t the worst place Seba had slept while on the run with 
Cezon’s crew. And at that moment, the barn door flew open 
with a bang and Cezon himself stormed inside.

“Up! Get up, you—oh. You’re awake.” He scowled at her as 
he snatched up their travel packs. “C’mon, let’s go. We should 
reach the border by dusk.”

Outside, Endred and Iako were waiting with the two 
sorry horses they’d ‘borrowed’ from a farm up north. Seba 
allowed Endred to help her onto the slightly less mangy animal. 
He mounted up behind her and clucked to the horse. It began 
plodding toward the rising sun, flicking its ears in a disconso-
late manner.

They traveled in silence. Cezon and Iako took turns on the 
second horse—meaning that Cezon rode while Iako shambled 
along behind him, wheezing and grumbling. Seba watched the 

“If you don’t premeditate crimes, you won’t be prepared to commit them.”
~ Rhyss Galerunner, Tenth Age

Omens Of War
chapter forty-nine
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plains roll past and tried to clear her head, but the image of the 
winged monster in her dream kept appearing in her mind’s eye 
to distract her.

“Should be coming up on the border,” Cezon finally  
announced. “Can’t be much further.”

“And what is your plan for crossing?” Seba asked.
“Now that you’re with us, it oughta be simple. I figure we’ll 

get through without too much fuss. We’re Border Patrol, ain’t 
we?” Cezon indicated his white and beige garments, which 
now looked more like brown and darker brown garments. 
They’d had a rough journey, and Seba had observed that he and 
his men didn’t put much stock in personal hygiene. “We’ll just  
pretend you’re a prisoner we’re takin’ across.”

“That’s an awful plan,” she said.
“You got a better idea, little miss complainer?”
Seba turned her nose up at him with a sniff. She didn’t have 

a better idea, but she wasn’t about to admit that.
They crested a grassy bluff and found themselves  

staring down at a wide, windswept valley. While the northern  
border of the Erastate was unmarked, it was obvious here. 
Wooden pikes had been driven into the ground along the  
territorial line, stretching as far as the eye could see. Twisted 
metal wires had been strung between them. But what caused 
Seba’s jaw to drop and her stomach to fill with acidic dread was 
the army in the valley.

“Helkryvt’s blood,” Endred breathed, sawing on his horse’s 
reins.

“What the effing hell is this garbage?!” Cezon blustered, 
flipping up his patch to stare at the legion with both his sharp 
blue eyes.

It looked like an illustration from Seba’s history books 
about wars from past ages. She’d grown up believing that  
Allentria had seen the last of those troubled times, but here  
it was. Canvas tents marched along the border in neat rows,  
and in the spaces between them, gray-robed men strode  
purposefully to and fro.
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“Imperials,” said Endred. “Thousands of ’em.”
Massive shapes jutted out of the gathering darkness  

beyond the encampment. At first Seba thought they were  
giants—though she knew giants were long extinct—and then 
she thought they might be huge horses or giraffes, for they had 
four legs and long necks.

“What are they?” she whispered, horrified.
“Siege weapons. Trebuchets, looks like.” Endred pointed at 

the shapes. “They got cannons too. And I ain’t got the first clue 
what that is.” He nodded to a lone box-like machine with one 
massive metal post sticking up from its top.

“Don’t matter what it is,” said Cezon, yanking his horse 
around. “We gotta get away from this mess.”

Iako hauled himself up behind Cezon and the four of them 
rode south at a gallop. Just when it seemed they were a safe 
distance from the Imperial army, they peaked a hill and came 
to a grinding halt. Another army sprawled in the shallow basin 
beneath them.

“Those ain’t Tanthflame’s men,” said Endred. “They’re  
Erastatian soldiers. Look at the uniforms.”

“You think Windscoure’s gonna fight the Imperials?” asked 
Iako.

“No,” Seba whispered. “He’s working with them.”
“What the blood does he need two armies for?”
“I don’t know,” she said, because she felt it would have 

been melodramatic to say, To invade the Fironem. That was  
certainly what looked to be happening; she could think of no 
other reason why the legions would be sitting at the walled-
off border of the southern kingdom. The odd interchange she’d 
witnessed between Windscoure and Tanthflame came back to 
her, suddenly layered with new and sinister meaning.

“What we gonna do now?” asked Iako.
“Proceed with our backup plan,” said Cezon, wheeling his 

horse around and heading for a rocky ridge to take cover.
Seba was somewhat relieved to know there was a backup 

plan. She hadn’t pegged Cezon for someone who thought that 
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far ahead, but perhaps she’d misjudged him. However, her  
relief was short-lived, because it transpired that Cezon’s back-
up plan consisted of nothing more than waiting until it was  
fully dark and sneaking across the border.

“You’re going to get us all caught and killed,” she hissed at 
him as he turned the horses loose.

“We’ll be fine as long as you stop running your smart 
mouth.”

Together they crept along the narrow hilltop and made 
their way through a patch of chest-high weeds into the valley. 
The Erastatian army was settling down for the night. Watch-
fires flickered between the tents and a few men patrolled the 
perimeters.

With Cezon leading the way, Seba and the others crawled 
toward the barricades. She was sure they’d be spotted, but  
apparently the guards weren’t anticipating anything out of the 
ordinary, and they took no notice of the rustling grasses just 
beyond the edge of their firelight.

Cezon stopped when he reached one of the large wooden 
pikes. The wires strung between the pylons were tipped with 
wickedly sharp barbs. He squinted at the bottom wire, then 
rummaged in his pack and produced a heavy clipper tool.

“Why in the world are you lugging that around?” Seba 
wanted to know.

“So I can snip off people’s fingers if I need to torture ’em,” 
he explained, hunkering down to work. She wasn’t sure if he 
was being serious or not, and decided not to pursue that line of 
questioning.

Cezon touched the tool to the metal. With a loud crack, 
electric blue sparks shot out of the wire. He was thrown  
backwards with the force of the miniature explosion, and the 
unpleasant odor of burnt hair reached Seba’s nose.

“What was that?” The noise and the sudden burst of light 
had alerted two Erastatians on patrol. They began to approach, 
and Seba’s stomach clenched as she prepared for a fight. Then a 
marsh grouse burst out of the vegetation a few heights in front 
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of her, flapping frantically into the night.
“Eh, just another bird run into the wires,” said one of the 

soldiers, watching the grouse fly off.
“Why can’t they do that during the day?” his companion 

grumbled, turning to head back to his post. “Scares me half to 
death when it happens.”

Once the soldiers were out of earshot, Endred crept over to 
Cezon’s prone form. “Oy, Cez. You alright?”

“Hrng,” said Cezon. Endred helped him into a sitting  
position. His hair was standing on end and he looked distinctly 
singed. “They got a bloody voltmagic spell on it or somethin’. 
Lousy tronkin’ bilge rats, the lot of ’em!”

“Shh.” Endred produced a rag from his pocket and handed 
it to Cezon, who used it to wipe grime and sweat from his face. 
He tossed the rag aside and, with difficulty, dragged himself 
back to the barricade.

“Right,” he muttered. “These wires ain’t spaced too far 
apart, but I reckon we’ll all fit through.”

“I en’t goin’ through there,” said Iako. “What if I touch ’em? 
I’ll be burned to cinders, I will!”

“Which is why I’m gonna coat ’em with magic, you  
lagwit,” Cezon snarled, cuffing Iako on the ear. The Galantrian 
man let out a yelp and lunged at Cezon to retaliate.

Endred grabbed him by the scruff of his robes to hold him 
back. “Stop it, the both of you, else the guards’ll be over here 
and we’ll all be done for.”

“Mind you, I dunno if this’ll work,” said Cezon. “But I can 
make two sheets of air, and I can bend the wires outta the way 
so we can squeeze between.”

“Will they spark again if you touch them with magic?” 
asked Seba, staring dubiously at the metal strips.

“Only one way to find out.” Cezon cracked his knuckles 
and held out his hands. The long grasses stirred as his air spell 
swirled to life. He screwed up his face and cringed away, then 
slowly lowered his hands.

Seba braced herself for another electric explosion, but it 
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didn’t come. The bottommost wire sank, pressed down by an 
invisible force. A slow breath of relief hissed through her teeth.

A triumphant smirk spread across Cezon’s face as he turned 
to Seba. “Ladies first.”

Seba mustered up the courage to inch closer to the wires. 
She knew she had the insulation of the air spell to protect her, 
but it was altogether a very unsettling experience. She reached 
for the other side with shaking hands and slid herself through 
the small gap. Her back brushed against something smooth—
the solidified air, no doubt—but it made her heart race, and she 
hauled herself out, landing on the ground with a soft thump.

Endred came next. Seba saw the wires contorting around 
his bulk as he crawled through, protected by nothing more than 
a thin layer of air-threads. When he had safely joined her, it was 
Iako’s turn. Cezon went last, dropping his spell as soon as he 
was clear of the metal.

“Let’s get out of here,” Seba whispered, glancing back at the 
encampment.

Bent double, the four of them scampered off. Seba wasn’t 
sure which direction they were headed, but she didn’t care. 
They could find their bearings tomorrow—right now, the only 
thing that mattered was getting as far from the army as possible.

“All things considered, that was pretty easy,” Cezon  
commented.

“Right, and that tells us something important,” said  
Endred. “Those barricades ain’t there to keep Windscoure’s 
army out. It’s to keep the Fironians in.”

“What are you talkin’ about?”
“If air wielders can get through so easy, then it ain’t there to 

keep air wielders away.” He glanced at Seba. “In the palace, did 
you see or hear anything that might tell what Windscoure was 
plannin’ for the Fironem?”

“No, but I had a suspicion Windscoure might be working 
with Tanthflame. Seeing the armies together, I’m now positive  
he is. They’re plotting something. Maybe a takeover of the 
whole empire, starting with the Fironem, where . . .”
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“Where historically, Necrovar used to be strongest,”  
Endred finished, his voice heavy. “They’re workin’ on the  
Shadow’s orders, it would seem.”

“So it would,” Seba agreed faintly, sickness roiling worse 
than ever in her gut.

When they were far enough away from the border, they 
slowed down and straightened. Seba knuckled her aching back 
and stared around. A second sooner or later and she would 
have missed it. She caught a metallic flash in the light of the 
rising moons.

“Duck,” she cried, grabbing Endred’s arm and pulling him 
back into a crouch. There was a whoosh, and something sailed 
over their heads, landing in the grass behind them.

“Whassat?” Cezon was on guard at once. He raised his fists 
in a fighting stance and hopped around, staring wildly into the 
night. “Who’s there?”

“It’s alright,” Endred called out. He raised one hand and a 
small fire flared to life above his palm. “I’m Fironian!”

“What are you doing, idiot?” snapped Cezon. “You’ll lead 
’em right to us!

“If they’re shootin’ at us, they already know we’re here.”
Seba happened to agree with Cezon—she didn’t think  

luring their attackers closer was wise—but it was already too 
late. Five tall figures had risen from the grass and were loping 
toward them.

“Oh, for Zumarra’s sake,” she spat, pulling the cowl of her 
cloak up over her hair. “Didn’t I tell you we’d be caught and 
killed?”

“We ain’t been killed yet,” said Endred.
The group of men came to a stop a few heights away. Seba 

nervously tugged her cowl down further, trying to hide her  
distinctive nose.

“What are you doing this close to the border?” one of them 
asked.

“Sightseeing,” growled Cezon. Endred elbowed him in the 
ribs and he let out a winded grunt.
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“We’re tryin’ to reach Fyrxav,” Endred told the newcomers.
“Where’d you come from?” asked another man. He was 

holding a crossbow with an arrow nocked and ready to fly. 
“The rest of you don’t look Fironian. Let’s see you wield.”

Seba stifled a groan. Under other circumstances she was 
sure Cezon’s crew could take this group in a fight, but they 
were exhausted and malnourished from their journey. And she 
didn’t think it would be a good idea to fight fire wielders while 
they were standing in a dry field of easy tinder, either.

“Alright, I’ll level with you,” said Endred, stepping forward 
before Cezon could do anything. “These lot are outlanders, but 
I need to bring ’em to Indrath Nazrith. This young lady—” 
he indicated Seba and she shrank in upon herself, praying he 
wouldn’t reveal her identity, “—has business there.”

“Yeah? What sorta business would bring an outlander to 
the capital?” sneered a lanky fellow. “We’ve been authorized to 
kill spies, you know.”

“Sure,” Endred said in his slow, easy voice. “I get it, you 
need to be careful, want to protect the homeland. I’m the same 
way. I wouldn’t be bringin’ her anywhere near King Embersnag  
if she was dangerous. I’ll strike you a bargain—if you want  
to take us in and bring us to the palace, we’ll go with you  
peacefully.”

“Why would we bother bringing you all the way to the  
palace when we could just kill you here and be done with it?”

Endred hesitated. His dark eyes flickered toward Seba and 
she shook her head, silently pleading with him not to do it.

“Cause this is the Princess of the Galantasa,” he said. Seba 
closed her eyes and bit her lip to keep from screaming. “The  
one what got kidnapped a few months back. The Imperial  
government’s been lookin’ all over for her, and there’s a big  
reward for her safe return. If you help us bring her to the king, 
we’ll split the reward money with you. Surely you’ve seen the 
wanted posters? Go on, Your Grace,” he added, nodding at 
Seba. “Pull down your hood, it’s alright.”

Fuming, Seba grudgingly did as she was told. It was the 
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only card they had in their hand, and Endred had played it—
but that didn’t mean she had to like it. As she’d feared, the 
men recognized her. Their eyes blazed with interest and they  
huddled close together, conversing in dark whispers.

“Change of plans,” said the first man, stepping forward. 
“We’ll take you to Fyrxav. But we keep all the reward money 
for our trouble, and for agreeing not to kill you.”

“What?!” Cezon began in tones of outrage, but Endred trod 
on his foot to shut him up.

“Very generous of you,” he said. “We accept your terms.”
“Our camp is this way,” the man informed them, gesturing. 

His cohorts spread out to surround Seba, Cezon, Endred, and 
Iako. “We’ll set out at dawn.”

Cezon leaned toward Endred and asked in a furious  
undertone, “What have you gotten us into, you clodhopper?”

Endred ignored Cezon and looked at Seba. “I’m sorry, Your 
Grace.”

She shrugged and sighed. She knew what Endred was 
hoping, and she was hoping it too: that her presence would be 
enough to get them safely to Fyrxav, and that King Embersnag 
would give them sanctuary.

She thought back to the vision of Max and Keriya in the 
dungeons. A shiver ran through her, though the night air was 
warm. She’d walked into the Erastatian palace as royalty and 
had become a prisoner.

She hoped she wasn’t about to walk into the very same trap 
here.
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“Roxanne?”
Roxanne roused herself and opened her eyes. Rubbing her 

neck, she glared through the bars of her jail cell at her visitor.
“Remembered me, have you?”
“You’re sleeping on the floor,” Effrax observed, frowning at 

her. “I had a cot and sheets sent down. Didn’t you get them?”
“I did,” she said in a falsely sweet voice. She pointed to the 

next cell over, where the splintered remnants of the cot and a 
heap of shredded sheets lay in a messy pile. “They weren’t to 
my liking.”

Effrax shook his head in exasperation. “I tried to make you 
comfortable.”

“Doesn’t seem like you tried very hard,” she said, all traces 
of sweetness—false or otherwise—now gone. “You’ve got some 
nerve coming here. You betray me, lock me up, torture me—”

“Torture?” Effrax repeated.
“Yeah, your pal Blazecair—he’s a real piece of work,” she 

growled. “For the last few days he’s been poisoning my food.”
“No he hasn’t.”
“Oh yes he has. It’s not evasdrin, because I can sense my 

magic, but he’s done something horrible to me. Every time I try 
to wield, I get a splitting headache and I can’t continue.”

To her surprise, Effrax smiled. “Have you been attempting 
to wield to break yourself out?”

“Obviously,” she snapped.

“In the dark, all wyrms are dragons.”
~ Dargathi Proverb

King Emberwill
chapter fifty
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“That’s not poison, it’s the dungeon enchantment. I’ve told 
Blazecair in no uncertain terms that your safety is my highest 
priority.”

“I doubt he cares for your empty threats.”
“They aren’t empty threats, they’re the law. Tanthflame 

left. With him gone and my family dead . . .” His voice broke 
and he paused. “I’m officially king now.”

For a moment Roxanne was too shocked to speak. When she 
finally found her tongue, she whispered, “You’re king? You’re 
the king of the Fironem . . . and you left me to rot down here?!”

“I was working to rid the city of the shadowbeasts,” he  
explained.

“I don’t care if you were working to kill Necrovar himself. 
You had the power to free me but you kept me locked up!”

“I’m not going to pretend I’m a good king,” he said, his  
quiet voice a stark contrast to Roxanne’s shouting. “I’ve done 
bad things to save the Fironem, things I’ll never be able to atone 
for, and I’ve made bad choices all around. But please believe 
me when I say that everything I did was in an effort to keep 
you safe. Today we destroyed the last remaining shadowbeast 
in Fyrxav. So I’m here to apologize, to beg your forgiveness, 
and to set you free.”

He produced a silver key from a pocket of his tunic and 
fitted it into the lock. With a soft click, the cell door creaked 
inwards on rusty hinges. He stepped aside and gestured for her 
to join him.

Roxanne got to her feet with difficulty, straightening out 
her stiff joints. She took a few cautious steps toward the door.

“It’s no trick, Tigress,” he assured her.
She barely stifled a derisive snort. While they’d traveled  

together she had grown . . . well, not fond of Effrax, but against 
her better judgement she had come to trust him. That trust had 
evaporated the moment he’d accepted Tanthflame’s offer. She 
didn’t care if he’d done it as part of a grand scheme to depose  
the Commander-General, or to make himself king, or to protect 
her; it had been a bad choice, as he’d admitted. As soon as she 
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was out of this dungeon and she got her wielding back, she had 
a mind to wring Effrax’s traitorous neck.

Suddenly a sharp pain seared across the inside of her skull. 
She gasped and staggered, holding her hands to her head. Her 
body felt leaden, like she was swimming through thick mud 
instead of walking across her cell.

“No,” she rasped, sinking to her knees. She recognized this 
feeling, for she had become well acquainted with it: it was the 
migraine that prevented her from using her magic. “I haven’t 
even tried to wield!”

With a swirl of his cape, Effrax was at her side. He crouched 
and laid one hand on her brow. With the other hand, he placed 
two fingers on her neck, just below her jaw. She slapped his 
hands away, and her efforts were rewarded with another stab 
of blinding pain.

She must have lost consciousness, because when she opened 
her eyes next she was staring up at a bright blue sky. Frowning 
slightly, she looked around. She was in the sandy courtyard of 
the annex. The palace loomed to her left and Effrax knelt next 
to her.

“What did you to do me?” She wanted to shout at him, but 
her voice was thin and weak.

“You got hit with the enchantment that’s woven into the 
dungeon—again,” he said, his lips quirking upwards. “It’s an 
extremely clever lifemagic spell that measures the intent of each 
person imprisoned. If you intend to do harm to the king or go 
against his wishes, it will incapacitate you. That’s actually why 
it was the safest place for you to stay. No shadowbeast could 
have gotten in there, nor could anyone who wanted to disobey 
my edict and hurt you.”

Roxanne pushed herself up on her elbows. She felt light-
headed and nauseous. Effrax produced a flask of water and  
offered it to her. 

“Drink. We’re finally safe—well, as safe as we can be in a 
world on the brink of war.”

Loath though she was to accept, she was parched. She 



DRAGON CHILD

4411    2

grabbed the flask and drank deeply.
“This doesn’t make up for what you did,” she told him 

when she’d finished. While he wasn’t directly responsible for 
the agony she’d experienced this past week, it was still very 
much his fault that she’d been in the dungeon to begin with.

“Would this help?” He pulled out a cloth bundle and  
unwrapped it to reveal a fresh, warm cinnamon roll. He waved 
it under her nose. Roxanne’s mouth began to water and she was 
even tempted to smile. No; she must remain furious. Effrax was 
still a traitor . . . albeit a charming one.

“Doesn’t even begin to cover it,” she said, snatching the 
roll. She bit into it and savored the sweet sting of spice on her 
tongue.

“Then I will fight to redeem myself in your eyes. Anything 
you ask for, if it is within my power to grant it, it shall be yours,” 
he promised.

“I’d like a good night’s sleep, a proper meal, and a bath,” 
she said through a full mouth. “Not necessarily in that order.”

“Ah.” Effrax’s face fell, and Roxanne felt a pang of alarm.
“What now?”
“Nothing—of course, you’re entitled to all of that. I’ve had 

my men prepare the finest guest chambers for you, and there’s 
a feast waiting in the dining hall. But I was hoping you could 
do me a favor first.”

This time Roxanne couldn’t manage to stifle her incredu-
lous snort.

“I know what you’re thinking, and I won’t force you to help 
if you don’t want to,” he added. “It’s just that Seba arrived late 
last night, and I’d like you to accompany me when I meet her.”

Roxanne perked up at once. “Is Keriya with her?”
He shook his head. “She got separated from Keriya and 

Max weeks ago, after they were all captured and taken to the 
Erastatian Palace. Don’t worry,” he said, as Roxanne’s eyes 
widened. “They escaped, and Seba set off to track them down.”

“What about Thorion?” asked Roxanne.
“They got separated from him even earlier. They were  
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ambushed at the Galantrian border, but Thorion got away. 
Apparently he’d received a healing that did wonders for him. 
Hopefully he’s reunited with Keriya now. Hopefully he’s found 
a cure, since all our other ideas have fallen through.”

The two of them lapsed into a brief silence. Roxanne chewed 
on her lip, hoping against hope that Keriya and Thorion had 
gotten her message and were on their way to Indrath Nazrith. 
Once they were together again, things would get better.

She cleared her throat. “So, you want me to come with you 
to talk to Seba?”

“Only if you’re feeling up to it.”
“I’d rather have food and a nap,” she replied, “but I want to 

hear her story for myself.”
“She has important news, too. Wants to hold an official 

council, ruler to ruler.” Effrax stood and offered Roxanne his 
hand. She refused it, getting to her feet on her own. He shook 
his head again. “Stubborn as a mule, aren’t you?”

“I kick like one, too. So you better watch yourself.”
“Careful, Tigress. Threatening the king will get you thrown 

back in the dungeons.” When he saw the look of fury that 
flashed across her features, he raised his hands. “Only kidding! 
Come on, Seba’s waiting in the throne room. The sooner we get 
this over with, the sooner you can rest.”

“Effrax,” she began slowly, “when we were at the Valaani 
Temple you said your father’s fate was linked to the fate of his 
kingdom. Now that you’re king, does the same hold true for 
you?”

Effrax’s face twitched, then went blank as a stone. He was 
fighting to keep his cool, but Roxanne knew him well enough 
by this time to know he hadn’t considered that question, and it 
had upset him.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted at length. “I don’t believe so, 
because I didn’t have a coronation ceremony—normally that’s 
when the Valaani archmages would link king and kingdom  
together. As I mentioned when last we spoke, my claim to the 
throne is tenuous at best; but if there’s some deeper magic at 
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work that has tied me to the Fironem, then it simply means I 
must do everything in my power to save my state as fast as I 
can.”

Roxanne nodded. The question had cast a gloom upon 
them, and she followed him into the palace silently. They passed 
servants who bowed to Effrax and soldiers who acknowledged 
him with less respect. She made a mental note to keep watch on 
the military men.

They reached the grand black doors of the throne room and 
a pair of liveried serving boys jumped to open them. Roxanne 
entered the chamber a few paces behind Effrax and stopped 
short.

“Cezon?” she spluttered in disbelief. “Cezon Skyriver?”
Cezon, who’d been inspecting the rubies inlaid on the steps 

leading up to the Lava Throne, jumped at the sound of his name 
and whirled around. A few hands away from him stood a huge, 
muscular man with dark skin and a bald head, and skulking in 
his shadow was a scrawny Galantrian.

“You,” she gasped. She recognized that rat-like face—it was 
Officer Blackwater, one of Tanthflame’s lackeys.

“It’s alright. They’re with me.” Seba, who was standing off 
to the side of the room, stepped forward. She offered Effrax  
the tiniest of bows. “Thank you for meeting with us, Your  
Highness.” Roxanne saw her mouth twist around the honorific.

“Of course, Your Grace,” he replied. “I didn’t realize your 
entourage would be joining us. I was under the impression that 
this was a state meeting.”

“If you were under that impression, why did you bring a 
peasant?” she asked, sniffing in contempt. Roxanne rolled her 
eyes; even now, Seba still went out of her way to be obnoxious.

“You mentioned last night that you had important and  
potentially dangerous information for me,” said Effrax, heading 
for his throne. “I invited Roxanne because I value her opinion.”

“These men are in my employ, and I invited them because 
they can help relay that information,” the princess shot back. “Is 
this room secure?”
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“Yes, and my guards are confident that we killed the last of 
the shadowbeasts who’d infiltrated Fyrxav. The palace is free 
of Necrovar’s minions, and the people who remain . . . well, I 
wouldn’t say we can trust them, but at least we know they’re 
on our side.”

“You’d better be sure of that,” said Seba, “because you’ll 
need every able-bodied fighter you’ve got. I believe you have 
reason to fear an invasion from the west.”

Effrax stopped with one foot on the bottommost step  
leading to the throne. He turned to face her, his eyes burning. 
“What gives you that impression?”

“The great bleedin’ army camped at your border, that’s 
what,” said Cezon.

“I know of Windscoure’s barricades and his so-called  
Border Patrol,” Effrax said, waving a hand in the air. “He’s 
been making a fuss about keeping Fironians out of his land for 
months. Tanthflame has done a fantastic job turning the rest of 
the empire against us.”

“We saw a contingent of Windscoure’s men at the border,”  
said Seba. “But we also saw Imperials. They had a group at  
least twice the size of the Erastatian company, and they had  
war machines. Rolling cannons, trebuchets, state-of-the-art 
technology.”

Effrax lost his battle to remain calm. He swore under his 
breath and began to pace; Roxanne had never seen him so  
agitated. “Tanthflame’s always a step ahead, isn’t he? He must 
have been planning this for ages if he managed to muster a 
force so quickly.”

“By my reckoning, Sire, it looked like a full regiment,” 
said the huge, dark-skinned man, bowing his head to Effrax. 
“Add in Windscoure’s company and you got almost four  
thousand expert wielders makin’ their way to you.”

“What should we do?” asked Effrax. His gaze landed on 
Roxanne. She spread her hands helplessly; she didn’t know  
politics or battle tactics. She didn’t know what trebuchets 
or regiments were. She knew they ought to be focusing on  
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saving Thorion, but it seemed Tanthflame was going to keep 
them from doing that with the threat of a full-blown war. 
Which, she privately conceded, was an excellent tactic.

