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      Merglan slammed his gloved fist onto the oak table, cracking it in two. The magic within him gave him strength that surpassed his tall and slender appearance. Blinding rage pressed against him like a wall of overflowing water against floodgates. His vision blurred around the edges as he shook with fury. Clenching his fists, he tried to regain control of himself. As he fought his blurring vision, he vaguely saw the three sorcerers step away from him.

      He spoke through the clouding anger that nearly consumed him, “I need access to the true source. Now!”

      Fealthingar, one of the silver-haired elves he’d freed from the Cedarbridge prison, stood tall in his attempts control his trembling in Merglan’s presence. He answered, “The key is in the heart of the city; that is all we know.”

      Merglan had now smothered his rage enough to see clearly. Lifting his gaze to meet the eyes of his new servants, he said through clenched teeth, “Not good enough.”

      “I can feel it,” Hawth urged, joining his fellow sorcerer’s side and backing his statement with fervor. “It’s here my Lord.”

      Reaching under the High Council’s table and channeling a pulse of power into this arm, Merglan lifted the table, throwing it across the room at them. The two sorcerers raised their defense, but it was Glanthor who deflected the table, sending it crashing against the tree’s side wall. The third sorcerer strolled toward Merglan with a fury to match the Dark Lord’s and shouted, “Don’t treat my riders like they’re incompetent. We have fought far worse than…” Before he could complete his threat, their commander’s voice was replaced with choking gurgles.

      Merglan used magic to grab the dragonrider by the throat. He lifted the commander off the floor and eyed the elf with disdain. His gaze darted to the other two, who shifted uneasily before him. Releasing his victim, Merglan dropped Glanthor to the floor. “I can’t waste any more time trying to unlock this city’s magic. I need it if we’re going to bend this world to my knees.” He stepped closer to Glanthor, who scooted on his rear back toward his fellow elf riders. “I didn’t ask you where you thought the true source was: I already know that. What I need is to unlock it so that I can access the pure magic within.”

      Fealthingar and Hawth helped Glanthor to his feet. Hawth asked, “Then why order us here? You know we can’t access the true source. If we could, we would’ve been locked away.”

      Merglan rubbed his gloved hand over his forehead, massaging his aged skin. “I need you three to do something else for me, something that will provide me with enough energy to blow a hole right through the barriers surrounding it.”

      “You think you can do that?” Fealthingar asked, sounding hopeful.

      Merglan glared at him and he startled. “Here’s what I need you three to do…”
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      Smoldering remnants from the battlefield swirled through the air causing Anders’ concentration to lapse momentarily. The acrid scent summoned clear visuals of Raffagaun and Zahara burning their enemies and charring away what Anders thought until moments ago was the last battle in this war. Through the bond he shared with his dragon, Zahara, Anders sensed that she, too, suddenly felt the terrible evil that appeared to be pushing so many dragons to flock on the horizon. He sensed her fear, the same fear he saw in her eyes when he’d met her for the first time, alone and on the run from Merglan’s expansion into the dragon homeland of Nagano.

      Why are they flying north? Anders asked, motioning through their thoughts to the swath of dragons flying over the mountains to the north.

      With her purple eyes fixed on the snowcapped peaks, Zahara answered, Whatever is displacing that many dragons can’t be good. I haven’t seen anything like this since I fled Nagano with my parents. Even then, the flock was much smaller. She paused, then added, It’s strange: when I see that many dragons flocking, my instincts tell me to join them.

      Could it be a migration? Anders asked, wondering whether dragons actually migrated.

      Before Zahara could respond, Tarron, the soul inside Lazuran’s crystal, answered, There has never been a dragon migration in Kartania. Dragons usually do not group up in such numbers to form a flock, but can do so if desperate or out of self-defense. Even in such rare circumstances they will travel to a safe location and remain there, which is not the same as a migration.

      Anders glanced down at his sword, a gift named Lazuran offered to Anders when its original dragonrider owner had been killed by Merglan. Strange as it may seem, Anders thought briefly, he had come to rely upon the advice of the soul, Tarron, who resided in a crystal in the sword’s pommel.

      After all, I’ve witnessed over the past six months, anything is possible, Anders said moving his gaze to Maija. She stood staring at the flock, a blank expression on her tan face, her long amber hair swirling in the wind. Anders could see that she was lost in conversation with Raffa. Is that what I look like when I’m talking to Zahara? he wondered.

      Your mindspeak face is much more absent, Tarron remarked, his witty voice barging into Anders’ thoughts.

      What do you know? Anders retorted. And I thought I told you to stay out of my thoughts.