“This is it, isn’t it?” said Roxanne. “Necrovar is making his 
move. He’s going to use Tanthflame to take over the state.”

“And then the empire,” murmured Seba.
“And then the world,” Effrax said in a hollow voice. “I 

don’t have the manpower to fight Imperials. Not even with  
militia augmenting my soldiers.”

“If I contact my father, he would send troops to support 
us,” said Seba.

Effrax shook his head. “I doubt that. Tanthflame fled to 
Noryk when I ousted him, and he had to get Council approval 
to martial an army. The last thing your father probably heard 
about me was that I was a murderer and a traitor who had to be 
stopped at all costs.”

“My father will listen to me,” Seba insisted. “He’ll send 
troops to ensure my safety.”

“Even if that were true, the reinforcements would never 
reach us in time.”

“Then what’s your plan?”
“The same plan as always,” said Roxanne. “It comes down 

to Keriya and Thorion.”
Effrax sighed. “If they can kill Necrovar then maybe, just 

maybe, that would be enough to stop Tanthflame. But even 
if Thorion were well, even if he found a way to defeat the  
Shadow, it might be too late for us.”

“’Scuse me,” Cezon interrupted. “What does that mean?”
“It means we will be forced to fight a war in which we are 

vastly outnumbered,” said Effrax.
“Right,” said Cezon, “but what’s it mean for me personally? 

If you’re surrounded and you ain’t gettin’ anything to or from 
the Galantasa, then how am I supposed to get paid? I was prom-
ised three-hundred-thousand derlei, and I’ve yet to see a single 
copper piece.”

“You’re unbelievable,” growled Roxanne. “Is that all you 
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think about? Derlei? Necrovar is trying to destroy the Fironem!”
“Yeah, and I’d like to have enough money to leave before 

he manages it.”
Roxanne closed her eyes. She didn’t have the energy to  

argue with Cezon. She didn’t want to think about the blood-
shed that was coming. She just wanted to lie down in a proper 
bed and sleep.

“You’ll get your payment,” Seba snapped. “I have never 
broken a promise and I don’t intend to start now. Your High-
ness, if you would be kind enough to provide rooms for these 
men until I can fulfill my debt to them, I would be grateful.”

“Of course,” Effrax said distractedly. It was clear his mind 
was on other things.

“Do you need me to help plan your battle?” Roxanne asked. 
“Because if not, I’d like to be excused.”

“You’re free to go,” said Effrax. “All of the palace staff are 
at your service.”

Roxanne retreated to the doors and yanked them open. One 
of the boys standing watch in the corridor jumped to attention 
and scuttled to her side.

“May I help you?” he asked.
“The king said he had guest rooms for me,” she told him. 

“I’d like to see them.”
The boy bobbed a bow and trotted away, beckoning for 

Roxanne to follow. She trudged after him, feeling once again 
like she was slogging through mud. A cold dread was seeping 
through her body, weighing her down. She didn’t know much 
about war, but she’d seen her fair share of battles.

“Keriya, I hope you get here fast,” she murmured.
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Cezon stood before an ornamental vase on a plinth, wondering 
if it was worth stealing. So far during his stay in the palace, he’d 
managed to pilfer two gold candlesticks, a set of silver forks 
and knives, and an antique crystal goblet. He had the items 
stashed in the room he’d been given, but wasn’t yet sure how 
he was going to smuggle them past the guards. Security was at 
maximum level.

Raised voices echoed down the hall and Cezon scampered 
to hide behind an ivory statue. No one could prove he’d been 
doing anything wrong, but it was habit. And in a place that was 
swarming with palace guards and tattletale servants, he was 
extra jumpy.

He peeked around the statue’s arm and saw a group of 
Fironian soldiers hurrying down an adjacent hall. Moments 
later, a pack of servants hastened after them. Cezon frowned. 
What was going on? Quiet as a mouse, he slunk back toward his 
guest chambers. He stopped first at Endred’s door and rapped 
sharply with his knuckles. He knew Endred would be in—
unlike Cezon and Iako, who scoured the palace for pilferable 
items every chance they got, he was content to stay put and 
read.

The door creaked open and Endred’s hulking figure 
appeared.

“You got south-facing windows, right?” Cezon barged into 
the room. He stomped over to a set of large windows which 

“No matter what is written in the pages of life, the end is always a tragedy.
Either you die, or everyone else does.”

~ Elsam Weros, Fourth Age

The Doomed Empire
chapter fifty-one
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had been thrown open to tempt in a breeze. Below, the main 
entrance into Indrath Nazrith was visible. There was a huge 
commotion in the sandstone gallery, people rushing this way 
and that, but Cezon couldn’t identify the source of the uproar.

“What d’you reckon?” asked Effrax, looking over Cezon’s 
shoulder. “More trouble with shadowbeasts?”

“Nah, they don’t look like they’re gettin’ ready to fight,” 
said Cezon, tapping his finger to his chin. “But they do look 
awful distracted.”

“Cezon,” Endred began in a warning tone. “Whatever 
you’re thinkin’ of doing, don’t.”

“I just got some business to take care of,” Cezon said airily. 
He slipped around Endred and made for the door. “I’ll go scope 
out the situation, and if it looks good I’ll pop back up and grab a 
few things I been lookin’ to trade in the marketplace.”

He exited the room and padded away. Footsteps behind 
him told him Endred was following. He wove his way through 
corridors and down a flight of stairs until he reached the wide 
passage that led to the throne room. Most of the soldiers and 
servants were congregating here. They clustered around the 
black doors, arguing amongst themselves in hushed voices.

Trying to act casual, Cezon strode down the hall and  
nonchalantly glanced down the main staircase. The steps and 
the foyer beyond were empty. It was too perfect. He turned, 
ready to dash back to his room and sneak out his stolen  
treasures. Then he caught a snippet of the guards’ whispered 
conversation.

“. . . Dragon Speaker’s saying he’s gone.”
“What’s she mean by that?”
“Dunno, but I can’t imagine it’s good news.”
Cezon froze. He strained to listen, but just then the  

Fironians noticed him, and he hurried to look like he was  
minding his own business. He jerked his head at Endred, who 
followed him away.

“Did you hear that?” he hissed.
“I did. They were talkin’ about Miss Soulstar.”
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“So the little troublemaker made it,” Cezon grumbled. 
All thoughts of taking his burgled items to the marketplace  
vanished, and suddenly he was filled with curiosity. As soon 
as he rounded the corner and was out of sight of the guards, he 
moved close to the wall and began running his fingers along it.

“What are you—”
“Aha!” Cezon interrupted Endred’s question with a cry 

of triumph. He’d found the hidden servants’ door, the secret  
entrance into the throne room. There was always another way 
to get in and out of important places.

He didn’t have to search long before he located the latch, 
and he eased the door inwards. He and Endred slipped into a 
shadowy area between the wall and the grand marble pillars 
that lined the room. Voices echoed toward them, amplified by 
the acoustics of the chamber.

“I take it you received Roxanne’s message?” That particular 
voice belonged to the newly-crowned king.

“We did.” And that was Keriya Soulstar. Cezon stole over 
to the nearest pillar. He crouched down and peeked into the 
room.

Keriya and Maxton Windharte stood alone in the center of 
the floor, staring up at Emberwill, who was seated on the Lava 
Throne. The throne was a marvel of magic and design: it was 
made of black magma, but the living light of fire still glowed 
through the cracks and porous gaps in its crust. Legend said 
the throne had been sculpted ages ago after a volcanic eruption, 
and a mage had put a stasis spell on it to trap the heat within it 
forever.

Cezon wondered how much a chair like that was worth.
“And I assume you’ve heard what’s happened since then?” 

Emberwill was saying.
“We know you’re the king now, yes,” Maxton replied.
A hint of a smile graced Emberwill’s face. “I’ve been busy. 

The Fironem is facing threats from all sides. An Imperial army 
is marching toward us even as we speak. And—forgive me for 
saying so—your father has been quite the warmonger of late.”
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“This we also know,” the Erastatian said with a bite in his 
tone.

“The journey has been difficult for all of us, but now that 
you’re here, we can start working on plans for a counterattack. 
While Valaan can’t help Thorion, I believe there are other ways 
to—”

“He’s gone.”
Emberwill paused and stared down at Keriya, who had  

interrupted him. “Who’s gone?”
Keriya closed her eyes. It occurred to Cezon that she seemed 

smaller. Perhaps it was the way she was holding herself, shoul-
ders hunched and head bowed, shivering even though the 
throne room was close to being uncomfortably warm.

“Thorion,” she whispered.
“What do you mean, he’s gone? Where’s he gone?”
“He’s . . .” But she didn’t appear to be able to finish her  

sentence. She covered her face with her hands.
The truth struck Cezon and the king at the same moment. 

Cezon felt a punch of adrenaline in his gut. Up on his priceless 
throne, Emberwill’s face went slack with shock. He stood and 
took a step, as if he meant to go down and comfort the pale girl. 
Then he slowly sank back down, gripping the armrests of the 
glowing chair.

“How?” he croaked.
“We were attacked by shadowbeasts at the border,”  

Maxton explained.
“I don’t believe this,” Emberwill said in a flat voice. “It’s 

over. Necrovar won. The Fironem is doomed.”
“That’s all you ever cared about, isn’t it?” Keriya snarled, 

looking up through her fingers to glare at him. “You never 
cared about Thorion. You wanted to bring him here from the 
beginning. Here, right into the heart of danger.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Emberwill said hastily. He stood 
again, holding out his hands to her. “I am so, so sorry that he—”

“You’re a liar!” She tore herself away from Maxton and  
advanced upon the king. “This is what you always wanted: 
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praise and attention and expensive things. You admitted your 
interests were self-serving on the day we met. Well, congratu-
lations. You got your wish and you didn’t even have to use my 
dragon—though not for lack of trying.”

“Keriya,” Emberwill began, speechless and appalled. “I 
don’t—”

“If you’re king, why did you let all of this happen? Why did 
you let the Shadow take over your state?”

“Why did I let this happen?” Emberwill descended the 
steps of the throne dais, now looking just as angry as Keriya 
herself. Cezon’s scalp began to prickle. “I’ve been king less than 
a month. If you’re so eager to point fingers, Dragon Speaker, 
let’s point one at you. You could have kept the Shadow from 
taking over my state if you’d come here earlier, like I asked you 
to half a year ago.”

She let loose a bitter laugh. “Haven’t you noticed whenever 
something bad happens a fire wielder is always there? Bringing 
Thorion here only would have killed him sooner. But I forgot, 
you don’t care about him.”

“Of course I care! I cared about Thorion just as much as—”
“Do not,” she spat, “finish that sentence. Do not presume to 

know what this feels like.”
“Keriya, stop. You’re only going to upset yourself again,” 

Maxton said softly.
“Again? I am broken. There will never be another day in 

my life when I’m not upset, when I don’t wonder what I could 
have done differently, when I don’t regret every decision I ever 
made. But you,” she growled at Emberwill, “you aren’t sorry 
at all.”

Silence settled in the throne room. Cezon didn’t even dare 
to breathe for fear he would be heard. The king and Keriya 
faced off, hostility blazing in the space between them.

“Perhaps you forget who you’re speaking to,” Emberwill 
said in a controlled voice. “I am Effrax Emberwill, King of the 
Fironem.”

“Give yourself any title you want,” she said. “You call your-
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self Emberwill, I call myself Soulstar, but names won’t change 
what we are. You have no claim to any title or land in this state. 
Who did you blackmail and murder so you could sit on that 
throne?”

An angry twitch went off on Emberwill’s face. “I could have 
you locked up for saying something like that.”

“That’s right, hide behind your power, punish anyone 
who doesn’t agree with you. You know who you remind me 
of? Gohrbryn Tanthflame. Are you doing this because you’re a 
nameless bastard child with something to prove to the world, or 
are all fire wielders just evil?”

“Well, if that’s not the coals calling the fire hot. I think  
Allentria’s failed hero has a bit of reckoning to do with herself.”

Keriya stood at odds across from the king, her face dark-
ening with torment. Cezon’s mind stretched the moments of  
silence into an age.

Then, slowly, Keriya reached for something beneath her 
cloak. She found what she sought, and withdrew a blunt, shiny 
weapon the likes of which Cezon had never seen before. She 
lifted it with a hand that was shaking badly, and stared at it 
with a haunted expression.

Maxton let out a cry and lunged forward to stop Keriya 
from whatever she was about to do, but Emberwill beat him 
to it.

“Guards,” he shouted. At once the doors banged apart and 
palace soldiers surged into the room, weapons drawn. The  
secret entrance behind Cezon opened half a moment later,  
admitting still more men.

“What are you doing here?” a tall Fironian demanded, 
glowering at Cezon and Endred.

“Cleaning service for His Royal Highness,” Cezon said 
quickly, whipping a filthy handkerchief out of his pocket and 
pretending to polish his marble pillar. The guards scowled, but 
they swept past without another word, forming a ring around 
Keriya, Maxton, and the king. Two soldiers grabbed Keriya’s 
arms, pinioning them to her sides. The metallic weapon was 
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wrested from her grasp. From what Cezon could see, she didn’t 
do much to resist.

“Escort the Dragon Speaker to the dungeons,” Emberwill 
said coldly.

“Effrax, you can’t do this,” Maxton argued, but Emberwill  
held up a hand to silence him as his soldiers pulled Keriya  
toward the main doors. “She still needs to face Necrovar. That’s 
why we came all this way!”

“She can’t win without a dragon. And in case you’ve  
forgotten, war is upon us. She’s safest in the dungeons while the 
kingdom is under siege,” said Emberwill. He was staring after 
Keriya, who wasn’t so much being escorted as she was being 
dragged out of the grand chamber. She remained compliant,  
silent and unprotesting, but her eerie eyes sparkled with un-
told savagery in the light of the firelamp stands, turning them a  
furious shade of red.

“Shivnath gave her a task,” Maxton argued. “She should be 
allowed to complete it. Your Highness,” he added, offering the 
Fironian a bow.

Emberwill’s face softened but he shook his head. He  
waited for the doors to thud shut behind Keriya and the guards 
before responding. “I can’t risk that.”

“Why not?”
“I don’t need to tell you what we’re facing. No matter  

what power Shivnath may or may not have given her, do you 
honestly believe Keriya stands a chance against Necrovar?”

Maxton didn’t say anything. Lurking behind his column, 
Cezon felt his heart begin to thump against his ribcage as a 
whole host of horrors occurred to him.

“C’mon,” he whispered to Endred, backing toward the  
servants’ entrance.

“Where are you going?” asked Endred, following Cezon 
into the main hall.

“We’re leaving,” Cezon said curtly.
“Doesn’t matter much where we go now, Cez,” Endred 

murmured. He looked as troubled as Cezon had ever seen him. 
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“You heard ’em. Necrovar killed the dragon. Won’t be long  
before the Shadow’s ruling Allentria.”

“That’s why we’re leaving Allentria.”
“Leaving . . . ?”
“For good,” Cezon added. “We’ll gather supplies, then 

we’ll head to the Cinder Isle ports.” He turned onto the throne 
room corridor and made a beeline for the stairs that led to the 
ground floor and out of Indrath Nazrith. “Once we get The 
Drachvold we’ll head north, maybe to Westvale. We’ll tell  
everyone to meet us there, and if they miss the date we sail, 
that’s too bleedin’ bad for them.”

“You’re goin’ right this second?” asked Endred. “What 
about Iako?”

“What about him?”
“You just gonna leave him here?”
“I’m leavin’ a lot of things here,” Cezon said in a sour voice, 

thinking of the silverware and candlesticks stashed in his room. 
Not only that, Sebaris hadn’t yet paid him. He should have 
known he’d never see any money from her. That’s what he got 
for trusting royalty.

“Cezon, you can’t just abandon him.”
“Oh alright,” Cezon snapped, flapping a hand at Endred to 

shut him up. “We’ll send him a message once we’re safely out 
of Fyrxav, happy? He’ll follow us if he knows what’s good for 
him, the stinking blood-burned lagwit.”

Endred didn’t look pleased, but he also didn’t argue. 
The two of them left Indrath Nazrith without trouble and  
hurried down the main thoroughfare, heading south. The tangy 
scent of palm fires and cooking spices hung in the air. Every-
one out on the streets looked lively and happy. They were still  
celebrating the removal of Tanthflame and the shadowbeasts 
from their city.

Little did they know their empire was doomed.
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It had taken Fletcher and the elves a long time to reach Fyrxav. 
Their trek across the Fironem had been infuriatingly indirect, 
for the state was swarming with Imperials and they’d had to 
make many detours to avoid the elite soldiers.

Finally the capital was in sight. It sprawled on the edge of 
an oasis, the buildings rising on a gentle slope toward the peaks 
of the palace.

“It would appear the king does need help with his home,” 
Taeleia murmured, scanning the terrain between their red stone 
ridge and the city. A trio of gray-robed men was patrolling the 
area. These ones were acting very strange—two were digging 
in the sand and the other seemed to be keeping watch. They 
moved around, digging more holes and covering them back up. 
When they’d completed their odd task, they cantered off to the 
north and disappeared behind a mesa.

“What do you think they were doing?” asked Fletcher.
“Shivnath only knows,” Taeleia replied in a dark voice. 

She twitched her reins and her jungle cat sprang forward, 
loping toward the oasis on the far side of the valley. Danisan 
clucked to Yvore, and Fletcher clung to Danisan’s pack to steady 
himself. He’d gotten better at riding, but he was also looking 
forward to never riding again.

They stopped at the desert pond to let the cats drink. 
Fletcher noticed their small group was drawing a lot of 
attention—Fironians in the nearby bazaar were gaping at them 

“Shadows exist so light can shine more brightly.”
~ Azrin Greypyre, Twelfth Age

The Reunion
chapter fifty-two
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and the people milling around the water’s edge seemed to be 
avoiding them. He distinctly heard a crotchety old woman  
mutter ‘bloody outlanders’ as she passed by.

“I get the sense we’re not welcome,” Fletcher muttered, 
drawing close to Taeleia under the angry glares of the crowd.

“We’re in no danger,” she assured him. “They wouldn’t 
harm an elf.”

Indeed, no one bothered her wherever she went. She 
stopped outside the city gates to pay for a stable room where 
they could house the cats, and the merchant treated her in a  
polite, albeit cold, manner. Nobody tried to stop her as she  
entered the city with Fletcher and Danisan trailing in her wake, 
though wary eyes followed her every move.

Their luck ran out when they reached the palace. Two 
guards came forward to prevent Taeleia from entering.

“What brings you to Indrath Nazrith?” one of them asked.
“I am Taeleia Alenciae, the elven representative in the 

Council of Nine,” Her tone was quiet and unassuming, but at 
her words the soldiers sharpened up at once.

“My lady, the king has been expecting you,” said the  
second man, who was shorter and older. He even offered her a 
small bow.

“Has he, now?” said Taeleia.
“If it pleases you, I’ll escort you to the throne room,” said 

the older guard. He stood aside, inviting Taeleia to pass. She  
approached the entry foyer. However, before Fletcher could 
take more than two steps, he found his way barred by the 
swordstaff of the younger guard.

“What is the meaning of this?” Taeleia demanded, whirling 
around to confront the soldiers.

“Only you may enter,” the older one explained.
“No one else is to be let in,” his associate added. He glared 

at Fletcher, then at Danisan, to impress this point upon them. 
The large elf met the human’s eyes and Fletcher was pleased to 
see the man quail under that black, unblinking gaze.

“Where you trust me to go, you may also trust my men,” 
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Taeleia said in a tone that invited no opportunity to argue. 
“This is Danisan Carvaziae, my advisor. And this is—”

“Maevran Thornfallow,” Fletcher interjected.
“My bodyguard,” she finished smoothly.
The guards raised their brows. Perhaps they were uncom-

fortable with Taeleia’s request, or perhaps they were skeptical 
that Fletcher could be a bodyguard—but the younger man was 
cowed by the force of Taeleia’s will. He lifted the swordstaff to 
allow Fletcher and Danisan passage. Fletcher scampered after  
Taeleia as she crossed a grand gallery toward a gilded staircase.

They walked down a long hall and ascended another flight 
of stairs before reaching the throne room corridor. Two more 
guards were stationed outside the gilded entrance. They saluted  
Taeleia and opened the doors for her.

Five people stood within the large chamber. They were 
clustered around a wooden table, upon which were strewn 
maps and other papers. Four of them wore dark uniforms, and 
Fletcher marked them as military men. But the fifth person . . .

“Effrax!” he cried. Effrax, who’d traded in his traveling 
clothes for a ruby tunic and matching cape, looked up at the 
sound of his name. Grinning, Fletcher started to run toward 
him. With lightning reflexes, the old guard reached out and 
nabbed him by the arm. The other four men all drew weapons 
and positioned themselves in a defensive line in front of Effrax.

“Let him through,” Effrax said quickly. “He’s a friend.”
Though the old guard clearly thought releasing Fletcher 

was a bad idea, he did as Effrax asked. Fletcher approached, 
more slowly than before.

“Master Earengale.” Effrax walked around from behind the 
table to greet him. He shook Fletcher’s hand and clapped him 
on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

“You too,” said Fletcher. “We got Roxanne’s message. Is 
she here? What about Keriya and Thorion?”

A shadow passed over Effrax’s face. His smile faded and 
his eyes dimmed.

“I see you were successful in your quest,” he said, turning 
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to Taeleia and bowing. “Welcome, my lady. You honor us with 
your presence.”

“Thank you, Sire. I only wish we could have made it  
sooner,” she said, returning the bow. “Fletcher explained the 
situation to me. I have come to offer my services as a healer.”

Again, darkness clouded Effrax’s handsome features, 
making him look tired and old. He pinched the bridge of his 
nose and sighed. “Much has happened since we wrote that  
letter, I’m afraid.”

Something in the tone of his voice gave Fletcher the chills.
“I can see that,” she murmured. “You must forgive me, for 

I received no word of your coronation.”
“It was a somewhat rushed affair,” Effrax returned in a  

humorless tone.
Fletcher, who felt like there was an awful lot he was  

missing, again asked, “Where are Keriya and Roxanne?”
“They’re here. They’re safe,” Effrax assured him.
“Can I see them?”
“Ah . . .” Effrax hesitated. Then he pursed his lips and  

nodded. “Of course. My soldiers will lead you to their . . . their 
quarters.” He nodded to the old guard. The man bowed and 
gestured sharply for Fletcher to follow him.

Fletcher exited the throne room once more. He strained to 
catch the voices of Effrax and Taeleia as he went, but they were 
now speaking in whispers and he couldn’t make out words. He 
glanced back and saw the two of them standing together, heads 
bowed, wearing identical grave expressions.

“This way,” said the guard, and Fletcher hurried to keep 
up. They went down a different set of stairs, through a series 
of corridors, out of the palace, and across a sandy courtyard 
toward an archway covered by a metal grate. The grate swung 
open for them as they drew near, allowing them to descend a 
narrow corkscrew staircase. The pleasant spring heat vanished 
and was replaced by a chilly, clammy feeling and a smell of 
mold.

“This can’t be right,” said Fletcher, staring around in  
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consternation. Fire crystals in rusty brackets illuminated a  
ceiling encrusted with spiderwebs. The guard said nothing, but 
picked up his pace. They spiraled down one more story and 
finally reached level ground.

“This is a prison,” Fletcher said loudly. His words echoed 
off the far stone walls and bounced back to him.

“Fletcher? Is that you?” A voice floated out of the shadows. 
Fletcher looked at the guard.

“Fifth cell down on the left,” the man grunted before  
heading back up the stairs.

Completely bewildered, Fletcher dashed down the hall and 
skidded to a stop. A pale orb appeared out of the darkness of 
the fifth jail cell—the face of Keriya Soulstar.

“Keriya,” he said, letting out a long breath. Her purple 
eyes danced with unshed tears that reflected the feeble light 
of the fire crystals. She reached through her bars to shake  
something on the floor of the cell next to hers.

“Roxanne, wake up. Fletcher’s here.”
“Hm?” The thing which he’d taken to be a bundle of rags 

moved, and Roxanne sat up slowly. As soon as she spotted 
Fletcher, her face broke into a grin. Keriya helped her stand and 
the girls hobbled over together.

“Hi Fletch,” Keriya whispered. “I was beginning to think 
I’d never see you again.” She beamed at him, but her lower lip 
was trembling. He reached through the metal rods and grasped 
her hand. Her skin felt like ice.

“Helkryvt’s blood, what have they done to you?” he asked, 
looking between her and Roxanne. “Why are you here? Where’s 
Thorion?”

At the mention of Thorion’s name, Keriya’s expression 
dropped. Her eyes grew dull, just as Effrax’s had in the throne 
room. A horrible feeling began creeping over Fletcher.

“Fletcher, Thorion is . . .” Roxanne choked on the words she 
was trying to say.

“What? Thorion is what?” he asked. Keriya cringed away 
from him. She sank to the floor, crumpling in on herself. He had 
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never seen her look so small, so defeated.
Roxanne closed her eyes. “He’s dead.”
Fletcher wasn’t sure what happened next; he might have 

blacked out for a moment. He wasn’t aware of sitting, but the 
next thing he knew, he was on the floor, too. His body had gone 
numb. The coolness of the dungeon turned cruel and frigid. He 
began to shiver.

He opened his mouth. He had a thousand questions—how 
had it happened? When? Where?—but as he stared at Keriya, 
he found he couldn’t bring himself to ask them.

“I’m sorry.” He reached out to her again and she wrapped 
her fingers around his.

“I am, too,” she breathed.
“That’s not why you’re here, is it?” he asked, indicating 

their surroundings.
“No. Effrax put me here for my safety.”
“Effrax?” Fletcher straightened up and frowned. “He put 

you here? What—”
“He’s king now,” Roxanne explained. “He’s also a big,  

fat, stinking traitor. Oh, he didn’t have anything to do with  
Thorion,” she said, correctly interpreting Fletcher’s look of 
shock and outrage. “Nor with Necrovar. He actually kicked 
out Tanthflame and killed a bunch of shadowbeasts who were  
occupying the city.”

“Huh?” Fletcher gaped at her, at a complete loss.
“Yeah, you missed a lot.”
She spent the next half hour catching Fletcher up on  

everything that had happened since they’d parted in Noryk. He 
listened with rapt attention.

“So finally Effrax comes crawling back to me with more  
excuses, saying the last of the shadowbeasts have been killed 
and that I could come out,” Roxanne finished, folding her arms 
over her chest.

“If he said you can come out, why are you still here?” 
Fletcher wanted to know.

“That’s another saga,” she sighed. “Seba showed up—with 



DRAGON CHILD

4611    2

Cezon Skyriver, of all people—”
“Cezon?” Fletcher gasped. “He’s alive?”
“Yes, and he brought news of an army camped on the 

western border. And Effrax got really upset, because he knew 
Tanthflame had gotten the empire to go to war against the  
Fironem.”

“That doesn’t explain why the two of you are locked up.”
“Yeah, well, then Keriya and Max arrived. And when—” 

She broke off and glanced at Keriya. In a softer voice, she said, 
“When Effrax heard the news about Thorion, they had a fight 
and he decided to throw her in the dungeons. More bilge about 
it being safer for her.”

“It doesn’t seem especially safe,” said Fletcher. Unless one 
counted the fact that you had to get through the palace to reach 
it, there was no security whatsoever.

“It’s laced with some kind of lifemagic enchantment,” 
said Roxanne. “A nasty spell that incapacitates everyone who  
disobeys the king’s wishes. He’s really proud of it, the filthy 
trog. Anyway, I wasn’t about to stay in my guest quarters while 
Keriya was locked up. So, here I am.”

“I can’t believe Effrax would do this,” said Fletcher. “I can’t 
believe he’d make you stay in these conditions!”

“To be fair, he had cots and sheets brought down for 
me. But I’d rather rot on the floor than let him feel better just  
because he made it a little nicer. I don’t need that rubbish.”

“You might not, but she does,” he hissed, jerking his head 
toward Keriya. While Roxanne was unkempt from her stint 
in the dungeons, she at least looked well-fed and somewhat  
rested. Keriya looked skeletal. Her cheekbones were jutting out 
and there were dark circles under her eyes.

“Have you been eating?” he asked her gently.
“Effrax has hot food brought down for us three times a 

day,” said Roxanne. “Then the guards let us out to stretch and 
use the bathroom after mealtimes.”

Fletcher stared at Keriya, waiting for her to respond.
“I eat when I’m hungry,” she said.
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“Keriya, you have to keep your strength up.” Fletcher 
could tell she was lying—blood and bones, he could see she was  
starving herself. “Especially now. We’re in the Fironem, right 
where Shivnath wanted you to be all along. Soon you’ll have to 
face Necrovar, and you can’t fight him like this.”

“I’ll be okay.” Her voice was a mere shadow of what it once 
had been.

Suddenly Fletcher found that he was furious, and he surged 
to his feet. Roxanne had been right—he shouldn’t have trusted  
Effrax. If he could so easily throw Keriya and Roxanne in prison, 
if he could sit in his fancy throne room while Fletcher’s friends 
suffered in squalor, then he was a bad person.

“How dare he,” Fletcher seethed. He turned and began 
marching down the hall.

“Where are you going?” Roxanne called after him.
“I’m going to have a word with the king.” Fletcher took  

another step, and a searing pain shot through his leg. He cried 
out and stumbled, catching the bars of the nearest cell to keep 
himself from falling.

“Fletcher, what’s wrong?”
Shaking his head, Fletcher tried to stand again. As he 

straightened, pain rippled across his back.
He clutched his chest and sank to his knees. His vision was 

going dark around the edges. He attempted to crawl toward the 
stairwell, but more pain burned through his arms. He couldn’t 
move without causing himself agony.

Gritting his teeth, Fletcher rolled onto his stomach and tried 
to push himself off the floor. He wasn’t prepared for the torture 
that followed. Pain exploded throughout his body, so imme-
diate and so acute that his brain couldn’t handle the overload.

He slumped back to the floor and blacked out.

Sometime later—minutes or days, he couldn’t tell—Fletcher 
came to. He was lying on something soft . . . a bed? Opening his 
eyes, he saw a dank stone ceiling above him. With a groan he 
looked around. He was on a bed, but it had been set up in a jail 
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cell across from Keriya and Roxanne. They were each sitting on 
a cot of their own. Keriya was watching him. As soon as she saw 
he was awake, she hurried to the front of her cell.

“How do you feel?” she asked.
“Like I got hit by an avalanche,” he muttered, holding his 

aching head. “What happened?”
“The enchantment got you,” said Roxanne. “You must have 

been pretty angry at Effrax for it to affect you that bad. He came 
down to see us while you were out cold. He wanted to bring 
you up to the infirmary, but the guards forbade it. They said 
you were a danger to him.”

“Me? Hah!” Fletcher lay back on his cot as dizziness swept 
through him. “Why’d he listen to them? Isn’t he king?”

“I don’t know how much of a king he really is. Sometimes 
it’s hard to tell who’s giving the orders, him or that Blazecair 
fellow.”

“So he’s got all three of us locked up,” said Fletcher. “How 
are we going to get to Necrovar?”

Neither girl responded. Roxanne stared down at her hands, 
which were clasped in her lap. Keriya stood leaning against the 
bars of the cell door, a ghostly specter in the gloom.

“You are still planning to face Necrovar, aren’t you?” he 
asked.

Her hand strayed to her waist, and for the first time Fletcher 
noticed that she had her old sword back. He didn’t know how 
she’d gotten it—that was sure to be another long story—but 
strangely, he felt better knowing she had it.

“Aren’t you, Keriya?” he prompted.
She looked at him and closed her fist around the weapon’s 

grubby hilt.
“I don’t know,” she said softly.
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“Wake up. Dinner’s here.”
Keriya wasn’t sleeping. She rarely slept anymore—some 

fitful dozing here and there when she could no longer function, 
but never a full slumber. The energy and drive she’d had the 
morning after the shadowbeast attack had dissipated, leaving 
her weak and listless; but while her body craved rest, her mind 
feared it. Whenever she closed her eyes, all she could see was 
Thorion twitching twice, then lying still.

She rolled over on her cot. The guard was holding out a 
tray laden with hot, spicy Fironian delicacies. To Effrax’s credit, 
he was trying to treat them well; but like Roxanne, Keriya was 
disinclined to accept his hospitality.

“I’m not hungry,” she told the man.
“The king says you have to eat.”
“The king isn’t the boss of me,” she retorted with a hint of 

her old fire.
The guard entered the cell, dropping the tray on the floor 

by her bed. “Eat it and be grateful you’re getting this much.” He 
slammed the metal door behind him and locked it, muttering 
about traitors and outlanders.

Keriya slid the tray around to the foot of her cot so it was 
hidden from her friends. A scruffy rat appeared from the 
shadows, attracted by the smell. It scurried over to the tray, 
sniffed at the spiced cinnamon loaf, then began to nibble at the 
bread.

“It is not enough to simply save the world. You must change it.”
~ Ghokarian Equilumos, Second Age

A Waking Dream
chapter fifty-three
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“Hello,” she whispered. It looked up at her, whiskers 
twitching. A second rat appeared and dragged the wedge of  
honeyed cheese away.

“What did you get?” Roxanne’s voice reached her from 
what seemed a great distance.

Keriya shrugged. “Bread, meat, some fruit and cheese.”
“You really should eat, Keriya,” Fletcher told her.
“I am.” Reaching down, Keriya shooed the rat away and 

picked up the chewed bread to show them. “See?”
Satisfied, Fletcher returned to his meal. Keriya put the 

bread back on the tray and settled down on her sheets. She 
watched the rat as it sampled all her food. She tried to count its 
whiskers—an impossible task since it moved around so much, 
but one that distracted her from thinking about anything else, 
which was precisely what she wanted.

“So,” Roxanne said after a while. “Are we going to plan an 
escape, or just sit here and rot?”

“We need to figure out a way around the enchantment 
first,” said Fletcher. “Ouch. Even thinking about that makes my 
head hurt.”

“It’s a bloody good spell, I’ll admit.”
“If I knew more about lifemagic, maybe we could—ow!—

figure something out,” Fletcher stammered, his voice growing  
thick with pain. “But this is awful. I think we have to ask a 
guard to see Effrax so we can talk to him face-to-face. The only 
way we’ll get out is if he lets us out.”

“I don’t want to talk to him,” growled Roxanne. “Even if 
these idiot guards did relay our message to His Royal Highness, 
he wouldn’t come. He’s busy planning his war. He can’t risk us 
causing trouble while he’s trying to marshal an army against 
the Imperials.”

“He was our friend. If we—”
“Forget it, Fletcher,” said Keriya. “He won’t set me free.”
“He has to. He knows you’re our only hope!”
Keriya closed her eyes as a pit opened up in her stomach. 

“He doesn’t believe that.”
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I don’t even think I believe it anymore, said the voice in her 
head. Once upon a time, Keriya had drawn strength from the 
knowledge that Shivnath had chosen her. But after everything 
she’d learned, from Helkryvt’s prophecy to the truth about 
Valerion, she didn’t think it was possible for a mere mortal to 
defeat him. Especially not a crippled child without any magic.

“Plenty of people do,” Fletcher retorted in a voice that was 
obviously meant to soothe and bolster her spirits. “Roxanne 
and I do, and so does Max. Oh! Max will help us escape.”

“If he comes here with the intent of helping us escape, he’ll 
get hit with the enchantment,” Roxanne reminded him. “If he’s 
smart, he’ll stay away.”

“Yeah,” Keriya said softly. She wasn’t sure if she was upset 
that Max hadn’t come to visit her. On the whole, she figured it 
was for the best. She had nothing to say to him. She didn’t want 
to see the pity in his eyes. She didn’t want to hear his voice.  
Every time he spoke, all she could hear were those terrible 
words he’d uttered on the hilltop overlooking the Chasm:

“Keriya, he’s gone.”
Fletcher and Roxanne continued their conversation.  

Fletcher pointed out that Max was clever and resourceful, and 
he was probably figuring out a way to free them even now.  
Roxanne fell back to her favorite pastime of verbally abusing  
Effrax. While the enchantment prevented its prisoners from 
plotting against the king, apparently it had no problem with 
people badmouthing him.

Keriya remained silent. Now she’d started thinking about 
that fateful day, she couldn’t stop. Visions danced before her, 
visions of monsters rising from the ground, demons flying 
through the sky, and shadow fire billowing in the air. She saw 
Thorion falling, heard the crack of his bones.

He twitched twice, and then he was still.
She squeezed her eyes shut and put her hands over her ears, 

though she knew the sights and sounds were deep in her mind.
Think about nothing, she schooled herself. She thought that 

over and over, concentrating on it with all her might. Her brain, 
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miserable and fatigued, latched onto the mantra. She took deep 
breaths and focused on that one sentence.

Think about nothing.
Eventually the nightmarish visions faded, leaving a calm, 

empty blank.
Think about nothing. Think about nothing. Think about nothing.
“Keriya?”
Keriya sat bolt upright. There was Thorion, standing at the 

door of her cell.
“Thorion,” she cried jubilantly. She ran to him and threw 

her arms around his neck. “You’re alright!”
“Didn’t I promise I’d return to you?”
“I was so worried. I thought you were dead.” How foolish she’d 

been to lose faith; Thorion was a dragon! He was strong and 
clever and brave. He couldn’t be defeated so easily.

“We have to get out of here,” he told her. “We need to find 
Necrovar.”

A frisson of fear rippled through Keriya. She was overjoyed 
to see Thorion again, but the thought of going to the Shadow 
made her sick.

“Let’s not go to Necrovar,” she pleaded. “Let’s run away. Let’s 
take Fletcher and Roxanne and just run. We’ll find somewhere safe to 
hide. We’ll survive if we work together, I know it.”

“But you must face him,” said Thorion, tilting his head in a 
way that made her heart ache. Why was she still sad? He was 
standing right in front of her, alive and whole.

“I can’t.”
“This is what Shivnath wanted,” he reminded her. “This is why 

she gave you back your life. This is your purpose, your quest.”
“I know,” she whispered, tears clouding her vision. “But I 

can’t do it without you.”
Just like that, everything went dark. Thorion’s gleaming  

bronze form lingered for a moment before he vanished in a 
smoky haze like a candle flame snuffed out. Keriya wanted 
to scream, but she didn’t have the strength. She was empty— 
empty like the infinite blackness around her. A gaping gulf of 
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pain opened in her chest, threatening to consume her.
“Keriya.”
Suddenly there was another voice. A familiar voice. A 

voice that filled her up and made her whole once more. It shone 
through the dark, resonating with power and life.

Shapes began to resolve from out of the void. The wavering 
forms of stalagmites and stalactites grew visible and stabilized. 
Keriya became aware that she was standing on solid ground. 
And there, standing before her, was a figure who had haunted 
her dreams nearly as much as Necrovar.

“Shivnath,” she breathed. The dragon god towered over 
her, those blacker-than-black eyes boring through Keriya,  
staring into her soul. She opened her mouth to say something, 
but how could she put into words what she was feeling? What 
words could she possibly use to explain?

“Do you know what happened?” she managed.
“I know everything.”
Keriya was more alert than she had been since Thorion’s 

death. Being near Shivnath had awoken something inside her. 
“I’ve been praying to you,” she said, taking a step forward.  
“Every day since the attack on Irongarde. You never listened. 
You never even acknowledged me.”

“Gods,” said Shivnath, in a much harsher tone than Keriya 
thought she deserved, “do not exist to grant prayers.”

“But you can,” she persisted. “Even despite the binding 
laws, you’ve meddled with me. Helkryvt’s blood, you brought 
me back to life—why didn’t you do the same for Thorion? You 
have the power, so why didn’t you help?”

“You are a much more complicated creature than Thorion,” 
the great dragon returned cryptically.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“There are many things you don’t know about yourself, 

Keriya, things that have afforded me freedom to ‘meddle’ with 
you. Things that make it easier to find loopholes and bypass 
the binding laws.” Shivnath’s voice was a strange mixture of 
triumph and regret, as if she were proud she had figured out a 
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way to meddle, but ashamed that she had done so.
“What things?” said Keriya. “What do you know?”
Shivnath was silent.
“Tell me,” she screamed. “If you have the answers, why 

don’t you bloody tell me?!”
A calculating expression crossed Shivnath’s fine features. 

“Do you want the truth?”
“Yes,” Keriya sobbed, sinking to her knees. “That’s all I’ve 

ever wanted from you.”
“The truth is I don’t want to tell you,” said Shivnath.  

Keriya hiccuped in shock. Whatever she’d been expecting, it 
hadn’t been that. “I believe it would be counterproductive to 
my plans to give you more information than you already have.”

Keriya felt like she was unraveling. Her brain was going  
in a thousand different directions, wanting to ask a thousand 
different questions, follow a thousand different leads . . . leads 
she feared would ultimately yield no answers.

“Why?” she rasped.
Shivnath shook her head, and there was now a definite 

tinge of regret on her scaly face. “If you trust that I am doing  
everything within my power to make the world better, to right 
all that has been wrong with Selaras for the past ten ages, you 
won’t ask me that again.”

Keriya was much less trusting of Shivnath than she had 
been back in Aeria. Her conversations with Necrovar had 
rocked her faith, and Shivnath’s refusal to tell her anything felt 
increasingly like betrayal. But for all that, Shivnath was still a 
god. She was guardian of the Smarlands, sworn to protect her 
quarter of Allentria and her mortal subjects.

If that were true, argued the voice in Keriya’s head, she would 
have helped you. She would have saved Thorion. She would tell you 
the truth.

“Gods have power only to maintain the balance,” said 
Shivnath, responding to her thoughts. “We do not, cannot act on 
the behalf of mortals.”

“Fine, then here’s a question,” Keriya spat. “How did  
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Thorion’s death preserve your precious balance?”
“Since Thorion’s magic was bound to the Shadow Lord 

by darksalm, his soul would have gone to Necrovar upon his 
death, and the balance would have remained intact,” Shivnath 
said in a shocking display of forthrightness.

Keriya opened her mouth to scream. The dragon cut her off 
before she could start.

“But that is not what happened. Thorion saw his death  
approaching, so he did what only two creatures have ever done 
before in the history of our universe.” Shivnath’s eyes, black 
as winter midnight, black as death and blacker still, filled with 
an inexpressible sorrow. “He cut out part of his own soul.  
Through his exorcism, the magical balance was preserved.”

Keriya suspected she should ask more questions, but she 
had no desire to do so. Thorion was gone. There was no point 
arguing over what-ifs.

The tiniest of frowns creased Shivnath’s noble brow. “You 
understand that you still need to face Necrovar, don’t you?”

The words clawed at Keriya. Why now? she thought. Why 
now, when I’m so tired?

Shivnath sighed. “Keriya, do not let your courage flag.”
“My courage isn’t flagging,” cried Keriya. “But you don’t 

know what this feels like—not that you’d care, anyway.”
“I care more than anyone,” the dragon hissed. “More than 

anyone will ever know. I have sacrificed everything for this 
world.”

“Well, I’m not prepared to make any more sacrifices.” She 
no longer wanted to be a hero. She wanted to go somewhere far 
away, somewhere dark and lonesome, to live the rest of her life 
in peace. From peace stemmed calm, and from calm stemmed 
complacence, and from complacence stemmed apathy. And 
with apathy, she could forget.

She could forget.
Shivnath lowered her head once more to be face-to-face 

with her. “I know you have the strength and the bravery to 
complete the quest I entrusted to you. I can see it in you.”
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That effectively quelled Keriya’s anger and subdued her 
pain—it was the biggest compliment Shivnath had ever paid 
her, and Shivnath did not dole out praise lightly.

“But Shivnath,” she whispered, “what if things don’t work 
out?”

What if I lose someone else?
The thought sprang into her mind unbidden. She hugged 

her arms around her stomach and fought to stave off sobs. What 
if the next to die was Fletcher? Or Roxanne, or Max? Could she 
survive another loss?

Shivnath cast a sour look upon her, as if offended by her 
human weakness. “No one asks to suffer, but life is unfair to 
the best of us. As I’ve told you, the trick is not to simply choose 
the lesser of two evils, but to rise above that evil once you have 
chosen it—to make the most of it, to overcome it.”

“You make it sound so simple. But what if I can’t rise 
above?”

“Then you have already given up. If you want to ensure 
that Thorion’s death was not meaningless, there is only one 
thing you can do: you must face Necrovar.”

Keriya took a deep breath. Though she felt she had no more 
strength to draw upon, she somehow managed to stand.

“I will face him,” she said. “But there’s a problem. My body 
is trapped in the dungeons of Indrath Nazrith, and I have no 
idea how to get out. So now would be a great time for you to 
take advantage of one of your loopholes.”

Shivnath smiled. It was an ominous expression, but Keriya, 
who had come to know her visage over the past year, could see 
it was stained with the faintest trace of sadness.

“Indeed it would,” said the dragon god.



ELANA A. MUGDAN

4721    2

“Come with me, Keriya. There’s something I’d like to show 
you.”

Shivnath turned and walked across the cave, her talons 
clicking upon the floor. Keriya followed, clumsily avoiding the 
long, muscular tail that swayed back and forth.

They entered a tunnel together. Keriya remembered this 
place—she’d come snooping here the last time she’d been in 
Argos Moor. After a few minutes they reached a fork in the path. 
The right fork, graced by a warm golden glow, led to Shivnath’s 
treasure hoard. But Shivnath veered left.

They entered into a cavern shining with silver light. Pools 
of water lay at the edges of the room, stagnant mirrors reflect-
ing the cold glow. Stalactites frosted the rounded ceiling like 
icicles. Liquid dripped slowly from their points, the only sound 
in the stillness.

Keriya’s gaze was drawn to the middle of the cave. There, 
in the midst of a forest of stalagmites, was an open space where 
a portion of the stone floor rose up to form a hollow structure, 
like a large bowl. And inside the bowl . . .

“What is it?” Keriya breathed, walking closer.
“This is a scrying spring,” said Shivnath. “It is liquid 

timemagic. It allows me to see the past, so I do not forget what 
once I had; it shows me the present, things that are happen-
ing anywhere across the world; and it gives me glimpses of the 
future, possibilities of things to come.”

“Your desire to scale the mountain 
must be greater than your fear of falling from it.”

~ Lorgan Fiermar, Fourth Age

The Scrying Spring
chapter fifty-four
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The timemagic was fluid crystal. It swirled lazily in the  
rock basin and made a faint noise like wind chimes in a breeze. 
The bowl itself gave Keriya an odd feeling—it reminded her 
of the structure in the Vale Room of the Imperial Palace. Lady 
Aldelphia had tortured her there in a vain attempt to draw out 
her magic.

“While I cannot help you with your current predicament, 
the scrying spring has no binding restrictions upon its power,” 
Shivnath told her.

“What do you mean?” said Keriya.
“You may ask the spring one question.” Shivnath picked up 

her massive left forepaw and raised it over the pool. “When it 
is energized,” —she lowered her claw to touch the timemagic,  
causing it to swirl faster— “it will concentrate on a vision,  
presenting you with the answer you seek.”

Keriya watched the spring. Images began spiraling up from 
its depths, skimming across the surface before dropping back 
down, hundreds upon hundreds of them, so quickly that she 
couldn’t discern one from the next.

She looked at Shivnath. “What should I ask?”
After a long pause, Shivnath said, “Anything you wish.”
Keriya leaned over the side of the basin. She saw flashes of 

things reflected in the pool—visions of Fletcher and Roxanne 
appeared and vanished with dizzying speed.

Pursing her lips, she tried to think of a suitable inquiry. 
She’d been given free rein. She could ask how to get out of the 
dungeons. She could even ask why Shivnath had chosen her 
for this mad quest. That thought was deliciously appealing, but 
it suddenly seemed too narrow a question. It wouldn’t change 
what had happened to Thorion, and it wouldn’t help her take 
the next step forward.

Thinking of Thorion made painful memories surge to the 
forefront of her brain. The timemagic reacted, and she caught 
cruel glimpses of her drackling’s last moments as he fought the 
drachvolds and was engulfed in dark flames. She saw herself 
and Thorion standing on the ridge of the gorge, performing the 
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exorcism. She saw Uhs and the unicorn—whether her thoughts 
were leading the spring or vice versa, she was no longer sure—
and she saw a fleeting image of Thorion, alive and well, smiling 
up at her from many moons ago.

She opened her mouth without thinking and said, “Why is 
a soul important?”

Instantly she regretted her words. The question had come 
upon her and seized her sensibilities; now that she’d spoken it 
aloud it struck her as absurd. Of all the things, selfish or clever, 
she could have potentially asked, that must have been the least 
useful. But it was too late to take it back: the water moved faster 
and the images ran together, colors and shapes swirling into a 
muddy blur. Then out of the chaos, an image formed. It floated 
to the surface and everything around it dissolved. Keriya’s sight 
tapered until all she could see was the vision within the pool.

A newborn child lay in the snow, her pale skin aglow beneath the 
harsh winter moonlight. A black-eyed dragon stood watch over her, 
keeping a silent vigil.

The child suffered, cried, despaired, grew, hardened, and became 
a girl. She fled the land of her youth and journeyed to far-off realms, 
seeking that which she had never known. She was chased, persecuted, 
and ridiculed. And just when she believed she had finally found what 
she sought, it was taken from her.

The girl was imprisoned, but she broke free. The flagstone wall of 
her dungeon cell crumbled away in a violent blast, and she escaped out 
into the world that had hurt her so deeply. She traveled east until the 
amber plains of the savannah gave way to the ashy wastes of Mount 
Arax. Above its peak there shone a thin, misty band shimmering with 
untold power. She summited the volcano and stood at the threshold 
between two worlds. She thought of all she had lost, and it gave her the 
courage to step through the Rift.

The girl fell through time and space, and when she reemerged she 
had become a warrior. This was lucky, for she was to fight her nemesis, 
the one she hated above all others.

The warrior and her nemesis fought for minutes, hours, years. 
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They circled around each other, always at odds, neither able or willing 
to end the battle. 

They ended up on a barren field, where the dust of the earth was 
thick with carnage. The warrior had finally gained the upper hand. Her  
enemy lay on the ground, beaten and broken. She called upon the 
strength of those who had come before her, and prayed for the end to 
be swift. She raised her sword arm, but it was not to strike him down. 
She offered him her hand, and he took it.

And with a blinding flash, both Keriya and Necrovar vanished.

Keriya became aware of herself and her surroundings as 
the colors of the image faded and ran together, sinking back 
into the recesses of the scrying spring. The vision had ended.

She stared into the unfathomable depths of the pool for a 
long time. She was breathing hard, and her fingers were stiff 
from gripping the edges of the rock basin. Finally she looked 
up at Shivnath.

“Did you see everything I saw?”
“No,” said Shivnath.
“No?” Keriya repeated shrilly. She’d been counting on 

Shivnath to explain things.
“The magic of the spring is attuned to individuals. It will 

reveal its answer only to the one who asks.”
“It wasn’t much of an answer,” said Keriya. Shivnath smiled 

and shook her head. “I’m sorry, why is that funny?”
“It was a very human thing you asked,” said the dragon, 

“but humans can never know the answer. That, of course, is 
why they are so preoccupied with the question.”

“The spring ignored the question entirely.” Keriya cleared 
her throat, for her voice was embarrassingly shaky. “It showed 
me my past. I saw everything that’s happened to me til now, 
but it was condensed, like I was seeing every moment of my 
life all at once. And then I think it showed me my future. I saw 
myself breaking out of the dungeons—sort of. It was hazy and 
vague. I saw how to get to Mount Arax. I saw the Rift. I saw 
myself going into the Etherworld.”
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“How did it end?” Shivnath inquired.
“I fought Necrovar, but then I offered him my hand. He 

took it and we both disappeared. What does that mean?”
Shivnath’s amethyst pupils thinned in distress, but her 

voice was flat as she replied, “It could mean any number of 
things.”

“You must have a theory.”
“I would expect it is symbolic,” the dragon said icily. “It 

may mean that whatever happens, your actions will restore  
balance between the magics.”

“That’s all well and fine, but I still don’t have a proper  
answer.” Though Keriya quite regretted what she’d chosen to 
ask, she now felt robbed.

“The spring is a physical manifestation of magic: pure,  
simple energy and nothing more. Timemagic can only show 
you what is, what was, and what will be. It cannot answer 
complex and theoretical questions with abstract ideas. It has 
no imagination. But you can trust it to be truthful, so you have 
been given a gift.”

“I’ve been given nothing,” Keriya said mulishly. “It  
cheated me. What it showed me was not an answer to my  
question.”

“Was it not?” breathed Shivnath. The god’s dark eyes, 
which were usually the most frightening and unyielding part of 
her visage, proved the emerald dragon was alight with hidden 
passion. Her pupils danced as she stared across the cave, gazing 
upon invisible, forgotten things.

Keriya sighed; she decided to let it go. The vision had been 
helpful in the end—at least, the part showing her how to get to 
Mount Arax had been—and this was a silly thing to fight over. 
She had to choose her battles with Shivnath carefully, and there 
was one more question she needed to ask.