      We should go ask where they’re going, Zahara interrupted.

      Not giving Tarron a chance to speak, Anders agreed, You’re right. If there’s something that’s happened in Nagano or the sanctuary in the Everlight Kingdom, we should know.

      Zahara nodded, Maija and Raffa should come with us. In case we need backup, she clarified.

      Anders touched on Maija’s mind, Zahara and I are going to see what’s got the dragons so spooked.

      Raffa is already on his way back from his hunt, Maija replied. We’ll be ready.

      After severing his connection with Maija, Anders noticed Kirsten jogging in from the battlefield. Slowing to a walk, she asked, pointing toward the mountains, “Have you seen that?”

      Anders nodded, “Maija and I are going to check it out. Can you help spread the word to be on guard? I know Merglan’s no longer a threat, but he might’ve had enough influence on the dragons in Nagano to cause trouble. I wouldn’t want everyone thinking all of the danger has passed only to have angry dragons descend on us.”

      Kirsten nodded, then added, “They still haven’t found the crystals.”

      “We’ll find them. Right now, I want people to be aware that there could be more action to come,” Anders said.

      Kirsten turned back to tell the others of their new priorities. Maija stepped over to Anders’ side while Raffa soared into view. She wondered aloud, “Do you think this is Kodoulen’s doing?”

      It hadn’t been long ago that Anders and Maija had escaped the threat of the aggressive leader of Nagano’s Collective of Free Dragons for Dragons, known as C.F.D.D. to dragons. They worried that Kodoulen was leading his band of dragons beyond their normal territory to the east.

      Shrugging, Anders replied, “Could be. He was coming after us; maybe he and his dragons realized that we slipped past them? With the elves busy locking Merglan away, cleaning up the kurr, and sorting out their unstable politics, it’s possible they could’ve let their guard down and allowed Kodoulen to cause a conflict.”

      “I thought the magic protecting the city didn’t allow anyone to enter if they meant harm?” Maija asked.

      Just then Raffa landed at Maija’s side. Preparing to ride, Anders answered, “I’m not exactly sure how the magic of Cedarbridge works, but something about all of this just doesn’t feel right. Stay alert when we approach.”

      Unsure what to expect from the dragons flying north, they climbed into their saddles and launched into flight. Rising from the charred patch of ground on the edge of the Bareback Plains, Anders saw the destruction from their battle in the light of day. The mix of autumn beauty rippling across the landscape marred by the blackened patch of grass near the forest’s edge stood as a bleak reminder of the horror that had ensued. Leveling out at elevation with the swath of dragons, Anders caught sight of the thunderhead still settled over the elves’ capital city.

      Zahara, I thought the storm over Cedarbridge had dissipated when we captured Merglan and Killdoor? he asked.

      It had, she confirmed, and he could feel her attention focusing on the distant bulge of dark gray billowing beyond the mountains.

      Anders’ thoughts drifted to the possibility that Merglan might have used them to gain entry into the protected city. He didn’t need to share words with Zahara, he could sense in her that they shared a fear of the same deception.

      Closing in on the last of the group of dragons, Anders connected to Maija’s thoughts again, Help me search for a dragon we may know among the group. They might be more inclined to tell us what’s happening.

      Will do, she confirmed.

      Hey, you’re getting better at that, he complimented her ability to speak with her mind.

      Thanks, but I am a quick learner, you know, she replied.

      Anders touched on the magic flowing through him and Zahara. Using its charge, he sent out his mind like a probe to see if he could make contact with one of the dragons. The group’s thoughts were like a room full of people shouting, making it difficult to discern what one individual was thinking. Anders contacted one and like a hush over a crowd, all of their defenses went up, walling him off.

      I should’ve known they might be spooked by an outsider, he thought to himself.

      Indeed, Tarron said, his smooth voice sounding as if he wanted to say I told you so, but he never did.

      You might’ve warned me, Anders said, irritated at the soul’s lack of communication.

      If I had, you still would’ve tried it. Nobody flies up on a mass of dragons this large without trying to say hello first, he replied smugly.

      How about from now on, you only talk when you have something useful to say, Anders said.

      Uh, that’s quite rude, Tarron said.

      As I said, something useful, Anders repeated.

      Fine, be a jerk. It’s just my luck to have been stuffed away in silence for centuries, being so close to many who would’ve given their right arm to even know I was there, but when I finally make contact, it’s with some young inexperienced buck who can’t begin to appreciate what I have to offer.