“Since I’m about to face Necrovar, do you think . . . I mean, 
you gave me magic to fight him once. Since I have to try a sec-
ond time, I was wondering if you could . . .” She trailed off, 
quailing under the expression on Shivnath’s face.
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“You know why I can’t simply give you magic, Keriya.”  
Shivnath didn’t sound angry or offended, as Keriya had 
feared—yet the calm, unaffected tone was somehow just as bad.

“I actually don’t know. You did it once before, why not 
now?”

“Those were very different circumstances.”
“I don’t have magic and I’m not a dragon.” Keriya’s throat 

burned and her eyes stung with tears, but she forced the shame-
ful words out: “I will fail again if you don’t help me.”

Shivnath remained as impassive as a rock, but Keriya got 
the feeling she had upset the great dragon. She continued in 
a softer voice, “You are god and guardian of the Smarlands. 
You’re the patron saint of Aeria. I grew up worshiping and  
idolizing you. You can do anything. So why won’t you do this?”

“Magic—like science, like mathematics, like any sort of  
reasoning—has a specific and exacting set of rules to which it 
must adhere.”

Keriya scowled down at her feet. “Then what good is it?”
“We cannot change the way the universe works just  

because we wish it were different—no, not even gods.” Shivnath 
crouched and fixed Keriya with a piercing, unblinking look. “I 
know your pain, but I also know your power. I believe you will 
restore balance to our world with your actions. I believe you 
will put things right. You may even find the answer to that 
question of yours.”

“Which one?” Keriya grumbled under her breath. Shivnath 
actually chuckled at that.

“You’ve already come so far. Will you finish what you 
started? Finish it for Thorion, for Allentria, for Selaras . . .” The 
dragon paused, then said, “And for me.”

Keriya closed her eyes. Shivnath knew how to get under 
her skin. What kind of person would she be if she turned away 
now? Besides, she still had people to fight for, people who were 
depending on her.

“I just wish I didn’t have to face him alone,” she admitted 
in a small voice.
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“The light of one is the light of all,” Shivnath stated sagely. 
“You are never alone.”

As was usually the case when speaking to Shivnath,  
Keriya felt more confused now than when they’d started the 
conversation. She’d experienced a whirlwind of emotion since 
arriving in Argos Moor, but the god’s words had soothed old 
wounds. She was facing an unparalleled foe, but she had her 
sword for protection. She was taking on an impossible task, but 
Shivnath still believed in her.

That meant the world to Keriya, and she vowed she would 
do her utmost to be the person Shivnath believed she was. 

She took a breath to compose herself. “I’m guessing this is 
a dream, isn’t it?”

Shivnath nodded.
“Okay. I’d like to wake up.” She attempted a smile and 

added, “I have a quest to finish.”
For some reason, her throat was burning again. It occurred 

to her that this might be the last time she ever saw Shivnath. On 
impulse, she rushed forward and snaked her thin arms around 
one of the dragon’s tree-trunk legs, hugging it close. She heard 
a hiss and the leg was pulled away in surprise. Shivnath was 
staring down at her as if she’d never seen her before.

“Why did you do that?”
“To thank you,” said Keriya. To say goodbye.
Shivnath considered her for a long moment. Then her face 

softened, almost imperceptibly.
“Good luck, Keriya,” she whispered. “May your wander-

ings be blessed.”
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Keriya shared her dream with Fletcher and Roxanne and asked 
their opinions on it. Neither knew what to make of the scrying 
spring’s vision, but both agreed it was long past time to be out 
of the dungeons.

The only question that remained was how to escape. 
Roxanne was convinced the explosion in the vision was 

her doing, so she took up practicing tiny, benign manipulation 
spells. She moved pebbles across the dungeon and grew weeds 
out of the cracks in the flagstones, testing the limits of what she 
could do. Sometimes she got away with a larger spell, but often 
her efforts were thwarted by the enchantment.

“You’re wasting your time with these experiments,” Keriya 
warned.

“The vision proves otherwise,” Roxanne replied in tones 
of utmost surety, stuffing a cinnamon loaf into her pillow. 
She and Fletcher had taken to squirreling food away, stowing 
provisions for the journey.

“Magical visions aren’t always true,” said Keriya.
“Says who?”
“Says . . .” Keriya faltered, remembering the conversation 

she’d had with Thorion. “Says Shivnath. She told me the spring 
only shows possibilities of what the future might hold.”

“Maybe it will only happen if we make it happen,” said 
Fletcher, stashing a desert pear beneath his blankets. “Maybe if 
we sit around doing nothing, the vision won’t come to pass. But 

“Prosperity gives us friends; adversity proves them.”
~ Badger Taivor, Second Age

Break-Out
chapter fifty-five
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if Roxanne prepares herself, maybe she’ll succeed in breaking 
down the walls.”

“There you go,” said Roxanne, tucking a cluster of grapes 
beneath her mattress.

That night, Keriya tried to sleep. If she was indeed planning 
to make the journey to Mount Arax, she needed strength. Her 
body welcomed the embrace of slumber as soon as she closed 
her eyes, but her mind refused to shut down. She dreamt of 
Thorion. She saw him alive and she saw him dead. She saw an 
explosion of black fire. She saw him fall through the sky.

He twitched twice, and then he was still.
“Keriya, wake up!”
As her subconscious had been seeking a way to escape the 

nightmares, Keriya woke at once. She sat up, staring around. 
The fire crystals in the hallway had all gone out. It would 
have been completely dark had it not been for the purple glow  
leaking from her eyes.

“Helkryvt’s blood,” she swore. “I thought the dungeon was 
supposed to keep us safe from shadowbeasts.”

“I think they’re outside,” said Fletcher. His face appeared 
out of the gloom as her gaze fell upon him. “I think there’s a 
battle.”

Sure enough, his words were accompanied by an ominous 
rumbling. A tremor shivered through the dungeon. Displaced 
dust filtered down from the ceiling.

“The enchantment should prevent them from getting in,” 
said Roxanne.

“That may be, but we need to get out.” Keriya turned to her. 
“Any luck wielding?”

“No. I tried something when I heard the fighting start and 
all I got was a headache from that effing spell.”

“I stole a fork from my dinner tray,” said Fletcher. He dug 
in the pocket of his oversized coat and produced a silver utensil. 
“Maybe I can pick the—”

BOOM! Keriya was knocked flat on the ground by the force 
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of an explosion. She covered her head with her arms and curled 
into a defensive ball as pieces of shrapnel rained down on her.

Coughing and squinting against a sudden brightness,  
Keriya looked around. On the far side of the hall Fletcher was 
safe in his cell, coated with dirt from the blast. Roxanne lay on 
the floor of her prison, unmoving.

“Roxanne!” Keriya crawled over and reached through the 
bars to shake her shoulder. “Wake up!”

Roxanne moaned. There was a nasty gash on her temple. It 
looked like she’d been hit with a rock, but apart from that she 
appeared unscathed. Something—Keriya didn’t know what—
had collided with the outside of the annex, and it had ripped a 
hole in the wall.

“Can you stand?” Keriya asked, trying to help her sit up.
“I think so.” Roxanne wiped the blood from her forehead  

and stared at the flagstone wall. Red sunlight flooded through a 
hole large enough for three malnourished Aerians to fit through. 
The problem was, the hole didn’t align with their cells. The 
brunt of the collision had occurred three compartments down.

“It’s happening,” said Keriya. “The vision is coming true.”
“We still can’t get out.” Roxanne picked her way across 

the rubble-strewn floor and ran her hands along a crack in the 
wall that extended from the hole all the way to Keriya’s cell. 
“But maybe I can work with this.” She dug her fingers into  
the crack and began tugging. A minuscule portion of rock 
crumbled away.

“Watch out,” Fletcher shrieked. The light in the dungeon  
dimmed as a pitch-black figure appeared in the opening, limned 
against the ruby sky.

Roxanne backed away from the shadowman. Keriya drew 
her sword. The demon’s head swiveled around. His chilling  
gaze rested on each of them in turn before he vanished as  
quickly as he’d come, wielding himself into nothingness.

“We need to hurry,” said Roxanne. She picked up a piece of 
rock and went to hack at the split in the flagstones. “Hey, I think 
the enchantment’s gone! They must have woven it right into the 
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walls, and now that the walls are broken it doesn’t work. See? It 
doesn’t hurt when I try to escape.”

“Try wielding,” Keriya suggested. Roxanne raised her fists, 
then hesitated. “What’s wrong?”

“Head wound,” Roxanne muttered. More blood was leak-
ing from her injury, matting her hair to her cheek.

“That’s okay. We can do it without magic.” Keriya hurried 
to the wall, working the point of her grubby sword into the 
fissure to widen it. The sight of the shadowman had filled her 
with a reckless abandon. She wished the demon hadn’t gone. 
She itched to swing her blade at one of Necrovar’s minions.

“Someone’s coming!” Fletcher whispered.
Keriya turned back to the corridor to see a faint light in the 

spiral stairwell. Her grip tightened on the sword as a black-
cloaked figure stepped into view. She motioned for Fletcher to 
move away and he retreated to the back of his cell.

The figure hurried down the hall, illuminated by  
something glowing around his neck. Keriya positioned the 
blade so she could jab it through the bars of her prison. Just a 
little further and he would be within striking distance.

Then the figure lifted his head and the glow spilled  
upwards onto his face. Keriya nearly dropped her weapon.

“Max?” she whispered, not daring to believe it.
“Thank Naero I reached you,” he said in an oddly strained 

voice. He leaned against the iron bars of her prison and reached 
out to her. His other hand grasped his diamond amulet, which 
was what was giving off all the light. “Tanthflame is attacking 
Fyrxav with the third regiment of the Imperial Army.”

“What happened to you?” she asked. This close, she could 
see his face was drawn. Sweat beaded on his brow despite the 
cool, dry atmosphere.

“It’s the enchantment,” he panted.
“We thought the enchantment was broken,” said Roxanne.
“Believe me, it’s not. My amulet protects me from the worst 

of it, but that isn’t saying much.”
“How come it isn’t hurting us when we try to escape?”
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“Effrax’s intent has changed,” Max explained. “He wants 
you out of the dungeons now that the castle is under siege.”

Roxanne frowned. “Then why’s it still affecting you?”
“Because my intent is not in alignment with the king’s. He 

wants you three to be with him for your safety.” He fumbled 
in a pocket and produced a set of keys. With shaking hands, he 
fitted one to the lock on Keriya’s door. “But there is nowhere in 
Fyrxav you’ll be safe, not in the dungeons and not with Effrax. 
A few shadowbeasts have already breached the defensive spells 
around the city. We need to get you out of here. I spoke with 
Taeleia, she said she’ll have mounts waiting for us outside the 
annex.”

Keriya backed away as the door creaked open. “I can’t.”
“Don’t worry about the enchantment, if it hits you I’ll—”
“No, I mean I can’t run away,” she interrupted.
“Keriya, Tanthflame will stop at nothing to get you. If you 

stay here, he’ll capture you. He’ll torture you, he might even 
kill you.”

“I’m not staying, either. I’m going to Mount Arax.”
“I’ll take you there,” he said distractedly. “We can reach 

it in less than two days on Taeleia’s saberfangs. Come on.” He 
limped to Fletcher’s cell door and Keriya heard the click of the 
lock as it sprang open. Max pushed it inwards and Fletcher 
scurried past him into the hall. He ran to Keriya and flung him-
self at her. 

“It’ll be alright,” he said, though whether that was for her 
benefit or his, she didn’t know. She could feel him shaking as 
she wrapped her free arm around him.

Max went to the next cell over to unlock Roxanne. Just as 
her door swung open, another thunderous eruption shook them 
all to the floor. Keriya and Fletcher sprawled beside each other 
as the ceiling snowed dust and debris.

This explosion hadn’t hit the dungeon, but the impact 
caused the crack to widen. Keriya looked up in time to see the 
bottom half of the wall crumble away, rocks toppling out of 
view down a steep slope. The dawn sun blazed between the 
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buildings of Fyrxav, rays of light slicing through the smoke-
heavy air. In the far distance a lone peak stood stark against the 
red sky: Mount Arax.

A barrage of sensations spilled in from the outside world: 
the smell of something burning, the far-off agonized screams of 
people fighting, and the closer shouts of someone else hurrying 
down the dungeon steps.

Max stumbled into Keriya’s cell and grabbed her hand,  
trying to yank her to her feet. “We need to go now.”

But Keriya pulled away from Max again, hunching over 
Fletcher instead. His eyes were squeezed shut in pain. He was 
hurt.

“Keriya, they’re coming—”
“Then go distract them,” Roxanne growled at the prince. 

She hobbled out of her cell and joined Keriya beside Fletcher’s 
prone form.

Max stared down at Keriya imploringly. She could see how 
worried he was. Something painful flickered in her heart, rising 
until it reached her throat. She stood slowly and went to him.

“When I was young,” she murmured, “I used to dream of 
a handsome prince charming. I’d be at the end of my rope, and 
just when all was lost he would come and sweep me up in his 
arms and everything would be alright.”

Max gave her a strained smile and offered her his hand, 
silently urging her to flee with him. She didn’t take it, and his 
expression collapsed into one of anguish.

“Keriya, you’re going to die here,” he hissed. “You can’t 
keep punishing yourself for what happened.”

“I can,” she said, as the painful feeling spread to her  
glowing eyes, causing them to water. “But this isn’t about that.”

“I can save you.”
“I don’t want to be saved.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed 

Max on the cheek. Then she whispered in his ear, “You’ve done 
so much for me already, but I have to ask you for one more 
favor.”

“Anything,” he replied, his breath rustling her hair.
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“Please take care of my friends.”
Max didn’t have time to ask questions, because at that  

moment a trio of palace soldiers spilled out from the stairwell. 
With cries of shock they raced down the corridor.

Max swore and pulled away from Keriya, wheeling to 
face the newcomers and drawing his shortsword. His amulet 
glowed still more brightly. A wind whipped up around him, 
stirring the unsettled dust into miniature hurricanes.

Keriya knelt next to Fletcher, who was awake and alert 
once more. “Stay with Max,” she said, looking between him and  
Roxanne. “He’ll bring you to safety.”

“Keriya—!”
Keriya stood and darted to the hole in the dungeon wall. 

The side of the dormant volcano stretched beneath her, and 
the drop was steeper than she’d imagined. Far below her was a 
walled-off area of greenery—a little garden—and beyond that 
stretched the eastern quadrant of Fyrxav.

She heard her friends calling out for her, but she refused to 
look back at them. If she did, it would weaken her resolve.

Taking a deep breath, she clambered through the hole. The 
stone of the slope was porous and crumbly, and she lost her 
footing almost at once. With a gasp she slid downhill, gathering 
speed. She could feel her skin scraping away even through her 
dress and leggings.

She came to a crashing halt when she reached the garden 
hedge. The bushes cushioned her fall, though not by much. 
Wincing, she extracted herself from their dry branches and 
stumbled into a grassy courtyard. 

The wall looked even taller from down here. There were  
no doors or gates that she could see, and she wasn’t in any  
condition to scale it, especially not while lugging the 
sword with her. A large tree loomed at the south end of the  
garden, and some of its wide branches splayed over the top of 
the wall. The wall might be beyond her ability to climb, but the 
tree looked promising. She headed toward it.

“Keriya Soulstar!”
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With a jump that sent pain radiating through her bruised 
ribs, Keriya whirled around. Fletcher and Roxanne were  
kicking their way through the hedge. Roxanne looked furious, 
Fletcher terrified.

“What the blood are you doing?” Keriya demanded.
“Us? What the blood are you doing?” Roxanne stormed 

over to point an accusing finger in Keriya’s face. “You left us 
up there—”

“I left you with Max,” Keriya cried, her voice rising several 
octaves in panic. “He was supposed to keep you safe. You were 
supposed to go with him! You were supposed to survive.”

Her blade fell heavily to the grass as she sank to her knees. 
She covered her face with her hands and purple blazed against 
the backs of her eyelids, bright and sinister.

“Oh, Keriya.” Fletcher’s voice was full of understanding. 
She felt him crouch next to her and put his arm around her 
shoulders. “We’re not letting you do this alone.”

“I don’t think you can follow where I’m going,” she  
whimpered, her body shaking with suppressed sobs.

“Watch us,” said Roxanne. “We’re not splitting up. It didn’t 
go well the last time we tried it.”

With a few shaky breaths Keriya composed herself enough 
to open her eyes.

“We know what you’re facing. And we know what we’re 
facing, too,” Fletcher assured her.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Behind him, she saw faraway 
black shapes circling in the skies, carving trails through the 
smoke. Shadowdrachvolds, patrolling the area. It wouldn’t be 
long before they reached the palace. From the look and sound of 
things, a battle was raging on the northern side of Fyrxav.

As she watched, a fiery boulder catapulted through the air. 
It was so far away that it seemed to take ages to hit its mark. It 
curved a slow, graceful arc toward the palace. When it struck, 
it exploded. Angry flames billowed around the site of impact. 
Rubble cascaded down the building, tumbling toward the three 
of them, and from somewhere far away, a brassy note rang out, 
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harsh and piercing over the clamor of battle—a warning bell, or 
perhaps a call to arms.

“We should leave,” said Roxanne.
“What about Max?” asked Keriya.
“I don’t think he’s coming. He’s alright,” Roxanne added 

quickly. “He took out two of the soldiers, but he knew the third 
one. They stopped fighting and started talking, and we figured 
that was our cue to get out while we had the chance.”

“Oh,” said Keriya. For one foolish instant she’d thought 
the prince would be joining them, that everything would be the 
way it had been.

But things would never again be the way they had been. 
Everything was changing.

“Come on, let’s see about getting out of this garden,” said 
Roxanne. “The longer we stay, the more likely someone will 
find us.”

“Right,” said Fletcher. He and Roxanne approached the 
large wall. In the west, another sonorous note pealed. Keriya 
glanced up at the dungeon one last time, but there was still no 
sign of Max.

There’s one more goodbye, she thought as she turned her back 
on Indrath Nazrith.
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The first missile hit the north face of Indrath Nazrith just as Seba 
was finishing breakfast. She was in the dining hall, waiting for 
Max. He’d scarcely been around the last few days and she was 
growing more and more anxious. The pieces of her most recent 
foresight were falling into place—Keriya was locked up, war 
was coming—and she was doing her utmost to keep the prince 
out of the dungeons. She hadn’t forgotten her original vision, 
the one in which Keriya murdered him. Here in the Fironem, 
surrounded by red rocks and desert mountains, that dream had 
become a frighteningly real possibility.

What about the dragon? she wondered. Max was with a 
dragon in my fi rst dream, but Thorion is gone. Does that mean it 
won’t come to pass? 

She tried to remember the finer details of the foresight, but 
they had blurred together. Much like regular dreams, if the seer 
didn’t commit the foresight to memory its specifics faded away 
bit by bit, like water evaporating, until there was nothing left 
of them. She had spent so long obsessing over Max’s death that 
she’d lost the sight of the glowing river, the blood-red flowers, 
the cloud-heavy sky, and even the dragon. She remembered 
describing them to her father; she remembered nightmarish 
recreations of the scene that her tormented brain had shown her 
while sleeping; but all that remained of the original vision was 
a glimmer of Keriya Soulstar raising a sword and driving its 
point deep into Max’s heart.

“And what then should we think, but that love is yet another shackle?”
~ Belial Scartrench, Sixth Age

Under Siege
chapter fifty-six
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“It may well yet come to pass,” Seba grumbled to herself, 
angrily spearing a honeydough roll with the tip of her knife. 
“The surroundings are irrelevant. That peasant has murder in 
her heart. First Thorion, then Max . . . she has to be stopped.”

She came out of her reverie as a resounding noise split the 
air. The palace shook like a leaf in the wind and she was nearly 
jostled out of her seat. The low sound of rock grating against 
rock hummed in her ears. Shouts began echoing through the 
halls. She didn’t know what exactly had happened, but there 
was no question as to what it could be.

War was no longer coming: it had arrived.
A servant rushed to her aid, but she brushed him aside.  

She pushed herself out of her chair and tore out of the grand 
hall. Effrax had made plans for defense, counterattacks, and 
evacuations. Seba had made plans of her own, and she was 
ready to put them into action.

Her first stop was Max’s guest chamber. She banged her fist 
on the door and it swung open at her touch, revealing an empty 
room within.

“Helkryvt’s blood,” she cursed. Of course he wouldn’t sit 
idly by while the palace was under siege. He’d probably gone 
to the throne room to meet with the military. So she turned and 
pelted down the corridor to her own quarters.

Once she reached her room, she unlocked the chest at the 
foot of her bed. Inside were the provisions she’d gathered over 
the past fortnight: a travel pack filled with water flasks and 
non-perishable food, a set of plain men’s clothes, and a dagger. 
She stripped off her gown and pulled on the shirt and trousers, 
tucked the dagger away, and shouldered the pack. Then she 
was off again.

She wasn’t used to the trousers and she kept having to 
hitch them up around her hips because the pant legs were too 
long. Finally she stopped to roll them up over her ankles so she 
wouldn’t trip and break her neck. That was when the second 
missile hit. It struck the palace about ten heights down the hall. 
A fiery chunk of rock ripped through the walls as if they were 
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no more than paper, and Seba was knocked to the floor. She 
lay there for a moment, gawking at the crumbling hole. If she 
hadn’t stopped right when she did, she’d have been killed.

“Princess, this way!” Another servant helped her to her feet 
and pulled her in the opposite direction, leading her down a 
flight of stairs into the heart of the palace. This suited her fine, 
as they were still headed toward the throne room.

When they reached the second level the servant tried to 
steer her left. Seba shook her head. “I must see the king.”

“Your Grace, the king has ordered an evacuation,” he said.
“I have to speak to him and Prince Maxton. I assume they’re 

in the throne room.”
The poor man stammered his insistence that she follow 

the evacuation plan, but she ignored him and continued alone. 
It was pandemonium everywhere she looked: servants were  
panicking, soldiers were running to the garrison, priceless  
statues lay in pieces on the floor, toppled by the attacks.

When she reached the throne room, she found the doors 
open. Effrax was barking orders. Blazecair and Taeleia were 
there, bedecked in battle gear. But of Max, there was no sign.

Taeleia was the first to notice Seba. She left the knot of men, 
taking long strides across the open floor.

“Where’s Max?” Seba asked when the elf reached her.
“Helping to prepare for the counterattack,” said Taeleia. 

“We don’t have many fighters. Tanthflame outnumbers us six-
to-one.”

“The idiot,” Seba muttered to herself. Max was such a fool. 
This wasn’t his battle, yet there he was running off to the front 
lines. Why did he always insist on playing the hero?

“He and I spoke about the cats,” Taeleia continued. “Max 
requested they be left by the annex gates instead of the main 
entrance. Danisan will have them ready for you.”

“What?” said Seba. “What are you talking about?”
“My saberfangs.” The elf frowned down at her. “Don’t you 

remember our agreement?”
“Of course.” Seba had told Taeleia about her personal  
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evacuation plan days ago. The elf had agreed that Seba could 
take the jungle cats if a fight broke out, thus ensuring the saber-
fangs’ escape. Seba had planned to get Max out of the palace 
and ride to safety with him.

The trouble was, Max hadn’t known about this plan.
“What exactly did he say to you?” Seba asked, struggling to 

keep her voice calm.
“He said he needed the cats to get Keriya out of harm’s 

way. I told him I’d arranged everything with you. He requested 
I bring them to the annex instead, and Danisan did so.”

There was an odd ringing in Seba’s ears that had nothing 
to do with the sounds of approaching battle. “When did this 
happen?”

“Right after the first trebuchet attack. I assumed he’d told 
you he was changing your plans.”

“My plans,” Seba echoed faintly. She could feel the blood 
pounding through her veins. Her hands were shaking. Max was 
trying to save that foul little witch. And he had wrecked Seba’s 
carefully-laid plans in doing so.

“I must go,” she said. “Thank you for your help.” Twirling 
on her heel, she marched away from Taeleia. She couldn’t talk 
anymore. She couldn’t even think straight. She had to find Max.

And she had a bone to pick with him. Supposing she’d  
never seen Taeleia and the elf hadn’t told her what he’d done? 
She would have been trapped in the palace as Tanthflame laid 
siege to it. Would Max have gone off with Keriya and forgotten 
Seba, leaving her here to die? She didn’t want to believe that of 
him, but the whole situation stank like three-day-old fish.

“I will find him,” she muttered, heading east toward the  
annex. He must be in the dungeons with the awful peasant. 
“And I will get to the bottom of this.”

Another deafening blast assaulted her ears and she  
staggered sideways. More trebuchet attacks. The palace had 
magical defenses, but so far she hadn’t seen any employed. 
What was Effrax waiting for? At this rate, Tanthflame would 
demolish Indrath Nazrith within the hour.
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She rounded a corner and found a decimated hallway. The 
east side of the corridor was gone, scraped away by a flaming 
boulder that had lodged in the outer wall. She had a vague 
sense that the stairway to the courtyard was somewhere around 
here, but she didn’t know Nazrith well enough to know its exact  
location . . . or a detour, if the boulder had destroyed her means 
of getting down.

At least her sense of direction was good—through the  
cavernous rent in the wall she could see the annex.

“Hold on . . .” She inched closer and squinted through the 
hole. Beyond the annex, the edge of the palace garden was just 
visible. She’d spent time down there over the past fortnight—it 
was a nice enough place, if one was partial to cacti and other 
prickly plants—and she recognized the twisted branches of the 
old yew tree that hunched at its southern edge. But something 
was wrong. The branches were moving.

It was so far away that she couldn’t be entirely sure of what 
she was seeing, but some instinct nagged at Seba to get a better 
look. She ran to the hole and peered out. Yes, there—she could 
just make out three tiny figures clambering from the yew onto 
the garden wall. Two appeared as indistinct brown blobs. The 
third, however, had white hair that shone through the smoke 
and haze like a beacon.

“Gods curse it,” Seba wailed. Keriya Soulstar had escaped, 
and Max was probably with her, running off to his death. The 
palace was crumbling and Tanthflame had a regiment of elite 
wielders parked right outside Fyrxav.

It was over.
Movement in the annex courtyard caught her eye and her 

heart lifted. There, emerging from the dungeon stairwell, was 
Max! He stepped over the prone bodies of palace guards scat-
tered before the shadowed entrance and hurried away.

“MAX!” Seba screamed for him at the top of her lungs, 
but her voice was lost amid the chaos and the crackle of fire. 
Max didn’t look up, nor did he slow his pace as he disappeared 
through an archway. Where was he going if he wasn’t with 
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Keriya? What was he doing if he wasn’t trying to save her? Or 
perhaps he was planning to join her? Perhaps he would take the 
saberfangs and meet her in Fyrxav, away from the prying eyes 
of Effrax’s servants and soldiers.

Seba didn’t know the reasons behind his madness, but it 
didn’t matter. Not all was lost. She could follow Max. And if she 
encountered Keriya Soulstar along the way, so much the better 
for her, so much the worse for that wretched trollop.

She doubled back, ran past the throne room, ignored  
Effrax as he called out to her, hurtled down the steps, tore 
through the entry hall, and finally she was out.

The city was in an uproar. Beyond the palace, the streets 
were flooded with civilians. Soldiers lined the thoroughfares, 
directing women and children to the south and militia to the 
west, toward the garrison.

Seba ducked her head and hugged the palace walls,  
making her way toward the annex and praying no one would 
stop her. Fortunately, it seemed every soldier had orders and 
was sticking to them; no one had time to go out of his way to 
apprehend a wayward princess.

When she edged around the corner of the stronghold, 
she was met with another shock. There was the annex, there  
were the gates, and there were Taeleia’s saberfangs, tethered 
neatly to a post. The cats were agitated by the mayhem. Their 
tails thrashed and their eyes were wide.

“Max?” cried Seba, staring around. “Are you here?”
No response.
Now she was baffled. Why had he bothered with the cats 

if he hadn’t intended to use them? Had he gone to join Keriya 
on foot? That didn’t make sense; they’d be easy targets for the 
Imperials without fast mounts to bear them away.

But it was the only plausible explanation. Squaring her 
shoulders, Seba strode toward the wrought iron gates. They 
opened onto a quiet road—this was the path that led to the 
barracks, where the off-duty palace soldiers spent their time. 
It was deserted now, for every able-bodied fighter had been  
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drafted to defend Fyrxav against the Imperial Army.
She struggled with the latch, but fortunately the gates had 

already been unlocked, and in someone’s haste to report to his 
battle station, they hadn’t been re-bolted.

A low, plaintive whine gave her pause. Behind her, the  
saberfangs strained against their lead lines. Seba glanced at the 
burning palace and groaned. Unable to believe she was wasting 
more time, she hurried back to the cats.

Seba wasn’t a good rider—she’d been banking on Max’s 
skill for that part of her plan—otherwise she’d have taken one 
of them with her. But she didn’t know how to control them, so 
they would do her no good. Plus, they were terrifying.

She knew they could smell fear and she tried to keep her 
cool as she undid their tethers with shaking fingers. As soon as 
the cats were loose they fled, galloping through the gates and 
disappearing down the street. Seba followed them downhill, 
passing the empty barracks and entering the main part of the 
city. People roamed in swarms, mostly women and children 
fleeing. Seba pushed against the tide of movement, cutting east 
while everyone else made their way south. As she continued, 
the ground grew increasingly muddy. Perhaps the sewers had 
flooded, or maybe there was a contingent of water wielders on 
the attack.

Seba shuddered and picked up her pace.
Fyrxav was an unfamiliar city, but she knew she couldn’t 

go wrong if she stuck by the buildings that lined the base of 
the dormant volcano. Sure enough, after some twists and a few 
wrong turns, she reached the garden wall. There were the yew 
tree’s branches, poking up over the stone barrier. But Keriya 
and Max—assuming he had joined her—were long gone.

Seba kicked at the wall in frustration and despair. What 
was she supposed to do now? Flee with the civilians? Return to 
the palace to help Effrax and Taeleia? At that moment, she just 
wanted to sit in the mud and cry.

It was then that she noticed the footprints. The sludge at 
the base of the wall beneath the yew had been churned up, 
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as if someone had jumped into it from a height. Beyond this, 
footprints led toward the nearest street. Seba approached,  
peering down the avenue. It was wide and it led east in an  
almost straight line.

“East . . . toward Arax,” she breathed, her eyes widening. It 
seemed like a ten-age ago that their ragtag group had huddled 
in the rainforest outside Irongarde, brainstorming ideas to save  
Thorion. Max himself had been the one with the answer: “You 
must do as Shivnath commanded. Go to Mount Arax and enter the 
Etherworld through the Rift. Find the Shadow Lord and face him.”

And hadn’t Max been advocating to face Necrovar all 
along? He hadn’t wanted to go to the Naetren Basin for fear 
it would distract them from their main goal. He hadn’t even 
wanted them to go to Valaan, for he’d thought it a waste of time. 

Seba tried to recall her tutoring lessons. Her father had 
made her learn the geography of the empire when she’d been 
young, saying that a good ruler was just as familiar with  
foreign lands as he was with his own. Those lessons seemed like 
an eon-age ago, but she’d seen pictures of Mount Arax. It was 
an important historical landmark, for that was where Necrovar 
had built his home in the Second Age.

She mentally compared those foggy recollections with her 
foresight of Max’s death. Corrupted though her memory was, 
she went over her list of markers: a black sky above. A river of 
lava below. A canyon of red and black striated rock. And Keriya 
even had that infernal sword back in her clutches!

This was it. It had to be. Everything would come to a head 
on the slopes of Mount Arax. Seba’s foresight was about to 
come true.

“No,” she told herself. “Max will not die. I will save him.”
And with that, she took off down the road.
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Spring had settled into the Fironem. Keriya, Fletcher, and 
Roxanne made their way east across a vast savannah, sheltered 
by the shoulder-high amber grasses. During the days it was 
pleasant, but in the evenings it grew cold. Fletcher was able 
to make fires for them with a crimson gem he called a gleed, 
but even then they had to huddle together for warmth in the 
darkest hours of night.

The meager provisions they’d brought from their stint in 
the dungeons vanished within the first day. Thereafter, they 
relied on Roxanne for sustenance. She’d learned the weave of 
quite a few new spells on her travels, and now she was able 
to create edible plants that provided enough water for them to 
survive.

“And to think you wanted to do this on your own,” she 
said to Keriya after the three of them had finished a surprisingly 
satisfying meal of cactus flesh and sweetroot.

It was still difficult for Keriya to sleep. She dreaded those 
awful minutes after supper and before exhaustion shut her 
down. Everywhere she looked she saw reminders of what had 
happened, or omens of what was to come. She couldn’t look at 
the stars because there was Valeasi, pointing to nowhere; she 
couldn’t look at the ground because it was all that separated her 
from her final battle. The only thing she could do was close her 
eyes and listen to her friends breathing. She counted the slow, 
reassuring pattern—inhale, exhale, repeat—as they slipped into 

“Not all promises are meant to be kept.”
~ Shira Okeno, Sixth Age

Mount Arax
chapter fifty-seven
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peaceful slumber. Eventually, when the counting numbed her 
brain, she followed them.

As they trudged ever on, she contemplated the past. She 
missed Erasmus, calm and stoic Erasmus, who had dutifully 
taught her everything he knew. Though she held no love in 
her heart for Aeria, she yearned to go back to simpler times, 
when she and Fletcher had spent their days hiding from the 
disapproval of the Elders amidst the boughs of the Felwood. 
Every so often she allowed herself to fleetingly recall her time 
in Irongarde, when she and her friends had been happy. But 
those memories made her heart hurt, so she didn’t brood over 
them for long.

Mount Arax loomed on the horizon, ever present, ever 
watchful. It grew steadily until the base of its slope ate up the 
bottom half of the sky. While it wasn’t as tall as the peaks of 
Shivnath’s Mountains, to Keriya it was twice as imposing. For 
someone who’d once scaled Argos Moor, Arax should have 
been easy; but the more Keriya looked at it, the more impossible 
it seemed that she would be able to reach the top.

On their fifth night they stopped at the edge of the  
savannah. Beyond, a barren wasteland rambled upwards to 
join the black rock of the volcano. Just visible at the base of the 
mountain was a human settlement.

“We’ll have to go around,” said Roxanne. “South would be 
better; I think we’ll hit the Chasm if we go much further north.”

“Looks like there’s another village to the south.” Keriya  
pointed at a dim cluster of lights. Fletcher and Roxanne craned 
their necks to get a better look.

“I don’t think that’s a village,” said Fletcher, pushing his 
glasses up his nose and peering at the lights. “It looks more like 
a camp. Those are bonfires.”

“Who’d be camping in the wastes when there’s a town just 
a few miles off?” asked Roxanne. No one had an answer.

Silence fell as they regarded the pinpricks flickering in the 
violet dusk. Keriya considered that it might be an army, but 
upon closer inspection the camp didn’t look big enough.
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“Whoever it is, it’s bad news for us,” Roxanne concluded 
after a few moments of studying the mysterious camp. “No fire 
tonight. We’ll take turns at watch, and we should leave before 
dawn and cross to the town under cover of darkness.”

Keriya nodded. “I’ll take first watch.”
“You should rest,” said Fletcher.
“I’m fine. You two get some sleep.”
Keriya sat at the edge of the grasslands as the moons rose. 

She observed the town, which was dark and showed no signs of 
life. The bonfires, however, burned well into the night.

She didn’t feel tired, and even if she tried to sleep she 
wouldn’t be able to. There was no point robbing her friends of 
their precious few hours of rest, so she stayed awake. Her mind 
was oddly blank, and she was grateful for that.

When the sky turned gray she roused Fletcher and  
Roxanne. First they grumbled about being sleepy, then they 
chastised Keriya for not waking them for their turns at watch, 
then they groused about having to run across the open space 
between the savannah and the town. Far from irritating her, 
Keriya found the complaints endearing. It was a small shred of 
normalcy in a world that had lost all sense and reason.

“Stay low and go fast,” Roxanne was saying. “Fletcher will 
keep an eye on the town and I’ll watch the army. If anyone sees 
anything, we drop and freeze. We can make it without getting 
seen, we just need to be careful.”

“On the count of three,” Fletcher whispered. “One . . .”
Keriya felt her stomach clench.
“Two . . .”
She tensed, readying herself.
“Three!”
They ran as fast as they could. Keriya’s side cramped up 

but she refused to acknowledge the pain. She kept pumping her 
legs until they reached the outskirts of the town.

Though the sky was brightening, the village remained 
dark. There were no early risers doing their morning errands, 
no shopkeepers opening up for the day, not even a stray cat on 
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the prowl.
Roxanne voiced aloud what Keriya was thinking: “Where 

is everyone?”
“It looks empty,” Fletcher wheezed, staring down deserted 

streets as they hurried onwards. “Do you think they evacuated 
because of the war?”

“They’re leagues away from the war,” said Roxanne.
“Maybe they evacuated because of something else,” said 

Keriya. She glanced at the summit of Mount Arax, which was 
leaking black smoke in a most ominous manner.

Once they were past the village, the ground grew steeper. 
They stopped behind a rock to take cover and to rest.

“It’s hot,” Fletcher complained, gasping for breath. He 
tugged at the front of his tunic, which was plastered to his torso 
with sweat.

“It’s a volcano,” said Roxanne. “What did you expect?”
“And I’m thirsty. Don’t suppose there are any cacti around 

here?”
Roxanne pursed her lips. “I wanted to conserve my energy, 

but . . . we do need water.” She placed her hands on the ground. 
Perspiration beaded on her forehead as a tiny bud cracked 
through the surface of the rock.

“What’s wrong?” asked Fletcher.
“Terrible growing conditions,” she grated. “But nothing I 

can’t handle.”
Sure enough, she was able to produce a small cactus plant. 

She ripped it from the ground the moment it was done growing 
and crumbled it into three pieces. Keriya took her ration and bit 
into the watery flesh. It was gone too soon, but it quenched their 
thirst before they had to face the next—and arguably hardest—
part of their journey.

Arax wasn’t too steep, but in a way that made it worse. No 
matter how far they climbed, it seemed like they weren’t getting 
anywhere. The sun rose and beat down on them. Keriya longed 
for another bite of cactus; just one drop of water on her tongue 
would have been a godsend. But she didn’t deserve to ask that 
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of Roxanne, so she kept her mouth shut.
Fletcher stopped abruptly and looked around. “Did you 

hear that?”
“Hear what?” asked Keriya.
“A strange noise. Like a snake hissing.”
“No animals around here,” Roxanne told him.
Just then a jet of hot steam erupted from a nearby fissure. 

They all jumped and Fletcher let out a yelp of surprise. The 
crevice smoked for a few moments before going quiet again.

“Great,” said Roxanne. “As if things weren’t bad enough.”
“Hey! What are you doing up here?”
Keriya’s heart stopped when she heard the voice. She 

looked over her shoulder to see two Fironians striding toward 
them. They didn’t appear to be soldiers, but both were carrying 
weapons.

“Rahxan was evacuated days ago,” the second Fironian 
added. “Everyone’s been relocated to the refugee camp by the 
oasis. You shouldn’t be within three leagues of the volcano 
when it’s this active!”

As if they’d rehearsed the move, Fletcher and Roxanne 
drew together in front of Keriya, shielding her from view. She 
hunched her shoulders and ducked her head, but nothing could 
hide the striking color of her hair and skin.

“We’re sorry,” Fletcher said loudly. “We’ll leave.”
“Hold on,” said the second man. Something in his tone sent 

chills down Keriya’s spine. “I recognize you.”
“Keriya, run,” Roxanne muttered out of the corner of her 

mouth.
“No. We’re staying together, remember?”
“That pale one there, behind them,” the man was telling his 

companion. “That’s the Dragon Speaker! She’s wanted by the 
Imperial government, she is!”

“Can’t be,” came the gruff voice of the first man. “Last I 
heard, she was in the Erastate.”

Roxanne looked at Fletcher. “Get her out of here.”
“I’m not leaving you,” said Keriya.
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“That’s right, you’re not,” Roxanne growled as her hands 
curled into fists. “You’re going on ahead while I deal with these 
two.”

“Look! You can see her bloody purple eyes,” screamed the 
man, pointing at Keriya. He pulled an arrow from his quiver 
and raised his bow. “You three are coming with us.”

Crack! The rocky ground split apart and a slab of porous 
stone thrust itself upwards, creating a wall between the Aerians 
and the Fironians. Roxanne shoved Keriya, while with her free 
hand she prepared another spell.

“I’ll be right behind you,” she promised.
Keriya might have kept arguing, but searing flames curled 

around the edges of the wall at that moment. She stumbled 
backward from the blast and Fletcher used her movement to 
pull her away from the fight.

Keriya was forced to watch where she was putting her feet, 
but she heard the sounds of a raging battle behind her and felt 
the heat of the fire licking at her heels. 

“Don’t worry. Roxanne is more than a match for those 
two,” Fletcher said as he dragged her along. That was probably 
true under normal circumstances, but how long could Roxanne 
keep wielding, dehydrated and drained as she was?

With another resounding crack the ground shook, and one 
of the Fironians screamed in pain. Keriya and Fletcher broke 
apart as they tried to steady themselves. Loose pieces of rock 
began crumbling off the slope and toppling downhill.

“Keep going,” Fletcher panted. They only managed to take 
a few more steps before the earth convulsed again. Roxanne’s 
wielding had destabilized the mountain, causing a fracture to 
open up beneath Keriya’s feet. She flung herself forward and 
rolled behind a boulder to avoid being scalded by the steam 
that whistled out of the crack.

“Fletcher?” she called, scrambling upright.
“I’m okay.” His voice sounded distorted. Keriya stumbled 

out into the open again and was met with a terrible sight: a deep 
split in the rock yawned between her and Fletcher, and a whirl-
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wind of earth and fire raged beyond him.
“Jump,” she cried, inching toward the edge of the  

newly-formed crevice and stretching out her hand. She was  
rewarded with a blast of boiling steam that blistered her skin 
and nearly knocked her off her feet.

He shook his head. “I can’t make it.” The crack wasn’t  
overly wide, but he would have to jump uphill—and through 
scalding steam emissions. “You keep going!”

“But—”
“Keriya, this isn’t the time to be stubborn,” he snapped. “I’ll 

help Roxanne. As soon as we’re done with the fire wielders, 
we’ll follow you. If you want to save us, go save the world.”

His words punctured the haze of fear that had settled upon 
her, burrowing straight to her heart. Her eyes began to water 
as she stared down at Fletcher. There were so many things she 
wanted to say in that moment, but she couldn’t find the right 
words to articulate any of her thoughts. 

Fletcher seemed to know what she was thinking. He smiled 
at her. “Shivnath believes in you, and so do I.”

Then he wheeled around and charged back into the fray. A 
wild tongue of fire blazed toward him and he barely avoided 
getting burned to a crisp.

“Fletcher! Fletcher!” Keriya yelled after him, but he didn’t 
look back. She was about to leap over the fissure to join her 
friends, but another explosion of steam stopped her. She gazed 
at their wavering forms through the haze of the heat and  
gathered her wits. It wouldn’t do any good if she returned to 
fight with them. Fletcher was right: if she really wanted to help, 
she would have to keep going.

And so, feeling that her heart was splitting just as the moun-
tainside had, Keriya continued on alone.
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Fletcher couldn’t get close to the battle without putting himself 
at risk of being burned or crushed. He suspected Roxanne had 
injured one of the fire wielders; maybe he’d be able to fight that 
man while she concentrated on the other.

He was forced into an awkward dive to avoid another blast 
of fire. The unpleasant scent of burnt hair reached his nose as he 
rolled over and over downhill to extinguish the flames that had 
caught on the back of his tunic.

“What are you doing?” cried Roxanne, running toward 
him as she wielded two mid-sized boulders at the remaining 
Fironian, who had the disciplined bearing of a soldier even if he 
wasn’t wearing a uniform. “Where’s Keriya?”

“We got separated,” he panted, rising to a crouch and 
squinting around. The second man lay a few heights away, 
bleeding from a gash on his temple. He was still moving, but 
Roxanne had given him a pretty good wallop.

“Helkryvt’s blood.” Roxanne whipped the boulders 
around, but the soldier managed to block them with an intense 
stream of concentrated fire. Next she tried to unsteady him 
by wielding the ground beneath his feet, but he propelled 
himself into the air with an explosive blast and shot a searing 
counterattack at her.

Roxanne dropped both boulders and redirected all her 
energy into raising another wall of stone to act as a shield 
against the onslaught. A baleful rumble reverberated beneath 

“Power is having the ability to change things.
Wisdom is knowing when to do so.”
~ Sahira Mistfl are, Seventh Age

Firefight
chapter fifty-eight
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the crackle of the fire, and the mountain trembled again.
“I have a plan,” said Fletcher, his eyes fixed on the fallen 

Fironian. “You keep your enemy occupied.”
“What do you think I’m trying to do?!”
Fletcher screwed up his courage and darted out from  

behind the protection of the rock shield, sprinting toward the 
man on the ground. The quiver and bow lay beside him; if 
Fletcher could get the weapon then maybe he could be of some 
use.

The injured man perked up as Fletcher skidded to a halt  
by his side and snatched up the bow. “Don’t touch,” he said 
weakly. “That’s mine!”

“Sorry,” Fletcher muttered. He danced out of the man’s 
reach and drew an arrow with shaking hands. This bow was 
bigger than the one he’d used with Taeleia; the weight of it 
threw him off, but he fitted an arrow to the string and drew it 
back as far as he could, sighting on the Fironian who was locked 
in battle with Roxanne.

Fletcher exhaled slowly. He had to strike while his enemy 
wasn’t expecting it, and he had to make his shot count. One 
wrong move and the soldier would turn on him—and unlike 
Roxanne, he wouldn’t be able to conjure up a stone shield to 
defend himself.

Then Roxanne let loose a cry of pain. Her earthen spell 
cracked and thin shafts of fire squeezed through. She dropped 
to her knees as the Fironian advanced, wielding a relentless 
burning torrent against her.

Heart pounding, Fletcher aimed the arrow’s deadly tip at 
the man’s heart—but he never got the chance to shoot it. Anoth-
er rumbling sound reached his ears, the only warning before a 
wave of water rushed past him, engulfing the slope. It crested 
and broke upon the Fironian, who didn’t have time to defend 
himself.

Fletcher could just see the faint outline of the man as he 
was caught up in the liquid and slammed into a boulder. As 
quickly as it had come, it was over. The deluge slowed and the 
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water began draining away, trickling back down the slope and 
seeping into the porous terrain. The Fironian, however, did not 
rise again.

“What in Shivnath’s name . . .?” Fletcher looked around  
and his jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe it—there, wet and  
bedraggled and limping up the slope, was Sebaris Wavewould.

He and Roxanne exchanged an astonished look. She winced 
as she got to her feet, and came to stand by his side. Together, 
the two of them watched Seba’s approach in stunned silence.

“Where’s Max?” she demanded when she reached them.
Fletcher could do nothing but gape at her in consternation. 

“What . . . how . . . why are you here?”
“I followed you from Fyrxav,” she wheezed. “I have to find 

Max.”
“Max didn’t come with us,” said Roxanne. Her clothes 

and hair were sopping wet. Though her earthen shield had  
protected her from the full force of the wave, she’d still been 
drenched by Seba’s spell.

“You’re lying!” Seba’s eyes were round as saucers and her 
skin was sallow. Her fish gill nostrils flared and closed with 
every gasping breath she took. Hair was plastered to her face 
in limp strands—from sweat or from the moisture of her spell, 
Fletcher couldn’t tell.

“Lying?” he repeated. “Why would we lie about that?”
“Max was with you in the dungeons,” she shot back. Her 

voice was cracked and dry. “Saw him follow you out of the 
city.”

“He did come to the dungeons,” said Roxanne, “but we 
left without him, and we haven’t seen him since. Believe me, if 
he had come after us he could easily have found us. We didn’t  
exactly take pains to cover our tracks.”

“But I saw him,” Seba insisted, wringing her hands.
“Saw him where?” asked Fletcher. She ignored him and 

stared wildly around, as if expecting Max to pop out from a 
behind a rock.

“I think she’s gone mad,” said Roxanne.
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“I have not gone mad,” Seba seethed, turning vicious in an 
instant. “I saw him with Keriya in the mountains. A black sky 
above, a red river below. There was a dragon with them. They 
fought and . . . and . . .” She trailed off, a haunted look flitting 
across her sunken features.

“Seba, have you eaten anything since leaving Indrath  
Nazrith?” Fletcher said in a soft voice. Her head twitched but 
she made no reply.

“Thorion is dead,” Roxanne said flatly. “And Max isn’t 
here. Whatever you saw, you must have imagined it.”

“I . . . no,” Seba breathed. Her thin frame shook with  
tearless sobs. “It was so clear. I saw.”

A noise interrupted their discussion. The injured Fironian 
was clambering to his feet behind them. Roxanne raised her 
fists, but the man wasn’t looking for a fight. His gaze traveled 
up the volcano. He shook his head and stumbled off, teetering 
back down the way he’d come.

Fletcher examined the peak, trying to figure out what 
had frightened the Fironian so much. Nothing seemed amiss,  
although there were quite a few troubling clouds massing over 
the summit of Arax. Other than that, the slope was deserted. He 
couldn’t even see Keriya, for a forest of spiky rock protrusions 
peppered the mountain, obstructing his view.

“What’s he so upset about?” wondered Roxanne.
“Doesn’t matter,” said Seba. “Where’s Keriya? Wherever 

she is, Max will be there. I know it. I’ve seen it. He’ll find her, 
and we have to get to her before he does.”

“For the last bloody time, Max is not here.”
“Seba’s right about one thing,” said Fletcher. “We need to 

find Keriya.”
“Fine, then let’s go.” Roxanne began trudging uphill. 

Fletcher followed, shouldering the bow and quiver. He didn’t 
think a plain old arrow would do much good against Necro-
var, but he felt better about heading into battle with a weapon 
he knew how to use. Seba lurched into motion, limping along 
behind him.
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“What are you doing?” asked Roxanne, glaring over her 
shoulder at the Galantrian.

“Have to find Max,” Seba panted.
“You stay here.”
“Roxanne,” Fletcher began, “you can’t leave her—”
“She’s had it in for Keriya—and us—since day one,” said 

Roxanne. “I don’t trust her and I don’t want her to come.”
“No,” the princess gasped. “I don’t want to be alone.”
“Roxanne, look at the state of her,” Fletcher argued in an 

undertone. “She’s dead on her feet.”
“All the more reason for her to stay. If you drag her along 

she’ll slow us down, and we’ve wasted enough time as it is.”
“What about everything you said about not splitting up 

again?”
“That only applies to people I like.”
“I need to come.” Seba pressed her hands together and 

bowed her head to Roxanne. “Please. I’m begging you.”
Fletcher pinned Roxanne with an expectant look. She sighed 

and shrugged. “I don’t care. Do whatever you like, just don’t 
get in my way when it comes time to fight Necrovar.” And she 
began stomping uphill once more.

Seba let out a noise halfway between a sob and a laugh. 
She trailed in Fletcher’s wake as he picked his way across the 
damp rocks. “Necrovar . . . you believe you’re going to fight 
Necrovar?”

“That’s why we’re on this gods-cursed mountain,” snapped 
Roxanne. “Did you think we just came for the view?”

“Shivnath showed Keriya how to reach the Rift,” Fletcher 
explained. “It’s at the top of Mount Arax. We’re going to the 
Etherworld, and we’re going to end the war.”

“Only a dragon can kill Necrovar,” said Seba.
“Shivnath chose Keriya to do the job, and she must have 

had a reason.” Roxanne had reached the fracture in the rock by 
this time and was steeling herself to wield a pathway over the 
deep abyss.

“If she chose Keriya, then what are you two doing here? 
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You think you’re a match for him? You think flinging bits of 
earth at him will do any good?”

Roxanne turned to Fletcher. “See that attitude? That’s just 
one of the many reasons I didn’t want her to come.”

“We lost the war the moment Thorion died,” Seba  
murmured. “None of us can stop the Shadow. No mortal hand 
can harm him. It’s over.”

“If that’s how you feel, then do us a favor and go jump off 
a cliff. As for me, I’ve come too far to give up without a fight.” 
Roxanne balled her hands into fists and raised her arms. The 
ground shuddered once more and a branch of rock expanded 
from their side of the fissure to bridge the gap in the ground.

“Well, I’ve come to save Max from that nasty little witch,” 
Seba retorted. “And I will.”

Roxanne didn’t grace this with a response. With her spell 
complete, she dropped her hands and crossed to the far side of 
the crevice. Fletcher didn’t like the look of the earthen bridge 
she’d made—while Roxanne was usually a meticulous wielder,  
she was at the end of her strength now—but this was not the 
time to be squeamish. He scuttled across the makeshift rock 
span, trying not to think about the depths below.

When he reached solid ground he looked back at Seba. 
“You coming?”