      Just stay out of my head for a while, okay? I can’t think when you’re commenting, Anders demanded. He didn’t hear Tarron respond and from the way Zahara shifted uncomfortably when she flew, he suspected Tarron had turned his attention on her.

      I can’t sense their thoughts, Maija said after several moments of silence. I think I’m doing it wrong.

      You’re not doing it wrong, Anders said. I tried to make contact, but I should’ve known they would shut us out at the first sign of an outsider.

      How are we going to talk to them? Maija asked.

      I guess we’re going to have to get close enough to speak over the wind to one of them.

      Is that a good idea?  she asked.

      We have no other choice unless we find one we already know. I don’t see Zahara’s parents or the dragons she was working with during her training at the grounds.

      I don’t see one either. I had no idea this many dragons were living in the elven kingdom.

      If that’s where they came from, Anders added. I’m going to try to get a little closer. Maybe I can separate one from the pack.

      Be careful, Anders, Maija warned.

      I will, he assured her.

      Anders and Zahara advanced toward the dragons, now just two mountain peaks ahead of them. As they neared, Anders noticed two dragons drop down from the pack. The black and the tan scaled dragons turned, flying directly beneath them. Trying to open a communication link, Anders attempted to speak with the two dragons through his mind. His heart jumped when they swerved upward, flying aggressively toward Zahara’s underside. Evasively she rolled sideways. Anders gripped the saddle horn, trying to avoid being thrown by the sudden movement. The magic in his saddle helped him stay seated when flying, but as he’d come to learn, a quick enough jerk could cause the bond to break.

      The black dragon sped past them, jaws snapping as he missed his mark. As the tan dragon followed close behind, Anders instinctively produced a barrier between Zahara and the dragon. The instant Anders felt the energy from his body create the protective layer around Zahara’s exposed underside, he felt its strength being tested. The impact from the tan dragon came almost as suddenly as the black dragon’s attack. Anders felt a combination of the jarring collision and an immediate strain on his physical energy from the dragon’s bite.

      The tan dragon carried them at an upward angle away from the others. Anders groaned as he held off the crushing weight of the dragon’s enormous jaws. His mouth was wide enough to fit Zahara’s entire midsection between his jaws. The only thing separating her from the dragon’s jagged teeth was Ander’s thin layer of magic. Its broad spread application used more energy than if he’d focused the magic on a smaller location.

      In the moments after impact, Anders gathered his awareness and shouted, “We’re friends! We come in peace!” His words didn’t slow the dragon’s assault, so he shouted again, “I just want to talk!” Anders wasn’t sure if it was out of anger or frustration, but he sent a pulse of energy down through to his shield barrier. He intended for the jolt to give him and Zahara a moment’s separation from their attacker, but the dragon’s head whipped back, stopping all of its upward momentum. The tan dragon began to fall back down toward the ground.

      Shoot, Anders cursed in his thoughts.

      Zahara regained her orientation in the air and turned around to chase after the unconscious dragon. Anders, why did you hit her so hard? Now the others will think we’re attacking them.

      I didn’t mean to, he said. While Zahara sped down to catch the falling dragon, Anders quickly scanned the sky for the black dragon, but didn’t see it anywhere. He caught a glimpse of Maija and Raffa desperately trying to catch up with them.

      Seeing the tan dragon’s wings wrapped around his body instead of cupping the air to slow its descent, Anders had an idea. Sharing his thoughts with Zahara, she dipped under the limp dragon’s body. Anders produced a shield of magic similar to that which he’d used before, but this time he cradled the unconscious dragon in it. While they maneuvered into position, a black shape whizzed past them from behind. Anders flinched but managed to secure himself under the falling dragon. Using all his strength from their combined power source, Anders pressed up on the massive creature’s body while Zahara beat her wings to slow the fall. Suddenly Anders saw the black dragon fly by again, but slower this time, observing what they were doing.

      What are you doing? the black dragon asked, his voice breaking into Anders and Zahara’s minds.

      We’re trying to save your friend! Anders shouted through his thoughts. Anders could tell the dragon wanted to fight but needed to help his friend first.

      With a growl the black dragon flew above them and said, Turn him face down.

      Anders used his magic to rotate the dragon to a natural flying position. Zahara continued to strain against the overwhelming weight. When the tan dragon was belly down, the black dragon carefully curled its claws around her wings, close to where they met her shoulders. When he took hold, Zahara managed to slow their rapid descent. Zahara and the black dragon worked to fly at an angle, still pitching down toward the mountains. Anders worked to spread the dragon’s weight out evenly, but the limp dragon’s back half kept dropping, causing more strain on Zahara.