“Don’t feel obligated,” Roxanne added from up ahead.
It was clear Seba didn’t like the look of the bridge either. 

She glanced at the darkening sky and gazed around the slope, 
muttering something incomprehensible under her breath. It 
seemed like she was arguing with herself. 

In the end she pursed her lips, nodded, and hurried across 
to join Fletcher. He offered her a small smile, and the two of 
them continued side by side.
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The sun struck down upon Keriya as she toiled through the rock 
spires. If she’d believed it was hot at the base of Mount Arax, 
she’d been sorely mistaken. This was heat. Waves of it washed 
over her body. Her dry eyes couldn’t focus and she choked on 
the arid air.

As she climbed, the world grew dark due to the storm 
clouds overhead and the smoke pouring from the volcanic vent. 
Livid red light painted the underbelly of the smog.

The further she ascended, the more alien the landscape 
became. Cracks in the ground glowed eerily, leading into the 
bowels of the volcano. Flashes of light raced through the air 
every so often. It was like invisible filaments of magic had been 
woven around the mountaintop, and whenever she drew near 
one, it lit up.

It would have been unnerving if she hadn’t seen something 
similar once before. After her first battle with the Shadow she’d 
ended up in the Etherworld, and she’d had to step through 
the Rift to return to Selaras. She had a suspicion these random 
flashes were coming from the decaying threads of the spell that 
separated her world from Necrovar’s prison. 

When a pulse of light illuminated a strand in front of her, 
she reached out to try and touch it. Her hand passed through the 
momentary brightness without resistance, but a chill enveloped 
her as she connected with it. The overbearing heat vanished and 
the low, dull sound of screaming rang in her ears briefly before 

“He who has nothing to die for has nothing to live for.”
~ Jidaelni Proverb

The Rift
chapter fifty-nine
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dying away. Keriya shivered and hurried onwards, but the cold 
lingered in her bones, making her feel feverish.

That scream awoke other voices in her head, voices that had 
been mercifully silent the past few days. Now they returned 
with a vengeance to torture her. She heard Thorion’s voice 
repeating the last words he’d ever spoken to her. She heard 
Shivnath’s voice reminding her of her duty. She heard her 
friends telling her that she must keep going. And beneath all 
of these her own voice rose like a howling wind, repeating the 
same thing over and over:

It’s my fault.
Suddenly she stopped. She had come to the edge of a  

plateau broken by a gaping hole. This was the source of the red 
light. It was the mouth of the volcano.

She’d reached the summit of Mount Arax.
Gripping the hilt of her sword with fingers that had gone 

numb, Keriya approached the pit that led to the mountain’s 
innards. The air shimmered with heat and magic. Razor-thin 
shafts of brilliance lanced out from the volcanic vent like forks 
of lightning. The fraying magicthreads of the Rift were more 
prevalent up here, and much more heavily concentrated.

Keriya stopped a few heights from the edge and stood on 
tiptoe to peer into it. Lava was percolating below, rising from 
the depths. The scrying spring had shown her how to get here, 
but it had failed to depict just how terrifying this place was. 

On instinct Keriya looked around, but there was no one 
left to turn to. Shivnath was a thousand leagues away atop 
her own mountain. Fletcher and Roxanne were somewhere far  
below, locked in combat with the fire wielders. She had no idea 
where Max was, or even if he had survived Tanthflame’s attack 
on Indrath Nazrith. And Thorion . . . 

She closed her eyes and swayed on the spot.
She was alone.
“It’s not so bad,” she whispered to herself. “After all, I’ve 

always been alone.”
Strangely, with that revelation came calm. The voices in her 
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head subsided. Her heart no longer felt like it was crumbling 
to ash, the way a shadowbeast did when it died. She didn’t feel 
afraid; in fact, she didn’t feel anything. 

A smile brushed the corners of her cracked lips and her 
hand tightened around the sword’s grubby hilt.

“It ends now,” she announced, finding strength in her 
voice once more. As she took another step closer to the Rift, she 
added softly, “I’ll avenge you, Thorion.”

Roxanne thought she was about to faint. The battle had sapped 
her of her strength and the heat was unbearable. She was barely 
able to keep putting one foot in front of the other, but through 
sheer force of will she managed it.

“Come on,” she said, signaling for the others to hurry. 
Fletcher and Seba scrambled up from a rocky chute onto a flat 
ledge. The three of them stood there, doubled over, panting and 
wheezing.

“Is that Keriya?” Seba suddenly asked, pointing. Roxanne’s 
head snapped up. Sure enough, someone was standing at the 
lip of a tableland a hundred heights above, separated from 
them by an impossibly steep section of gravelly ground.

“KERIYA!”
Roxanne jumped at the sound of Fletcher’s scream. He took 

a breath and called again at the top of his lungs, “Come back, 
it’s too dangerous!”

But Keriya did not hear. Far from turning to face them, she 
took a few steps forward, disappearing beyond the rim of the 
plateau.

Roxanne was suddenly moving. Panicked energy surged 
through her as she began to run uphill. She heard Fletcher 
floundering along behind her and redoubled her pace, but they 
made little headway. The slope was too steep, the ground too 
unstable. Choking for breath, she dropped to her hands and 
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knees, crawling upwards.
“Keriya,” came Fletcher’s broken voice. “Come back!”
A low hum was swelling in the air, overpowering Fletcher’s  

cries. Louder it grew until it was deafening, pulsing against her 
eardrums and resonating in her very bones. Roxanne didn’t 
know much about volcanoes, but the ground was shaking and 
the air was thickening with fog. She didn’t think either of those 
were good signs.

“We have to turn back,” Seba shouted from below. She 
looked utterly spent, and hadn’t bothered to attempt the final 
climb to the summit.

“No,” said Fletcher. “Keriya’s up there, and she needs our 
help!”

The hum peaked and became a roar. Arax convulsed, and 
Roxanne was tossed backwards into Fletcher. Together they 
tumbled back down the hill they’d just worked so hard to  
ascend.

Coughing and aching all over, Roxanne craned her neck 
up. Smoke was unfurling from the mouth of the volcano,  
coiling up to mingle with the black thunderheads. Boulders 
were quivering all around her.

She pushed herself to her feet, determined to reach her  
quarry. She headed again for the summit, but the tremors 
had damaged the integrity of the slope. The porous stone 
flaked away beneath her feet and fingers as she climbed, and 
she couldn’t get any purchase to push herself forward. It was 
the stuff of nightmares: running and getting nowhere. She  
scrambled in vain before she gave up, sliding down amongst 
the scree.

A violent spasm ran through the earth, and Roxanne’s 
eyes widened as a plume of scarlet lava jettisoned into the sky. 
Chunks of molten rock spiraled through the air. They rose in  
elegant arcs overhead before careening back to the ground.

Then the flood began. Over the lip of the plateau oozed 
a blinding liquid. It seeped outwards in a sluggish fashion,  
dribbling around boulders, consuming everything in its path.



DRAGON CHILD

5131    2

“This can’t be right.” Somehow, Seba’s whispered words 
were audible over the roar of the volcano. Roxanne looked 
at the princess, who was staring down at her hands. She was 
not terrified or horror-struck; she seemed merely confused. “I 
didn’t see this. We’re going to die.”

“Keriya . . .” Fletcher began weakly from Roxanne’s other 
side. The glow of the eruption was reflected in his wide, glassy 
eyes. “She needs us. We have to . . . to find a way . . .”

“We have to run.” Even as she said it, Roxanne knew in 
her heart that there would be no outrunning the leaking lava. 
They were too tired and weak, and the force of nature bearing 
down upon them was too great to be overcome by magic—or 
anything else, for that matter.

She reached out and took Fletcher’s hand, pulling him to 
his feet. Together they took a few unsteady steps. The force of 
another explosion slammed into Roxanne’s back, throwing her 
to her knees. Fletcher dropped to the ground beside her.

“Can’t your animals help?” he asked Roxanne. “What 
about the phoenix you met? He’s a fire wielder. You can call 
him. He’ll come.”

“I don’t think anyone’s coming to help us, Fletch,” she 
whispered. “Not this time.”

“But . . . it can’t end this way,” he argued. “Can’t you do 
something? Or you?” he added, looking at Seba.

Seba was frozen. She was staring at the glowing river of 
lava rolling toward them, shaking her head dazedly. Roxanne 
sent out one last, desperate telepathic message, though she 
knew no animals were within range. She tried to wield, but she 
was empty. She’d exhausted her source and there was nothing 
left inside her.

Seba was right.
They were going to die.
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Grouge was well aware he was a second-rate demon. He was 
least favored of the Master’s followers—not just because he was 
roundly incompetent, but because of his insubordination. He 
wasn’t worthy of the mercy the Master had shown him, and 
he deserved every punishment he received. He knew this. Yet 
despite that knowledge, his belly writhed with angry jealousy 
whenever he looked upon the Master’s newest recruit.

Dragons were supposed to be the enemy. The Master had 
hated them for ten ages and more. So why was this dragon 
suddenly the Shadow Lord’s prized possession? Tanthflame—
an unsavory human who’d called for the beast’s destruction 
countless times before—fawned over him now. The shadow-
beasts looked to the dragon as their leader, their most powerful 
weapon. Grouge seemed to be the only one who remembered 
that a few short weeks ago, Thorion Sveltorious had been their 
arch nemesis.

Grouge didn’t understand, so he tried not to think about it. 
The only problem was, he couldn’t not think about it. He was 
in the middle of a war, and he was suddenly fighting beside a 
creature he’d been taught to hate.

For the last week the Master’s army had besieged the 
stronghold of the resistance. Tanthflame’s war machines had 
ruined the city, but the rebels had responded by activating a 
magical shield. Since then it had fallen to the shadowtroops to 
do the fighting. 

“Look into the eyes of a man who has seen war,
and you will see hell refl ected back at you.”

~ Viran Kvlaudium, Twelfth Age

The Battlefield
chapter sixty
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On the second day of the attack, Grouge and the others 
had advanced upon Fyrxav in an effort to draw out defenders.  
The ploy had worked, but what none of the shadowbeasts 
had known was that Tanthflame had planted explosives in  
the ground beyond the city walls. When the Fironian forces  
had ridden out, the Commander-General had detonated the 
devices, killing hundreds of rebels—and thousands of shadow-
beasts. Grouge himself had only just escaped.

Following that, the rebels had retreated behind their force 
field and the Master’s army had made camp. Tanthflame and 
his humans relaxed in their tents and drafted propaganda to 
send to Noryk while the shadowtroops were forced to surround 
Fyrxav. Every so often Grouge and his fellows would surge  
forward, feeling the inescapable pull that meant the Master was 
compelling them to take action. They were always met with 
decisive retaliation. Fireballs rained down upon the demonic 
legions, decimating their forces.

Grouge didn’t even know what they were trying to accom-
plish. Nothing had been explained to him. Of course, ever since 
that fateful battle in the Galantasa, he’d lost the privilege of  
being in the Master’s confidence . . . but surely if he was being 
told to lay down his afterlife he ought to at least know what he 
was fighting for?

And the worst part of it all was the dragon. That damned 
dragon circled overhead, far out of range of the rebels’ attacks. 
At night he vanished, disappearing to safety while Grouge and 
the others stood watch. If he was so powerful, why wasn’t he 
being forced to fight?

The days dragged on and on. For every one of Grouge’s 
comrades who fell, another newly-risen recruit replaced them, 
so the tide of blackened bodies that crashed against the rebels’ 
walls was seemingly never-ending. A snippet of conversation 
between Tanthflame and his scouts summed up the situation 
for Grouge and confirmed his suspicions:

“Expendable pawns,” the Commander-General said as he 
rode past in a routine check on the troops. He glanced skyward 
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at the silhouetted shape of the dragon and added, “Even the 
best of them.”

At the beginning of his second life, Grouge had hated  
dragons just as passionately as the Master did. But this  
second life wasn’t what he’d hoped it would be. He’d assumed 
he would be resurrected, safe and whole, to continue on as if 
he had never died in the first place. The truth of the matter was 
vastly different. In fact, Grouge discovered on the fifth day  
of the siege that instead of hating dragons, he now hated  
Necrovar and His army. 

Perhaps this was due to the fact that he was on a mission 
that he knew would end up getting him killed.

He deserved this. He’d been treading on thin ice since he 
had fled the fight in the rainforest. He was being punished  
for disobeying orders and having treasonous thoughts. But  
really, enough was enough. Tanthflame was winning his war, 
everyone was happy, Grouge had done no wrong!

Perhaps, he thought to himself on the dawn of the seventh 
day, the wrong thing was trusting Necrovar.

He shouldn’t be thinking this way, for Necrovar could 
see every thought in his tiny brain. So when he felt a twisting  
sensation within him and an overpowering desire to run at 
Fyrxav once more, he assumed the Shadow was forcing him 
toward the enemy so that he would be destroyed.

He and his fellow shadowbeasts approached the sand-
stone walls at a gallop. Grouge saw animals colliding with the  
magical repelling barrier that surrounded the city and resigned 
himself to the fact that this might be the day his afterlife ended.

Then something miraculous happened. With a piercing cry, 
a shadowdrachvold spit acid at one of the towering pillars that 
loomed at intervals along the wall. It began to melt, and the 
air around it shimmered. Waves of energy radiated from the 
crumbling column like ripples on the surface of a pond, and 
the drachvold flew on, right through where the force field once 
had been.

The shift in the shadowbeast consciousness was uniform 
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and immediate. Every creature changed course, heading for 
the section of wall that was unprotected. A series of explosions 
came from the north. Tanthflame had opened fire with his  
cannons, and a barrage of concentrated blasts at the vulnerable 
spot caused an entire section of wall to collapse.

Jubilant howls and triumphant cries filled the air as 
Grouge’s comrades surged into the rebel city. Was this the end 
of the resistance? Was the battle over? He might yet survive!

But no . . . the real battle, it seemed, had only just begun.  
Fire streamed from the hole, incinerating the front line of  
demons. Grouge skidded to a halt. His barbed tail curled in  
terror between his back legs as a host of Fironians emerged 
onto the field. They burned and sliced their way through the  
shadowtroops, splitting Necrovar’s soulless legions as an ax 
might split wood, driving north toward the Imperial camp.

Thunder rumbled behind Grouge and he glanced back to 
see a contingent of mounted Imperials cantering out from their 
base. Tanthflame was finally sending in reinforcements. Grouge 
had a suspicion he would be safer if he stuck with Necrovar’s 
human warriors, so he wheeled around and made a beeline for 
the mortals.

No, wrong again. These soldiers were elite wielders, and 
they worked together in ways Grouge couldn’t comprehend. A 
wall of water rose out of nowhere in advance of the horsemen. 
Scores of demons were swept up in the spell, which was headed 
for the rebels.

Fire issued once more from the wall—this time it was a 
concentrated blast designed to counter the water. Flame and 
liquid met in a devastating collision, and the unfortunate  
shadowbeasts caught in the middle were destroyed upon  
impact. Steam bloomed from the crash, rolling across the dusty 
plain. The blast hit Grouge and he crouched low, whimpering 
in pain as his pitch-black hide blistered from the heat.

What followed was utter chaos. Demons broke rank and 
scattered. Those who had magical abilities did their utmost to 
defend themselves, but their power was nothing in the face 
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of the raging flames, the roiling earth, the savage winds, the  
relentless water. It reminded Grouge of that night so long ago, 
when he’d fled his master’s citadel and watched as his friends 
had been annihilated by incomprehensible otherworldly forces.

Much as he wanted to flee, he couldn’t. Necrovar owned 
him, and Necrovar wanted him to stay and fight. Caught  
between his own will and the will of the Shadow, Grouge  
remained frozen on the ground as the war raged around him. 
He watched the humans spill each others’ blood. This was also 
eerily reminiscent of the violence he’d witnessed in the Second 
Age, and it made him sick.

An odd sensation came upon him then. A tingling spread 
throughout his body just as an unnatural stillness crept 
across the field. Looking around, Grouge saw every fighting  
demon had frozen in place. Large or small, man or beast, they 
all had a wide-eyed expression of reverent anticipation fixed 
upon their faces.

Once the mortals noticed the eerie calm, the fight died 
down. Though they appeared to be winning, Tanthflame’s 
men withdrew to regroup. The rebels massed together, rallying  
around a cluster of uniformed officers. An awful, deafening  
silence descended.

Suddenly Grouge sensed it—a distant rumble not heard, 
but felt in his very bones. To the east, a red glow illuminated 
a mountain peak against the stormy sky. It was Mount Arax. 
Grouge had visited Arax often over the past decade—for it 
was the closest any shadowbeast could get to Necrovar in the  
Etherworld—and he’d been certain it was dormant. Yet clearly 
something big was happening there. It looked like the volcano 
was erupting.

Then a trumpeting roar split the air. Grouge’s hackles rose 
and he bared his black fangs. In the distance, a monstrous shape 
rose from Tanthflame’s camp on bat-like wings.

The dragon, king of shadowbeasts, had been called at last 
to fight.
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Keriya hadn’t been prepared for the eruption. It happened so 
fast; one moment the lava was blistering in its pit, the next it 
had been catapulted sky-high. Now the only place free of the 
deadly magma was around a pocket of brightness near the edge 
of the crater. Glowing threads of starlight pulsed out of it. This 
was the epicenter of the Rift—it had to be. So Keriya ran for it.

For a moment she was certain her doom was upon her. The 
sight of lava boiling toward her was nearly enough to make her 
falter; but she knew in this moment, hesitation would mean 
death. She closed her eyes and plunged headlong into the 
unearthly glow.

At once the heat vanished. Though she was running still, 
she was no longer getting any closer to the lava. In fact, the lava 
began ripping apart, shearing in two to reveal a dark chasm. 
Sparkling fibers crackled along the lines of the fracture. She was 
passing through the Rift.

A weightless sensation crept over her. She was floating.
And then she was falling.
As Keriya dropped into the magical abyss, her view of 

Selaras was swallowed by darkness. Bright strands of magic 
tore her sleeves as she hurtled through the space between 
universes. Her descent slowed as sparks snagged at her, 
cushioning her landing on an expanse of coarse black stone.

She staggered when she hit the ground and took her first 
stumbling steps in a different world. Part of her couldn’t 

“From darkness we are born, and into darkness we return.”
~ The Dragon Empress, in the Age before Ages

The Etherworld
chapter sixty-one



ELANA A. MUGDAN

5201    2

believe she’d actually succeeded in leaving Selaras. Perhaps she 
hadn’t. Perhaps she was dead. When she had died, she’d been 
surrounded by an empty void. This place had a similar feel to 
it. The only difference was that the floor was visible, as was 
the sinister swirling mist that was twisting around her ankles, 
whispering promises of torment.

“Hello?” she breathed, terrified that someone might  
respond.

Suddenly the darkness grew brighter. Sheets of red light 
streamed past her. Keriya turned and found herself facing 
the Rift, which was much more well-defined from this side. It 
stretched across the blackness before her, a serrated scar ringed 
by shining, tattered magicthreads. Selaras was visible through 
the rip. She could see the top of Mount Arax where lava was 
pooling at the edge of the volcanic crater. It began overspilling, 
sliding down the mountain in thick glowing strands.

Then her eyes caught movement on the slope. Her heart 
stopped—it was Fletcher! Roxanne was there too, as was . . . no, 
that couldn’t be right. Was that Sebaris Wavewould standing 
beside them? But that was impossible, wasn’t it?

Keriya didn’t know. Nothing seemed real anymore. She 
didn’t care why Seba was there; all that mattered was that her 
friends had survived. They were a few hundred heights down-
hill from the mouth of the crater, staring up— seemingly right 
at her. Then Keriya realized that they must have witnessed her 
walking toward the heart of the volcano. They must think she 
was dead.

“Fletcher, I’m alive! I’m alright,” she called, in a futile  
attempt to let them know she hadn’t run to her death—that she 
had, in fact, run into the Rift to save her life.

Then she realized, with a terrible jolt, that there was no way 
they could do the same. Arax was bleeding lava, and she was 
sure an even worse eruption was coming.

“Get out of there,” she shrieked, waving her arms madly. 
“Run!”

Too late. With a rumble that knocked Keriya off her feet, the 
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view of her world was obscured by a geyser of magma.
“NO!” She shoved herself up and ran at the Rift. It was 

stupid—it was, in essence, suicide—but her brain had stopped 
functioning properly. Her vision had stopped working proper-
ly, too. She could no longer see the fountains of red-hot liquid 
rock, she could only see that terrible image of her friends on the 
mountainside.

She tried to dive through the Rift, but she slammed into an 
invisible barrier and ricocheted off, toppling backwards.

Shaking her head to clear it, Keriya scrambled around. A 
vision of horror was unfolding in the space between the glow-
ing threads. Chunks of the volcano’s core careened skywards 
and trails of sluggish lava crawled toward Fletcher, Roxanne, 
and Seba. The three of them had been knocked flat by the force 
of the last explosion. They weren’t moving. They couldn’t even 
try to save themselves.

Fueled by impotent fury, Keriya crawled forward and beat 
her fists against the barrier. Her view of Selaras distorted around 
the places where she punched at the Rift, blurring the gruesome 
scene. The image of her world shimmered as she assaulted the 
portal, then it dimmed, and finally it vanished altogether.

Keriya knelt in the dark, hitting something she could not 
see, staring with haunted eyes upon something that was not 
there. She found she was weeping. Icy tears slid down her face. 
They froze when they touched the mist and shattered on the 
ground like crystals. With shaking hands, she brushed the wet-
ness from her cheeks.

It was only then that she noticed what had happened to her.
In place of her pale flesh there was translucent black skin. 

She unfolded her fists to discover her fingers were tipped with 
demonic claws. Those claws were covered in a dark liquid that 
looked unpleasantly like blood.

Keriya gazed down into her chest cavity and let out a cry. 
Shining purple veins twisted around her organs. Her heart was 
a magenta glob hammering a frenzied beat against her rib cage. 
And just below her heart was a tangled web of dark threads.
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“Why?” she whispered. “Why is that there?” With her 
bloodied claws she scratched at her sternum, trying to extricate 
the mass. She only succeeded in hurting herself.

A deep laugh sounded behind her and Keriya froze. She 
had known this moment was coming . . . but still she was not 
prepared for her first true sight of Necrovar.

She’d grown used to the idea of Necrovar as a malevolent 
shadow, the faceless, hooded thing she saw in her dreams. The 
reality of him was worse than she ever could have imagined. 
His features were framed by a pair of curved horns and pointed 
ears. Black flesh stretched tightly across his skull. Empty eye 
sockets leered at her, vacant save for two balls of sickly orange 
light which served as pupils. He had no lips—they had rotted 
off, leaving his skin curled over pointed fangs.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Keriya,” he said, spreading his 
hands in a gesture of welcome. “It took you rather longer to get 
here than I expected. I’d have thought a budding young hero 
such as yourself would have come directly upon learning you’d 
failed to defeat me.”

He was garbed in a simple dark tunic and leggings, and a 
scabbard hung at his side. A long cloak billowed after him as 
he approached, stirring the whispering fog. He smiled at her, 
splitting the parchment-thin flesh at the corners of his mouth to 
reveal pitted bone beneath. “You seem at a loss for words. Not 
uncomfortable, are you? Too cold?”

Keriya couldn’t speak. She was unable to do anything  
except move her head to watch as Necrovar paced in front of 
her. She wanted to close her eyes, to escape the horror of him, 
but she was mesmerized by his hideous visage.

“I see you’re disturbed by my appearance and your own.” 
She nodded, hating herself for doing so. “Your reaction to me  
is normal—what intrigues me is how frightened you are of 
yourself.”

“Why am I this way?” she asked in a shaking voice.
“The limbus is an odd place; especially here, at the cross-

roads between your world and mine. Here, on the threshold of 
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the Etherworld, spells unravel and threads change. What you 
are seeing now is the truth of who you really are.

“On the surface, there is the shroud of darkness cast over 
all humans, who cloak themselves in greed, anger, and hatred. 
Beneath your skin,” he went on, “we see your veins, through 
which flows the precious and potent power that forges your 
connection to the dragons. On your hands we see the blood of 
the late Thorion Sveltorious.”

Something within Keriya snapped. Necrovar had crossed 
a line. He’d rekindled the fire within her. With a shuddering 
growl, she shot up and ripped her sword from its sheath.

“Thorion’s death was not my fault,” she spat. “It was yours!”
“It wasn’t my fault you called him back to save you in the 

Galantrian Village,” he countered, all trace of geniality gone.
“You ordered Tanthflame to make that darksalm, you  

ordered him to set off that bomb!”
“To make a point that the Allentrian government does not 

have the best interests of its people at heart. And given where 
your government ended up—attacking one of its own states—I 
think it was a valid point to make.”

“The government would never have launched an attack 
against the Fironem if not for you! Tanthflame laid siege to  
Indrath Nazrith on your orders.”

“He’s simply quelling a rebellion before it has a chance to 
take root,” Necrovar rejoined.

“You won’t get away with this. When the Allentrians  
realize what’s really happening, they’re going to come fight 
you.”

He chuckled in the face of her wrath. “Of course they’re 
going to come; I practically invited them. Once I have the magic 
necessary to balance my soul, I will be able to step through the 
Rift. And I couldn’t have much of a grand return if none of my 
people were here to witness it.”

Keriya felt as though she were falling again. “It’s your fault, 
this war. You know it’s your fault, and you don’t have a shred 
of remorse or guilt.”
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Necrovar gave her a disinterested half-shrug. “Remorse is 
for mistakes and guilt is for wrongdoers. There’s nothing wrong 
with exposing a flaw in the system if you intend to implement 
a better one. I know you refuse to believe me, but I am trying to 
save the world. You’ve been making that job more difficult than 
it ought to be; but soon it will all be over.”

His flickering pupils moved to rest upon her sword,  
flaring with hunger. A fresh wave of fear surged through  
Keriya and she clung to the blade more tightly. It had protected 
her before; she must have faith in it now, for it was all she had 
left.

“Oh, how I pity you,” he continued in a low hiss, gliding 
closer. “You’ve been deceived and betrayed. I know how that 
feels. You fought your fate, and you fought valiantly. There 
were times when I thought you’d manage to ruin the plans I 
had so carefully put in place. But both you and that sword are 
here by my design. That weapon of evil—”

“It’s not evil, you’re evil! Just look at yourself—”
“Be silent,” he bellowed. “You know nothing of evil! I will 

show you evil.”
Necrovar bent and stirred the mists with one ghastly hand, 

drawing wispy strands into the air. He drew a shape with the 
foggy contrails, twirling his arm until the mist coalesced into a 
solid hovering oval. He waved a hand over the surface of the 
oval and it came to life, pulsing with the same horrible orange 
light of his eyes. He glanced back at Keriya to make sure she 
was paying attention, then snapped his clawed fingers.

An image phased into focus upon the circle in much the 
same way images had floated on the surface of Shivnath’s  
scrying spring. This vision was sharper than the ones Keriya 
had seen in the pool, and decidedly more sickening: it was the 
burning village of Sairal.

She gasped, shrinking away from the image and the  
memories it brought. With a snap of Necrovar’s fingers, Sairal 
faded and was replaced by an image of Effrax shooting the  
bogspectre through the eye. Keriya winced as the arrow pierced 
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the monster’s head and black blood spurted down its face.
Necrovar snapped once more and Keriya’s fight with the 

Border Patrol floated before her. Snap: Effrax again, tilting a 
small vial of liquid down the throat of an older man as he slept. 
Snap: a group of Imperials rounding up terrified people by the 
shore of a shimmering lake, herding them toward a prison-like 
building. Snap: a charred corpse nailed to a wooden post.

Snap. Snap. Snap. Image after image was presented to her, 
some so horrific it was all Keriya could do to keep herself from 
crying out.

Then . . . snap. An image that had been ripped directly from 
her own memory. A mob of angry men was chasing Keriya, 
Fletcher, and Roxanne into the mountains. That image broke 
her.

“Stop.” She bent over, drawing deep breaths through her 
nose, struggling to hang onto her sanity.

Necrovar came close and raised her chin with one of his 
long fingers. It was as cold as a glacier, and when he touched 
her she felt her insides move, writhing in a frenzied attempt to 
escape. “I am fighting the evil. What gives them the right to kill 
one another, to hurt the ones they love? What gives them the 
right to drive a poor, innocent child from her home?”

Keriya squeezed her eyes shut, wishing his awful face 
wasn’t so close.

“Evil is defined by what society views as detrimental to its 
core values. You’ve been deluded into believing you are on the 
side of goodness by creatures who have no conception of right 
and wrong. And how can they? They are mortal, selfish, and 
cruel.”

“You’re a liar,” she said, willing herself to believe it.
“Oh? Do I lie?” He was close enough now that his thin 

tongue flicked against her cheek when he spoke. “You tell me, 
have I shown you anything untrue? Every image I produced for 
you was a real event. Do you deny those people are evil?”

“Effrax isn’t evil,” she declared, though her innards  
shriveled again as she remembered accusing him of being  
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exactly that. She had been cruel; she had allowed her pain and 
anger to get the better of her. Would that end up being the last 
conversation they ever had?

Necrovar growled in frustration. Suddenly images flashed 
before her closed eyes, playing across the backs of her lids:  
Effrax shooting fire at a trio of men on a rocky hillside; Effrax 
abandoning Roxanne in the dungeons of Indrath Nazrith;  
Effrax creeping into a darkened room in the dead of night,  
crying over the lifeless body of a boy who shared his broad, 
handsome features; Effrax hurling flames upon Imperial 
Guards.

“So, Effrax Nameless isn’t evil? I’ve just proven you wrong. 
Would you like me to show you how corrupt the rest of your 
friends are? We could start with Roxanne, she’s a wicked girl. 
Or maybe Fletcher—he’s not nearly as innocent as you’d think. 
Or perhaps your beloved Max. You cannot imagine the scope of 
the terrible things Maxton Windharte has done.”

“They had excuses,” Keriya wailed, opening her eyes in 
the hope that she might escape whatever appalling visions the 
Shadow had in store for her next.

“Excuses for inflicting pain on other living beings? For  
lying and stealing? Or cheating? Or killing?”

“Everyone does some of those things. Do you think every 
single human is evil?” she challenged him. “Would you kill 
them all? Would you become a hypocrite to sanctify Allentria?”

“Would you?” he shot back venomously. “You want to save 
them from the evil you perceive in me, and what do you do? 
You inspire them to fight and kill.”

She was falling again. Her head was reeling from what 
she’d seen and her ears were ringing with Necrovar’s words. 
She had to resist him, had to build arguments against him. As 
was always the case, she thought of Shivnath to give herself 
strength.

“If it comes down to a choice between your evil and mine,” 
she said, remembering what the dragon god had told her so 
long ago, “let’s have the lesser of the two.”
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“Mine, then,” he said. “The one wherein I prevent them 
from war and murder. Are you willing to sacrifice peace and 
balance just so your people can have the illusion of freedom? 
Are you willing to buy it with the blood of those you love?”

Necrovar snapped at the misty oval again and a battlefield 
swam into view. Keriya recognized Indrath Nazrith—though it 
was battered and broken—and saw the craggy shape of Mount 
Arax in the far distance. A gruesome scarlet haze illuminated 
the mountaintop and she could just make out glowing tendrils 
of lava on its slope.

This image wasn’t a memory. It was a direct link to what 
was happening on Selaras.

“No . . . no, I don’t want to see this,” she whispered, backing 
away. It looked like a full-scale battle had broken out between 
the Imperials and the Fironians. Even more alarming was the fact 
that shadowbeasts were fighting, thousands of them. Demons  
swarmed across the field, some wielding necromagic, some 
simply sewing devastation with fangs, claws, and weapons.

The point of focus within the oval shifted, and the image 
changed. Suddenly Effrax appeared, running out of the main 
city gates at the head of a line of warriors. Keriya’s heart flut-
tered with an odd mixture of emotions. He was still alive!

“Push back their left flank,” he screamed. “Make sure they 
don’t breach the wall!”

The Fironians surged forward at his words, plunging into 
the battle. Out of the frenzied fray, three figures stopped to join 
the king. A strangled cry escaped Keriya as she spotted Max. 
The second figure was a tall woman, whom she recognized 
as Taeleia Alenciae—both from Fletcher’s descriptions, and 
from the fact that she’d actually met the elven lumina in Noryk  
almost a year ago. That meant the muscular man garbed in 
black was her advisor, Danisan. Keriya didn’t know the dark 
elf, but from the stories Fletcher had told of his travels, she felt 
as if she did.

Max and Taeleia joined Effrax, and together they fought. 
Max conjured an air spell and scattered a line of shadowbeasts. 
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Taeleia felled demons with a silver saber, moving with preter-
natural speed. Effrax led the charge, carving his way toward a 
tangle of mounted Imperials.

“Watch out,” Keriya shrieked, before she remembered 
that she was in another world and her friends couldn’t hear.  
Fortunately, Max wielded just in time to deflect a volley of  
flaming arrows that had been fired at him.

Keriya was so caught up in watching the prince that at first 
she didn’t notice when all the shadowbeasts grew still. Only 
when the stillness crept across the whole battlefield did she 
sense something was amiss. Effrax called to his men and the 
Fironian soldiers retreated to form protective ranks around 
their king.

“What’s happening?” he demanded. “Why’d the Imperials 
pull back?”

No one answered.
Then a bone-chilling roar shattered the silence. Keriya felt it 

echo in the hollow of her chest, and her whole body went numb. 
In the oval, Taeleia raised one long, clawed finger to point 

at something. The image in the misty shape shifted again, and 
now Tanthflame’s troops were visible. A shadowbeast lifted 
into the air behind the gray-clad soldiers. Part of Keriya had 
known this was coming, too, but she was just as unprepared for 
it as she’d been for seeing Necrovar.

Rising behind the Imperials, borne upwards on pitch-black 
wings, was Thorion.
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“Please Shivnath,” Keriya breathed, “don’t let this happen.”
Thorion tore through the sky, a streak of black lightning, 

and suddenly the fight was back on. A brutal cry rose from 
the Imperials as they pressed forward. The demons on the 
ground churned into motion, energized by the sight of the 
shadowdragon.

The Fironians, however, were shaken. Keriya saw the mili-
tia being forced back by the onslaught. Effrax held his position, 
watching Thorion with a vacant expression. Max, Taeleia, and 
Danisan stood frozen at his side. Together they gazed—with 
fear and sorrow—at the creature who had once been destined 
to save them all.

Thorion rose in dark glory, then folded his wings and 
dropped onto a group of retreating Fironians. They broke 
formation, scattering in mindless terror. It was slaughter; the 
ones who weren’t killed by shadowbeasts or Imperials were 
trampled by Thorion. He grabbed one soldier in his mouth, and 
with a vicious wrench he broke the man’s neck. Spitting out the 
man’s remnants, he puffed himself up and emitted a fiery blast 
of necromagic from between his fangs. His spell sliced across 
the battlefield, ripping through demons and mortals alike.

“How is he wielding fire?” said Effrax, gaping in 
dismay at the dragon. Thorion chose that moment to conjure a 
tide of blackened water before him, sweeping his enemies off 
their feet. “And water, too?”

“The most tragic truths you can e’er behold
Are stories unfi nished, and stories untold.”

~ Elven Funeral Rites

The End Of The Beginning
chapter sixty-two
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“He’s not the one wielding,” said Taeleia, her silver gaze 
filled with regret. “That is not truly Thorion, nor is it Thorion’s 
magic. It is Necrovar‘s. Necrovar feeds him power and controls 
him, just as he controls every other shadowbeast.” 

As if to emphasize this point, Thorion wielded earthmagic 
next. But it wasn’t earthmagic, of course—it was necromagic, 
foul, dark threads tainted by the Shadow’s touch. The dragon  
leapt up, curving in a sinuous arc over the metal tips of his 
enemies’ weapons, then landed on the ground. Waves of rip-
pling stone shot out from the point of impact, and as his spell 
spread, so a poisoned blackness spread across the ground, too. 
The spell unsettled ranks of approaching warriors and battered 
them against one another. They fell as the battlefield heaved 
beneath them, and Thorion charged into the wriggling mass 
without hesitation or mercy.

His black talons ripped at flesh, his black fangs snarled and 
snapped, inciting terror in some and murdering others. Rivers 
of ruby human blood scalloped across his lightless scales, giving  
him a gruesome shine. No one in the near vicinity wielded 
against him, for they were all scored in some way, bleeding too 
much to offer magical defense against him. 

Thorion kept his wings folded tight to his sides to protect 
their membranes, and used his lean, muscled tail as a means of 
bowling over soldiers who were trying to rise to their feet. They 
dropped and did not rise, for his hind legs clawed and kicked at 
the men on the ground.

More Fironians pushed toward him, seeking to meet him 
with weapons and fire alike, but the dragon was a force of  
nature. A blast of air, marked as a necromagical spell by an  
unearthly darkening of the atmosphere, radiated outwards 
from him. It countered a few fiery jets that had been aimed at 
him and knocked some men flat. Thorion opened his jaws wide, 
and his armored sides trembled as he let loose a terrible roar. 
Tongues of black fire followed in its wake, and those who did 
not flee before his might were charred to husks.

The image in Necrovar’s oval shifted and narrowed,  
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focusing on Effrax. As he watched Thorion decimate his forces, 
red-gold fires filled with life and energy burst to life around his 
fists. He raised them in the air like twin beacons.

“Fironians, to me,” he bellowed. “Hold the line!” Nearby 
soldiers rallied to his cry. Men stopped running and pivoted, 
regrouping around their king.

“Danisan,” Taeleia said solemnly, “we must take down the 
shadowdragon.”

A universe away, Keriya’s stomach gave a painful lurch.
Thorion, who was still wreaking havoc on the far side of 

the battlefield, raised his head. Despite the tumultuous chaos,  
Keriya was sure his sensitive ears had somehow picked up the 
elf’s words. He roared and leapt up, smashing past a line of  
halberdiers who’d exited Fyrxav through a crumbling section  
of its wall. Though they fell beneath his mighty paws, their 
weapons ripped at him, tearing the membranes of his wings as 
he pumped them to fly.

Keriya felt pain pass through her as if she were the one  
being torn apart. It certainly felt as though her heart were being 
ripped to shreds. She didn’t know who to root for. Thorion was 
a demon now, an agent of the Shadow—the most deadly agent 
there was.

But when she looked at him, all she could see was her little 
drackling.

He flapped his injured wings and gained altitude. Back on 
the ground, Effrax strung his bow. Many of the surrounding 
Fironians followed his lead. All their eyes were cast upwards, 
watching the unholy sight.

“Archers, loose on my command,” said Effrax. The men 
drew arrows and sighted on their target. High above, Thorion 
screeched and dove.

“Volley,” screamed Effrax, his voice breaking.
A dozen arrows flew. Effrax wielded, igniting them as they 

sped upwards to meet Thorion. He dodged a few, but four or 
five hit him, damaging his wings further, and one punctured the 
soft skin at the joint between his foreleg and chest. He dropped 
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another few heights in the air before leveling off, flying in a 
lopsided manner.

“Ready your bows,” Effrax called. The archers drew more 
arrows and prepared a second strike. Thorion countered before 
they had the chance to shoot. He banked sharply and spat a 
stream of necromagic at his attackers.

Half the group was hit, including Taeleia. Though her right 
arm was only grazed by the dark spell, that was enough. Her 
skin began bubbling where the necromagic touched her, and 
she dropped her weaponry with a cry.

Danisan was at her side in a heartbeat, catching her as she 
swayed on the spot. Taeleia’s arm looked like it was melting;  
her scales were peeling off and a dark rash was spreading across 
her flesh. The male elf hefted her effortlessly into his own arms 
and turned to Effrax. “She needs healing,” he grunted.

“Bring her to the city,” said Effrax, pointing somewhere 
Keriya couldn’t see, out of the scope of the image in the oval.

“No healing will help,” Taeleia wheezed, her eyelids  
fluttering. “Thorion holds the threads of the active spell . . .” 

Though Effrax looked confused, Max nodded and broke 
away from the group.

“Max,” Effrax began, but Max spoke over him.
“The only way to counter this spell is to destroy its  

wielder, but its wielder is a foe beyond all reckoning. You need 
war machines to take the dragon down; order your men to  
retreat into the walls.”

“What bloody good will that do now they’ve broken our 
shields? If you fight, we all fight,” Effrax growled. “Danisan, 
get Taeleia to safety. We’ll hold the line.” Danisan offered a curt 
nod and dashed away with his expiring lumina.

“You cannot destroy Thorion with mere archers,” Max told 
the Fironian.

“And you think you’ll last more than three seconds alone 
against him?” said Effrax, indicating the dragon swooping high 
overhead. Max didn’t respond, but when Effrax took a step  
forward he wielded an air shield, blocking the king from  
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proceeding. “What are you doing?”
Max’s blue eyes shone as he backed away. “Take shelter in 

Fyrxav and arm the ballistas in the towers. I’ll lead the ground 
troops in a distraction—then you fire on the dragon. You may 
have only one or two good shots before he turns on you, so 
make them count.”

Then he ran off toward the remnants of the Fironian  
halberdiers. Toward Thorion.

Toward his inevitable death.
“Find a way around this,” Effrax growled to his men, who 

scrabbled against the barrier to find the edge of the solidified 
air. Before they could make any progress, a dark mass crashed 
into them from behind. They were overwhelmed by a group of 
shadowbeasts, consumed by swarms of pitch-black creatures, 
trapped by the magical shield at their backs. Blood splattered 
against the invisible wall and dripped down in thick rivulets.

Keriya leaned over, bile rising in her throat. At the sound of 
a terrible screech, her head jerked up again.

The image had shifted once more, showing Thorion. He 
was circling above the battlefield, the blood of Allentrians—
possibly of Max, by now—streaming from his jaws. He puffed 
himself up, preparing to wield, but suddenly another volley of 
arrows assaulted him. These were no ordinary arrows, either: 
they were massive, with thick bolts and wide, serrated iron 
points. Fires sprang to life on their heads as they flew. A few 
glanced off Thorion’s armored stomach. One flaming projectile 
found its mark in the unprotected flap of skin between the base 
of his jaw and his throat.

He froze in midair. His wings stilled and his dark eyes  
widened in slight disbelief. He soared for a few moments before 
he dipped and began to fall toward the ground.

He never hit, because before he reached it he disintegrated 
into dust.

And Thorion Sveltorious was finally gone.
Necrovar waved his hand across the oval, and the sounds 

and images of war died away. He regarded Keriya as she shiv-
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ered before him, clutching her stomach, rocking back and forth.
“You killed them,” she said. “You killed all my friends.”
Necrovar tutted. “I didn’t force the Fironians to fight.  

I didn’t lure Fletcher and Roxanne up the side of an active  
volcano.”

A ragged sob tore itself from Keriya’s throat.
“You and I have both done evil things, my dear. Everyone 

has. For countless ages, humans have assumed that balance 
must be won through violence; but there are ways to restore 
the natural order that do not involve conflict. We don’t have to 
fight—we can end the war by working together.”

“I would never work with you.”
“Why not?”
It was such a simple, guileless question. Necrovar appeared 

genuinely interested in her answer, but Keriya refused to give 
him the satisfaction of a reply. The longer the silence stretched, 
the more disappointed he looked.

“You know,” he began, “we’re not so different, you and I. 
Each of us hates what we are. Together, we could change. We 
could be better. With our powers combined we could save the 
world, unite all tribes under one banner.” He reached out to her 
imploringly. 

“People despise us now, but think how they would love 
us when we are their saviors. We can bring balance at last. We 
could rule the universe! And you wouldn’t have to be alone 
anymore—I would guide you every step of the way.”

“But I wasn’t alone,” Keriya whispered slowly, as if she  
herself were only just realizing this fact. “I had people who 
loved me. And it’s your fault they’re gone.”

She was rejecting everything she’d been shown, ignoring it, 
repressing it so she could concentrate. She must remember her 
mission. Face Necrovar. Destroy him.

“I can tell from your savage thoughts that you are still not 
amenable to this concept. It’s a shame, it truly is; I’d rather 
hoped you’d have learned something since our meeting in the 
rainforest. Fortunately, I don’t need you to balance myself—I 
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only need that sword.”
“And you will never get it!”
Before Necrovar could respond, Keriya ran. She pelted 

through the empty expanse of the limbus, faster than she’d ever 
run before, clutching her weapon. Necrovar’s laughter wafted 
after her, echoing on her heels.

“You can’t escape me, Keriya. I’ve had ten ages to learn the 
rules of this place. Though the Etherworld is a prison, designed 
to prevent me from wielding, the limbus is less restrictive. 
I’ve walked the edge of reality and lived in the space between  
universes. I’m so familiar with the gray area that I’m able to 
control my environment with no more than the power of my 
thoughts.”

At his words, a labyrinth of black walls shot up from the 
ground. Keriya smacked into a barricade and barely had time 
to regain her balance before Necrovar was upon her, drawing 
his sword from its scabbard with enviable grace. Its blade had 
been fashioned out of some dark silver material. Its hilt was  
comprised of gleaming sable stone, carved with runes and  
inlaid with red gems.

“This is Nighttalon,” he said, pointing it at her as he  
advanced.

She swung her own sword with all her might. Even with 
the force she exerted, she couldn’t manage to make Necrovar’s 
weapon—Nighttalon—waver from its path.

“It is a marvel of the old world,” he boasted. “Forged in 
dragonfire, enchanted to remain eternally sharp, and blessed by 
an oracle who foretold that it would be invincible.”

Keriya’s pathetic sword could never stand against such a 
magnificent blade. But she had to try, for the sake of her friends, 
each of whom had fallen in battle. That was all she had left to 
fight for: their memories. Necrovar had been right—she was evil 
for leading them to their deaths—and the fact that he’d been 
right about her caused her to burn with hatred.

She lashed at Nighttalon again. Necrovar disengaged, and 
Keriya scampered around the corner of the nearest wall to give 
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herself time to plan her next move. But she had never been a 
planner—she was a doer, and there was nothing she could do. 
Now it was a sword fight, and she knew nothing about swords. 
Yet her sword was special. It was magic. She had beaten him 
with it once, so it stood to reason she could do it again.

Gritting her teeth with resolve, she wheeled around to 
meet Necrovar, who had followed. He cut at her, but this time 
her arms held fast against him—whether that was due to the 
sword’s strange power or strength she’d dredged up from with-
in herself, she didn’t know.

Keriya managed to fend off a couple biting blows from 
Nighttalon, but as she retreated from the onslaught she tripped 
over her own feet and fell.

Shivnath, Keriya thought desperately as she raised her arms 
to defend herself, I need your powers! I need them now!

Too late. With a metallic flash, the sword was knocked from 
her grip. It spun away on the dark floor, bounded off one of the 
stone walls, and skittered back toward her, coming to rest just 
out of her reach. She looked up into Necrovar’s pitiless eyes. He 
smiled as his sword came to rest over her heart.

“Shivnath said your magic would be veiled until the right 
moment, and then it would be gone forever—do I have the right 
of it?”

Keriya’s gut clenched—how could he know such a thing? 
Then she realized Necrovar was siphoning information from 
her. He was delving into her mind, pulling out memories.

“Yes,” he hissed, “always clever, our Shivnath. Always 
scheming. She didn’t lie to you, but neither did she tell you the 
truth. At least this time, her scheming worked in my favor. She 
has made it sickeningly easy for me to take what I want from 
you.” His flesh tore along the seams of his mouth and nose as 
his lips twisted in a sinister sneer. “Remember, Keriya: never 
trust a dragon.”

She hated that he could see into her mind. She wished she 
could master her thoughts and shut him out. She latched onto 
her memories of Shivnath, trying to leach more strength from 
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them. Every word Shivnath had ever spoken to her. Every 
promise the god had ever made. Every reassurance the emerald 
dragon had ever uttered.

But they were all useless now, here, while Keriya was 
trapped in the limbus, at the mercy of the greatest mage who’d 
ever lived.

“I wonder if Shivnath knew what she was getting herself 
into when she sent you,” he mused. “Poor little dragon-child. 
You will die without knowing the proper way to swing a sword, 
or the touch of a man, or the truth of who you are. You had no 
idea what you were looking for . . . and now you’ll never find 
it.”

With that, he plunged Nighttalon into her chest.
Though she opened her mouth to scream, no sound  

escaped. She was lost in a world of agony and despair. She 
didn’t exist anymore, except as a mass of pain. She was barely 
aware of the blade coming free of her flesh with no blood on 
it. It hadn’t actually pierced her skin, yet she felt as though her 
body were on fire. She swayed on her knees, her breath coming 
in short gasps. Her lungs wouldn’t expand; they seemed to be 
filling with liquid. She was drowning in her own fear.

Necrovar knelt to stare at her. Her stomach turned over, her 
hands balled themselves into fists, her blood sat unmoving in 
her veins, stricken and cold. She blinked tears out of her eyes, 
red tears that hazed her vision. Was she crying blood?

Now icy blood was filling her mouth, too. She was  
choking, and her throat was burning, and her vision was  
failing, and her heart . . . Shivnath, let her heart beat! 

The Shadow Lord bent close, so close that the tips of their 
noses brushed each other, and whispered, “I’ve won.” Then he 
put his mouth over hers and kissed her.

Keriya could feel him sucking the life out of her. He would 
absorb her essence, everything she was, everything she ever 
would be. She was dying, but she would not be dead. She 
would have no soul, no spirit, no body that could die once he 
was done unraveling her.
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Her life-threads were ripped out, one by one, and drawn 
into Necrovar. The skin of her face drooped as it started to melt. 
Her shoulders sagged as her torso began collapsing in upon  
itself. Her fingers turned into dripping strands of flesh and 
bone, unable to hold themselves together any longer, for the 
finely-woven threads of her body were all coming undone.

Necrovar pulled more threads from her, and he began to 
glow with energy. As if through someone else’s eyes, Keriya 
watched him extend an arm and rake his hand through the air. 
His pointed claws rent the fabric of the space around them, 
creating deep, shimmering furrows that hovered in place. He 
clawed again, and the furrows widened.

Even through her blood-haze, her blinding anguish and 
panic, Keriya recognized the telltale markers of the Rift. He was 
tearing apart the threads that held him prisoner. He was using 
Keriya’s energy—her life, her soul—to power his escape.

Words from Valerion’s prophecy echoed in her melting 
mind: The Shadow will rule.

It was over. Necrovar would return to Selaras in full glory 
while she would be reduced to a wisp of memory, a wisp that 
would fade like shadows fleeing the summer sun. Her name 
would live briefly on the lips of the people she had failed; then 
it too would vanish, like the condensation of the breaths which 
had uttered it into a cold, cruel universe.

The liquefied threads of her hand touched something solid, 
and with a pinching, prickling sensation they started to re-knit 
themselves. She grasped at what had saved her, recognizing 
the feel of her sword. The magic of the weapon counteracted  
Necrovar’s spell and forced the unstable threads of her arm 
to solidify. She felt her body returning to its proper shape and 
clutched the grime-encrusted hilt as if holding onto life itself.

She was ripping apart at the seams: the sword was willing 
her life-threads to return to their proper places, but Necrovar 
was trying to leach them out of her. Even with the protection of 
her weapon’s magic, she would not survive this.

But now there was another sensation within her. It was  
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a bursting, crackling energy, an energy that was deadly yet 
comforting, alien yet familiar. 

Magic. Shivnath’s magic. 
Without questioning how or why, Keriya reached for it. 

There was an explosion which rivaled the eruption of Mount 
Arax. Necrovar broke away from her, snarling and shielding his 
eyes against the unexpected light.

Power pulsed through Keriya. She had never thought she’d 
feel this again, this intoxicating sense of invincibility. It con-
sumed her, as it had when she’d first fought the Shadow, and 
when she’d summoned Thorion, and when Shivnath had bent 
the rules of the universe and given her the gift of magic.

She rose on shaking limbs that barely managed to recon-
stitute themselves in time to support her, and ran once more. 
Running was foolish, she knew, for she couldn’t hope to outrun 
Necrovar in her current condition. So she did the only thing 
she could think of, and the dove through the section of the Rift 
which he’d torn open mere moments before.

Brightness, then darkness, then brightness again. Heat  
enveloped her, and she realized that in fleeing back to Selaras, 
she was fleeing to a fiery death atop Mount Arax.

With the last of her strength, she raised her sword. She 
wasn’t sure what she was doing, but something within her 
knew how to do it. And that was enough. Magic filled her to the 
brim, making her feel, for an instant, as vast as eternity.

Then she was small and insignificant again, and she was 
elsewhere. 

The sky opened with a thunderclap and light poured 
out around her. Keriya found herself stranded amongst the 
clouds. She floated weightlessly for a moment before she fell,  
hurtling toward a grassy plain far below. She was going too 
fast. The impact would kill her.

Like a living thing, the light reached out and held her,  
slowing her descent. Her body jerked as she came to a halt. She 
hung in midair a few heights from the ground, still desperately 
clinging to her sword. 
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The brightness faded and she dropped into a patch of sere, 
yellowing grass. She lay battered and bruised and empty once 
more, devoid of power, bereft of magic. Had Shivnath stepped 
in to save her, or had she saved herself? Was she actually safe? 
Where was Necrovar? He had torn his way through the Rift, 
hadn’t he? Surely he would be after her any moment now . . .