      Anders! Maija called, finally catching up with them. Raffa and I can lift the back end.

      Then we’ll need to bring him down, gently. We can’t continue to fly like this, Anders responded. He felt a great amount of weight lifted again when Maija and Raffa came under the tan dragon’s back end.

      I see a flat spot on that mountain, the black dragon said.

      Not wanting to risk aggravating the situation, Anders decided not to scold the black dragon for attacking in the first place. He remained silent while they guided the unconscious dragon onto the low-angled slope.

      The moment the dark-scaled dragon released his grip, he snarled at them, Why did you help us?

      We didn’t come to fight, Zahara replied. We only came to see why so many of you were flying.

      You should know above all others why we were forced to leave our homes, the dragon growled.

      We mean you no harm, Anders said.

      You should know better than to sneak up on us after what’s happened.

      We tried to make contact, but you shut us out, and what do you mean ‘after what’s happened’? Zahara asked.

      The dragonrider has entered the elven capital. It was the last sanctuary for dragons like us who have felt his sting before.

      What dragonrider? Anders asked, fearing he knew the answer.

      The black dragon growled, The one you escorted into the city.

      We fought him and defeated him, Maija jumped in, defending Anders. He was captured and sent to prison.

      That’s not what happened, the black dragon snarled.

      She is telling the truth. We defeated the dragon known as Killdoor and his bonded rider, Zahara stated. He was restrained by the Norfolk rider Zorna and escorted to the elven prison with their king. We set out to stop the false rider controlled by Merglan’s magic from destroying other loved ones.

      You may have thought you had defeated him, but it was a ploy, the black dragon said. Once he was inside the city walls, the dark rider you call Merglan released all of the evils locked away in the prisons. We dragons living in the outer edges away from the urban trees saw the chaos before it hit us. We fled en masse, watching our last protected sanctuary be destroyed in a matter of hours.

      Then join us and fight, Anders pled. Together the dragons and our human army could rid the world of Merglan and his malice forever.

      You don’t understand, young rider, Cedarbridge’s magic has turned against us. Even if you could convince dragons who’ve lost their riders and bore witness to the almighty strength of the madman, the city is now impenetrable to all outsiders. The last hope you had was to kill him when you had the chance. Now that you haven’t, Kartania is lost.

      Where will you go? Zahara asked before Anders could respond with a hot-headed remark.

      We flock to the north. Northland is the only place we know the rider has not expressed an interest in conquering. We will live out our lives in hiding there, though nowhere is truly safe from his wrath. The north is the last place he will go. We have time there. Time to live before we die.

      He will come after you, eventually. You can’t run forever, Anders said.

      Do not try to wrangle us into your futile cause. We have seen firsthand what this sorcerer can do. Many of us lost our bonded and are too weak to do battle with a bonded rider. Others are doing everything they can to avoid the conflict he seeks to bring into our world. The only dragons who wish to fight are joining the cause to destroy all bonded riders, including you two. For us to flee north is the best way we can live out our lives in peace.

      Until he comes for you, Anders said.

      The tan dragon stirred, his large head lifting slowly from the snowy mountainside.

      We will see, young rider. For now, you should go. You’re going to need to prepare for the onslaught that’s coming. An unspoken message passed between the black dragon and the tan because the latter did not attack upon awaking. The two merely turned away from Anders and Maija and flew out away from the mountain peak to join their companions.

      “It was all just a trick?” Maija asked, her tone registering in disbelief.

      “He used us, Maija,” Anders replied. “He used us to get inside the elf capital and access its magic.”

      “I can’t believe it,” she said.

      “And what was Ivan to him in all this? What was my father to him in this little game he’s playing, just a pawn to be tortured and tossed aside?” Anders growled.

      What are we going to do? Raffa asked.

      “What can we do?” Anders asked. “You heard the dragon; we can’t go into the elf capital anymore. He’s altered the magic to keep us out. I doubt we’d even be able to find it anymore.”

      What of the elves? Zahara asked in concern.

      “The dragon said the city was destroyed. Does that mean they’re all dead or captured?” Maija asked.

      “I don’t know. There is no way of knowing,” Anders said.

      Unless we find Natalia, Zahara said.

      “Why would she know?” Maija asked.

      “Zahara’s right. Natalia has Nadir’s two-way mirror. If he survived, he would be able to contact her,” Anders said.

      There are the elves in red as well, Raffa suggested.

      “Nadir sent the redshirts to collect the dwarfs. If they saw the signs of destruction in Cedarbridge, it’s possible they would either return to Mount Orena or continue sailing?” Anders suggested.