It seemed the threads of her brain, which the Shadow had 
started to unravel, had not yet re-woven themselves. Actually, 
it seemed they were still unraveling, for the longer she lay there, 
the less she remembered. And the more she tried to remember, 
the more her memories slipped away. 

She’d been through an ordeal, but she couldn’t recall it. She 
was in pain, but she didn’t know why. And she was tired. So 
very tired . . .

She closed her eyes, and Keriya Soulstar slipped into a dark 
and dreamless sleep.

Far away in the city of Noryk, the bogspectre shuddered. 
Revur’s body was failing; the bogspectre had inhabited it for 
too long, and it was rotting away from the inside. The other 
flesh-rats hadn’t taken much notice—to them, the bogspectre’s 
stolen human form simply appeared to be plagued by some 
terrible skin condition. They ignored Revur as he prowled the 
streets, hunting the Shadow’s servants.

The bogspectre had gained access to Noryk and had been 
using its mortal disguise to track down demons. But the dark 
energies in the city had recently lessened, then they’d dried up 
entirely. Thus, the bogspectre found itself trapped, pointlessly 
lost in a seething mass of mortals.

It was mad with grief and hunger. Something had collapsed 
in Revur’s chest—perhaps his rotting organs could no longer 
support their own weight—and this made it difficult for the 
bogspectre to move its human host around. It had been stalking 
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the outskirts of the metropolis, trying to find a weak point, a 
way to escape back into the wild, but all its attempts to sneak 
past the human guards had thus far been foiled.

Now it perceived a great swell of energy in the south and 
the east. The bogspectre froze, its eyes going wide. None of the 
flesh-rats paused in their work; they kept trudging along as if 
nothing had happened, as if the world hadn’t just changed irre-
vocably. But the bogspectre felt it. The fabric of the universe had 
wrinkled, tugging the bogspectre’s senses toward a black hole.

Necrovar had returned.
Wherever the Shadow Lord had been imprisoned, he’d  

finally broken free. The bogspectre could feel his darkness  
radiating outwards like heat waves from a fire. Magics that 
had been lost for a ten-age surged forth, saturating the air with  
invisible burning threads. Surely such an imbalance would  
destroy the bogspectre, the city, the entire world.

But catastrophe did not strike. The city did not crumble. 
The sky did not cave in upon the oblivious mortals racing hither 
and thither beneath it.

In the back of its mind, the bogspectre realized something 
must have happened that had made possible Necrovar’s return. 
The release of another magic that balanced the Shadow Lord’s 
power, perhaps; or something worse even than that.

The bogspectre ran toward a nearby pathway that was 
dark with soot and riddled with waste. It shed Revur’s body, 
squeezing itself out of his nostrils and ears and eye sockets. The  
human form crumpled beneath the bogspectre as it swirled 
in the air, weak with fear. The fear gave way to a rabid anger, 
which then faded to a muted hopelessness. No matter that the 
effects hadn’t been immediate and the humans hadn’t noticed a 
thing—the world as they knew it would soon be coming to an 
end. The Shadow Lord was back. 

And the bogspectre’s treasure was gone.
The bogspectre abandoned Revur’s corpse in the alley and 

drifted back out onto the main street. It twisted until its decayed 
threads became invisible. Clarity had settled into its festering 
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brain, a focused clarity born of passion and hatred. It must 
not be found by the Shadow Lord. It must flee while it had the 
chance. It must return to its home to hide.

It barely even remembered its home—it had lived in a 
mountain cave, hadn’t it? No, a desert . . . no, a forest. Yes. A 
rainforest. A rainforest glade spotted with sapphire pools and 
glazed with emerald moss.

“I will go back,” it rasped. 
So it turned away from any hope of finding its treasure, and 

began its arduous journey north.
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Epilogue

“I own your soul now.”
Necrovar’s words rang in Valerion’s ears and echoed in 

the gaping wound that had left no mark, but had maimed him 
nonetheless.

He was empty. He was nothing. He wasn’t sure how he was 
still alive. In fact, death would be a welcome alternative to this.

“You have no more magic,” the Shadow Lord continued. 
“You cannot fight me.” He grinned, splitting the too-tight skin 
stretched across his skull.

“I don’t need to fight. This war is over,” Valerion spat. He 
turned his back on Necrovar and left the obsidian throne room, 
its walls glittering with dark secrets.

Be careful. You still need to get out of here, he reminded him-
self. Speaking out like that hadn’t been wise, nor had it been 
wise to turn his back on his most deadly enemy. If Necrovar 
were to try to wield Valerion’s magic now, he would discover 
he had been cheated.

Valerion passed the demon manticore on his way out; their 
gazes met briefly before he was in the maze of corridors again. 
He drew Sethildras—now his only defense—from its scabbard, 
and felt a stirring within it. The other half of his soul yearned to 
return to its rightful place.

But that could never be.
The plan had worked, and what had been done could  

never be undone. Valerion had given Necrovar the portion of 
his magic that wasn’t hidden safely in the golden blade, and in 
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exchange, Necrovar had agreed to Valerion’s single demand.
When you die, I shall resurrect you—not as a demon, but as your 

own true self: that was the promise the Shadow had made him. 
He would die tonight, but he would return. Nor would he be 
brought back as one of the myriad mindless slaves Necrovar  
commanded. Per the agreement he’d made while selling his 
soul, he would be brought back as Valerion Nameless of the 
Unknown Lands, happy and whole.

Not whole, whispered a tiny, nagging voice in the back of his 
head. He tightened his grip on his sword and sped up, hurrying 
through the torchlit warren of corridors.

It took every ounce of Valerion’s skill to avoid the patrols 
roaming the halls. Luck was with him, and he found his way to 
a smaller exit that opened onto the eastern slope of Mount Arax. 
Outside, he tried reaching out to Exandrya telepathically. But of 
course he couldn’t, because he had no more magic.

Cursing under his breath and berating himself for his  
perennial inability to think things through, he threw caution to 
the winds and shouted aloud, “Exandrya! It is done.”

There was silence for a moment; then a cry reached him 
from above: “Valerion, take cover!”

Valerion looked up, scanning the skies. The heavens were 
clear—it seemed Exandrya had been busy destroying all the air 
patrol units while he’d been inside. Then, high overhead, two 
shapes careened into sight, hurtling out from behind the cliffs 
of the volcano.

Exandrya was locked in an aerial battle with a necrocrelai  
queen. Valerion recognized the born-demon as Ashétyn,  
second highest of the Severed Six. The gray dragon had gotten 
her wish: Necrovar had sent one of his most dangerous servants 
to fight her.

Valerion stared helplessly at the battling behemoths.  
Exandrya was blasting light every which way while Ashétyn 
cackled and dodged. Then the necrocrelai lashed out, sending 
a bolt of shadowy magic at the dragon. Exandrya took the full 
brunt of the deadly spell, but as she did so she whipped around, 
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smacking Ashétyn into the wall of the citadel with her tail.
At the force of the impact, Ashétyn went limp and fell, 

tumbling down to lie dazed on the ramparts. Exandrya took 
advantage of the momentary lapse in battle and dove toward 
Valerion.

“Leave,” he cried, waving her away. She might recover if 
she fled now, if she used all her power to heal herself. But she 
did not leave. In her eyes he saw her grief and sorrow, her rage 
and bloodlust, her desire to kill the demon queen who had  
taken the lives of so many during the course of the war— 
including Exandrya’s own bondmate.

Exandrya wielded a spell around him, and with a flash, 
Valerion found himself elsewhere for the third time that 
night. She’d sent him to the vast plain on the northern side of 
Shivnath’s Mountains. It was here where dwelt the Chardons, 
the gods with whom he’d made his pact.

He sank to his knees. “No more,” Valerion vowed, choking 
back sobs. Even a seasoned fighter like Exandrya was no match 
for Ashétyn; the demon’s spell had been a fatal one. “No more 
blood on my hands. This ends tonight!”

“Valerion of the Unknown Lands,” said a voice beside him. 
With a start, he turned to see the youngest Chardon, a slender  
nymph whose eyes were empty purple orbs. Her skin was 
stormcloud-gray, and her hair spilled out of her flesh like swirls 
of weightless white mist. 

When he’d first met her, back when he’d come begging for 
help in ending the Shadow War, she hadn’t worn any clothes, 
for all gods were secure in their perfection. Now a plain toga 
covered her willowy form—an oddly human affectation.

“You came,” she said, sounding surprised.
“I gave my word that I would,” he growled. “I will see my 

plan through.”
In another human gesture, the goddess stooped and  

offered him her hand. Still in shock, he took it. She was cold to 
the touch and her flesh was strangely soft and malleable, as if 
she were no more than a mass of fog that had grown solid. She 
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drew him to his feet and led him north.
Together they approached the Chardons’ home. It was a 

mountain whose three spiny peaks jutted up out of the endless 
desert. Valerion was sure he was the only human who knew 
where the guardians of changemagic lived, for no one in their 
right mind would stray this far into the wastes.

The moon watched intently as the god ushered Valerion 
into a grotto at the base of her mountain. There, lush plants 
throve in a state of perpetual bloom, and butterflies with  
sparkling wings drifted in lazy circles, never landing.

She settled Valerion on a mossy rock next to a patch of 
large toadstools. The other two Chardons joined her, appearing 
soundlessly out of thin air. Valerion might have been surprised 
by their sudden appearance, had he not been busy mourning 
Exandrya.

“I did not think you would return,” said the eldest Chardon. 
Both she and the middle sister were naked. Her skin was silver 
and her head was bald, smooth like a polished stone. Though 
her features and the shape of her purple eyes were like her 
youngest sister’s, the two could not have seemed more different  
to Valerion. Her gaze was hard and unforgiving—there was 
nothing remotely human about her.

“He gave his word that he would,” said the youngest  
Chardon, echoing Valerion’s explanation.

“The last time you were here, you asked for our help in 
ending the war,” said the eldest, focusing her attention on  
Valerion. “And we told you we needed something to balance 
the power we would exert to do such a thing.”

“What do you have to offer us?” said the middle Chardon, 
her watery purple eyes narrowing as she looked down upon 
him.

This was it. It had to be done so that Arisse would be safe; so 
that neither Exandrya’s death nor the countless others were in 
vain; so that Selaras would finally be free of the Shadow. 

Valerion slid off the boulder and stood. Even now, empty 
and crippled, it was hard to say. “To balance the power you will 
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wield against Necrovar, I offer you . . . my soul.”
“So, this is what you planned.” The youngest Chardon’s 

voice was soft and unreadable, unlike her sisters’ harsh tones. 
“May I ask what drove you to this decision?”

“My motives are my own,” he said. “What does it matter if 
I die, so long as I save the world?”

“There are some in that world who believe it matters  
greatly.” The Chardon changed. First she was a tree with dying 
leaves, then she was a huge snake, and the next moment she 
was a goddess again, calm and cool and perfectly in control.

The eldest Chardon glanced at her siblings, and Valerion 
got the sense they were communicating telepathically.

“It has been decided,” she said at length. “We accept your 
offering.”

The four of them were suddenly standing outside. The 
change was so abrupt as to be disorienting, and Valerion nearly  
lost his footing as he turned, gazing around. Surrounding him 
on the desert plain were all the gods of the world. Even he, who 
had stood before chieftains and dragons and the Shadow Lord  
himself, was struck dumb by the sight.

A hundred pairs of purple eyes gazed upon him and he felt 
small, insignificant, and sorely afraid. He recognized some of 
the creatures from legends and lore: there was Ra, the wyvern-
god of Jidaeln, and there was Kraken, the guardian of pure  
Watermagic.

“Let it be known from this day forth,” said a sonorous 
voice, “that this mortal came to us of his own free will and  
beseeched us for help in ending the war; that we act not of our 
own volition, but on behalf of the world we guard and serve; 
that we wield not our own magic, but the magic of Valerion 
Equilumos, who has offered his soul to balance the power we 
must exert against Necrovar.”

Valerion knew that voice, and he sought to find its  
owner. She wasn’t hard to spot; she lurked toward the back of 
the crowd, partially hidden by her brethren, but the gravity of 
her sable eyes drew his gaze like two black holes drawing and 
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devouring light. Shivnath was a god amongst gods, for even set 
beside the most powerful creatures in the universe she stood 
out, fearsome and beautiful.

“Equilumos?” he whispered, frowning at Shivnath. He was 
sure she heard him, for some hidden emotion flickered on her 
noble face; but beyond that, she made no response.

For as long as he could remember, he had just been plain 
Valerion. His full title was Valerion Nameless of the Unknown 
Lands, for he couldn’t recall his origins and he had no family; 
some called him Commander Valerion, due to his work in lead-
ing the mortal races of Selaras against the Shadow; his beloved 
Arisse affectionately called him ‘soul-star’; but he’d never had a 
tribal surname. Shivnath must have made a mistake. 

“That’s not my name,” he said more loudly. “Is it?”
His cry went unheeded, for at that moment the Chardons 

began wielding. A fierce wind picked up, drowning Valerion’s 
words. The sisters morphed together, their bodies distorting 
and melding into one massive entity. The wind sharpened,  
seizing the sand and tossing it upward in such a thick cloud that 
it blotted out the light of the moon.

“Valerion, are you ready?” the Chardon-creature asked. 
A rumble shook the earth. Clouds formed above the pillar of 
swirling sand and air. Lightning struck at Valerion’s feet and a 
fire sprang to life.

“Yes,” he said, drawing his sword from its sheath one final 
time. He and his soul were yet entangled, connected by some 
inexplicable quantum-magical power. While he lived, so did his 
light—and vice versa.

So, he wondered with a detached curiosity, what happens 
next?

Spectral, immaterial talons brushed his body, looking for a 
suitable place to begin unraveling him. The talons found what 
they sought, and Valerion felt them pierce his chest without 
breaking his skin, digging toward his heart.

He gritted his teeth against the agony as the talons pulled 
a life-thread from him. That thread left grudgingly, but once it 
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had gone, others followed more freely. The Chardons tugged 
threads from his flesh, and dragged strands of light from 
his sword. The metal burned against his skin, but that was 
nothing, nothing compared to the searing, ripping pain that  
ravaged his body as he was literally torn apart.

The Chardons were converting his threads into energy 
they could wield against Necrovar. With a resounding CRACK, 
a shockwave burst out of him. It fractured the desert and the 
ground crumbled away, leaving a crater beneath his feet.  
Valerion didn’t fall; he was held aloft by the power of the spell. 
High above, the shockwave sliced through the heavens, collid-
ing with the moon, shattering it.

That was the last thing he saw before the spell unraveled 
his eyes. He didn’t bleed, because all the blood was sucked  
out of him. Eventually he stopped screaming, because the 
threads of his throat, vocal cords, mouth, and tongue came  
undone. Shortly thereafter he stopped thinking, because his 
brain disintegrated.

Then everything was nothing.
It was gone. He was gone.

Yet, he wasn’t. Not really.

What was he, if he was not alive and if he had no soul? He 
supposed Necrovar’s power had taken over and was prevent-
ing him from simply ceasing to exist.

He was correct. He felt threads returning to him from the 
ends of the universe, wrapping themselves around the tiny 
mass of necromagic which now constituted his entire being. 
They wove into a strange shape: a body that was unfamiliar, 
yet which somehow seemed . . . right. Threads knit together to 
reform the brain that had been destroyed to save Selaras—but 
they were not his original life-threads, so they held none of his  
memories.
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Then there was a spark. A heartbeat. A flutter of eyelids. 
Blood began to flow through his veins. He became aware that 
he was lying on something soft.

He felt his body again, and some primal sense told him that 
he was his own, true self. A smile touched his reconstructed lips 
and he opened his eyes.

The world was beautiful. The sky overhead was clear and 
blue, the grass beneath his paws was fresh and green. And 
there, waiting for him, was Arisse.

He blinked. How had he known that? He had lost all his 
memories, but something within him recognized her and called 
her name.

“Arisse?” he said shakily. He was unaccustomed to speak-
ing with this strange new tongue.

Arisse’s eyes brimmed with tears as he pushed himself up 
on four scaly limbs. “Yes, my darling soul-star. I’m here.”

“Where are we?” he wanted to know, experimentally 
stretching the muscled wings that sprouted from his back.

“We are together, and you are home,” she told him.
“How did I get here?”
“A miracle beyond comprehension. I do not know how, but 

you promised you would return to me and you have done it.” 
“Arisse . . . ?”
“Yes?”
“Who am I?” he asked, shocked that he did not know. She 

smiled sadly.
“You are Valerion Equilumos,” she said, pride shining in 

her voice. “You are the hero of Selaras, the bravest of dragons, 
the love of my life . . . and the father of our child.”

END OF BOOK II
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Glossary &
Pronunciations

Aeria (AIR-ee-uh):
A country on the north side of Shivnath’s mountains, and childhood home to 
Keriya, Fletcher and Roxanne. Believed by Allentrians to be only a myth.

Aldelphia (all-DELL-fee-uh) Alderwood:
Empress of Allentria, a position widely considered to be the most powerful in 
the world. She is also the Head of the Council of Nine.

Alderevas (al-DARE-eh-vass):
A magical stimulant derived from a plant bearing the same name. It greatly 
increases a wielder’s power for a short period of time.

Allentria (uh-LEN-tree-uh):
A large continent surrounded by water, divided into four different kingdoms 
that operate together under common imperial law.

Argos Moor:
The tallest mountain in Allentria, and home to Shivnath. Part of the mountain 
range that separates Aeria from Allentria.

Binding laws, the:
A set of magical laws that all gods must adhere to. These laws are designed to 
limit and contain the gods’ powers to prevent them from being misused.

Bogspectre:
An infamous monster who can possess people, absorb their souls, and rot their 
bodies away from the inside.

Brother Azrin:
A monk of the Valaani Order who helps Roxanne and Effrax cross the Fironem.

Cezon (SEZ-on) Skyriver:
The first Allentrian that Keriya, Fletcher, and Roxanne ever met. Now an agent 
of the Erastatian Border Patrol.

Chardons (SHAR-dons), the:
The guardians of pure Changemagic; a trio of gods who Valerion Equilumos 
beseeched to end the Great War.

Council of Nine, the:
An advisory body representing the nine wielding races of the Allentrian Empire 
and headed up by Empress Aldelphia.
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Danisan (DAN-ih-sahn) Carvaziae (car-VAH-zee-aye):
Bodyguard, advisor, and loyal servant to Taeleia Alenciae.

Darksalm:
A toxic and deadly substance, the main ingredients of which are dragon blood 
and necromagic. It can burrow into the magicsource of any mortal creature it 
touches, killing them slowly and sealing their soul to Necrovar after they die.

Derlei (DARE-lay):
The basic monetary unit of Allentria.

Drachvold (DRACK-vold):
A dangerous predator that uses its stomach acid to melt prey before ingesting 
its meals.

Drackling:
A generic term for a young dragon.

Effrax (EFF-racks) Nameless:
A Fironian who joins Keriya on her quest to find the last dragon, and bastard 
son of the Fironian king.

Elvinthrane:
The sole fully-elven settlement in the Allentrian Empire. Home to the elven 
palace and the Diamond Throne, ruling seat of the lumina.

Endred (EN-dread) Faerburn:
One of Cezon Skyriver’s steadfast companions who oftentimes acts as his moral 
compass.

Erastate (EHR-uh-state), the:
The western kingdom of Allentria, home to the empire’s air wielders.

Etherworld, the:
A parallel dimension created by the gods at the end of the Great War to impris-
on Necrovar and his followers. For the sake of the magical balance, the dragons 
were also imprisoned in the Etherworld.

Evasdrin (AY-vas-drin):
A poisonous liquid, derived from an herb bearing the same name, that renders 
wielders incapable of using their magic.

Exandrya (ex-AN-dree-ah) Lumenarion:
A dragon who lived during the Second Age. Friend to Valerion Equilumos.

Exorcism:
A dangerous spell that separates part or all of one’s soul from one’s body.

Fironem (FEAR-oh-nem), the:
The southern kingdom of Allentria, home to the empire’s fire wielders.
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Fletcher Earengale (AIR-in-gale):
Keriya’s best friend. An Aerian native who accompanies Keriya on her journey 
across Allentria.

Foresight:
Term for a timemagic spell wherein the wielder either willingly or unwillingly 
beholds a vision of the future.

Fyrxav (FEARK-sahv):
Capital city of the Fironem, and home to the Fironian Palace.

Galantasa (GAL-an-TAH-sah), the:
The northern kingdom of Allentria, home to the empire’s water wielders.

Gohrbryn (GORE-brin) Tanthflame:
Commander-General of the Imperial Guard of Allentria. Loyal servant of 
Necrovar.

Great War, the:
The first war fought against Necrovar in the Second Age, approximately 7,000 
years ago.

Grouge (rhymes with “rouge”):
A demon who lived during the time of the Great War, who served Necrovar.

G’shídrian (guh-SHE-dree-an):
Phoenix representative in the Council of Nine. A powerful and intelligent fire 
wielder who aids Roxanne in her quest.

Helkryvt (HEL-krift):
The human who offered his body as a vessel for Necrovar in the Second Age. 
He fused with the Shadow and became the most powerful wielder to ever live.

Iako (YAH-ko) Blackwater:
A member of Cezon Skyriver’s band of criminals.

Illistriel (e-LISS-tree-el) Alenciae (uh-LEN-see-aye):
Lumina-regent of the Allentrian elves. Currently ruling as steward for her 
daughter, Taeleia, in the city of Elvinthrane.

Imperial Guard, the:
Elite and powerful soldiers employed by the Imperial government, whose job it 
is to protect Allentrian citizens and keep the peace.

Irongarde:
A mining city located in the middle of the Galantrian rainforest.

Keriya (CARE-ee-uh) Soulstar:
A young girl with no magic powers of her own; an Aerian native, she is chosen 
by Shivnath to journey to Allentria to face Necrovar.
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Limbus, the:
An enigmatic and indefinable dimension that one must pass through to move 
between universes.

Magicsource:
The source of a person’s magical power, oftentimes referred to as “the soul.”

Magicthread:
Term used colloquially to refer to molecules of magic, and scientifically to refer 
to a long, cohesive strand of magic molecules, which wielders use to manipulate 
or create elements in the world around them.

Maxton Windharte:
Prince of the Erastate, heir to the Cloud Throne, and an expert on the subject of 
dragons and the rheenarae. Helps Keriya on her quest to cure Thorion.

Mindspeak:
To telepathically communicate with another living creature.

Mount Arax:
Tallest mountain in the Fironem, and home to Necrovar’s citadel during the 
Second Age.

Naero (nigh-AIR-oh):
The Allentrian guardian of airmagic, and god of the Erastate. Has the form of a 
great white griffin.

Necromagic:
Term used to denote any type of magic that has been tainted by Necrovar’s 
touch. Tainted magicthreads turn pitch-black, making them easy to identify.

Necrovar (NECK-row-var):
The physical embodiment of dark energy. After bonding with a human host it 
gained the ability to wield, and nearly took over the world in the Second Age.

Noryk (NOHR-ick):
The Imperial City, and capital of Allentria.

Rheenar (REE-nar):
The draconic word for ‘speaker.’ Plural rheenarae.

Rift, the:
The tear in the magicthreads that divide the Etherworld from Selaras.

Roxanne Fleuridae (FLUE-rih-dye):
An Aerian girl who accompanies Keriya on her journey across Allentria, and a 
very powerful earth wielder who has the ability to communicate with animals.

Sairal (sigh-RAHL):
A small and secluded village in the western Galantasa.
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Sebaris (say-BAH-riss) / Seba (SAY-ba) Wavewould:
Princess of the Galantasa; Eldest of House Ishira, the reigning royal family; and 
heir to the Coral Throne.

Selaras (seh-LAH-ris):
The human term for the planet; the world. 

Shadowbeast(s):
Necrovar’s demonic minions, who he raises from the dead after they give him 
their souls in exchange for a second chance at life.

Shivnath (SHIV-nath):
The Allentrian guardian of earthmagic, and god of the Smarlands. Has the form 
of a great green dragon with pitch-black eyes.

Smarlands (SMAR-lands), the:
The eastern kingdom of Allentria, and home to the empire’s earth wielders.

Taeleia (TIE-lay-ah) Alenciae (uh-LEN-see-aye):
Representative of the Delegation of the Elves in the Allentrian Council of Nine, 
and rightful ruler of the Allentrian elves.

Thorion (THOR-ee-on) Sveltorious (svel-TOR-ee-us):
A young, bronze-scaled dragon who is summoned from the Etherworld by Ker-
iya, and who ultimately forms a magical bond with her.

Uhs:
A legendary healer. He has the appearance of a lion when the Oldmoon is full, 
and the appearance of a human male when the Oldmoon is new.

Valaan (vah-LAHN):
The Allentrian guardian of firemagic, and god of the Fironem. Has the form of 
a great phoenix bird whose fires never burn out.

Valerion (vah-LEHR-ee-on) Equilumos (eh-QUI-loo-mus):
Widely regarded as the greatest hero ever to have lived. A warrior from the 
Second Age who sought to defeat Necrovar and end the Great War by offering 
his soul to the gods of Selaras. Born a dragon.

Wavewalker, Mertos:
King of the Galantasa, and representative of human water wielders in the Allen-
trian Council of Nine. Father of Sebaris Wavewould.

Windscoure, Harvim:
King of the Erastate, and representative of human air wielders in the Allentrian 
Council of Nine. Father of Maxton Windharte.

Zumarra (zoo-MAH-rah):
The Allentrian guardian of watermagic, and god of the Galantasa. Has the form 
of a great blue sea serpent.
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If you liked Dragon Child, please consider leaving us a review 
on Barnes & Noble, Goodreads, or Amazon!

And don’t miss

Dragon Blood

Book III of The Shadow War Saga
by Elana A. Mugdan

Keriya Soulstar awakens on the other side of the world, far 
from Allentria, far from the dragon god Shivnath, far from  
everyone she’s ever known and loved. She can’t quite remem-
ber what happened during her final battle with Necrovar, and 
she doesn’t want to. Besides, she’s comfortable in Jidaeln, a  

foreign country where no one wields magic. She fits right in.

But Keriya knows she can’t hide forever. With her sword—the 
only reminder of her troubled past—she ventures to a school 
where she can train with military masters to learn the arts  
of battle. Under the tutelage of Ansai Viran, the leader of the 
academy, she takes her first step in becoming a warrior who can 

finally defeat the Shadow.

She will return to Allentria and finish what she started . . . 
or she’ll die trying.

On Sale Spring 2020!