      We should find them, Zahara said.

      “And what of my sister?” Maija asked.

      “She is sailing with a portion of the Rollo fleet toward the Glacial Melt Bays. She could be captured if they get too close,” Anders said.

      Then we go for her first, then find the surviving elves and dwarfs, Zahara said.

      “And if we’re caught flying near the elven kingdom?” Anders asked. “Merglan would catch us out in the open easily. We’re the only riders left in the world who can oppose him. I think we’re too indispensable to risk searching out the elves. Our best option is to find Natalia and hope she’s been in contact with Nadir. From there we can figure out what do to.”

      If we’re not attacked first, Zahara said. If we leave now, we could intercept Natalia’s fleet near the Bareback Peninsula, but that could be a route Merglan would take to go back to Southland.

      “Why would Merglan be going to Southland so soon?” Anders asked.

      “For the crystals,” Maija said as if it were obvious.

      But she altered them, Raffa said.

      Which was how we thought we could capture Merglan, Zahara added.

      “But he didn’t need them to overtake Cedarbridge,” Maija said.

      “But what if he did?” Anders asked.

      “What do you mean? Maija asked.

      “Merglan seemed genuinely surprised when he attempted to use the powers in the crystals but couldn’t,” Anders said.

      If he knew he was going to be captured, he might’ve tried to use them to escape before being imprisoned. But if he could’ve accessed the prison’s magic once inside, he may have figured out a way to turn it against itself. Once those locked inside the prison were freed, all he would have to do is tap into the source of Cedarbridge’s power to alter it in his favor, Zahara said, finishing Anders’ thought.

      “So, he might want to hurry back to Southland to retrieve the crystals that Natalia altered,” Maija said.

      “Exactly,” Anders said.

      “So, we should go, like right now,” Maija said.

      Anders nodded and Zahara jumped off the mountaintop, taking flight out over the Frozentip Mountains. We’ll need to warn Kirsten and the others and tell them what we’re doing. They might have to face anything Merglan sends this way while we’re gone.

      ***

      The chill of the high elevation fled Anders’ body as Zahara dropped into midmorning winds rising from the plains. Anders could see the Revolution’s forces moving through the thinly spaced trees bordering the grasslands. The burnt area where he’d left Kirsten and the others was devoid of people now. Directing Zahara to land near the edge of the forested Riverlands, Anders and Maija dismounted their dragons and began searching for their companions. If Anders and Maija were going to leave again, they needed to share what they’d learned with the leaders of the Revolution.

      Anders found Max resting on a downed tree visiting with Britt and her Rolloan crewmen. When he approached, Max rose stiffly from the downed stump. He met Anders with an open embrace and said, “Anders. It’s great to have you back.”

      Anders shared his sentiment but didn’t have time to discuss personal matters. Britt stood at Max’s side and pulled Anders in for a hug as well, saying, “How did you know to come to us here and save us from being overrun?”

      “Actually, that’s sort of what I need to talk about with whoever is in charge around here,” Anders said, maintaining a serious expression. “I can’t get into everything right now but know that this fight isn’t over. Merglan is driving all of the nations to ruin. I really need to speak with the leaders and come up with a plan. Westland is not safe from the evils that are coming.”

      Max’s face creased with worry at Anders’ words. He answered, “I can honestly say I don’t know who’s leading this army because they were already assembled by the time we arrived. Britt, Kirsten, Thomas and I arrived only hours before the fight and our journey here wasn’t on the most trusting of terms. We were held as prisoners until Rune showed up.”

      “Who’s Rune? Sounds like he can pull some weight around here if he saved you from being held against your will,” Anders questioned.

      Max nodded and said, “Follow me.”

      Max and Britt escorted Anders and Maija a short way into the forest where a tent as long as Zahara’s body had been erected. Wounded men and women sat in groups around the tent’s stained white canvas walls. Their injuries varied in degree, but none seemed life-threatening. As Max pulled open the flap to the tent, Anders smelled the repulsive aroma of burnt flesh. He wasn’t yet used to the stench of war and knew by now that he never would be. Maija gagged behind him upon entering the tent.

      “Cloth pad,” Anders heard someone say and saw a middle-aged man wearing spectacles hunched over a soldier’s torn leg. The girl at his side handed him a white cloth and he pressed it down on the exposed flesh.

      Anders walked swiftly to his patient’s side. Rune looked up at him from behind the wire-framed glasses. Anders thought he was going to tell him off, but he held his tongue when Max and Britt joined him. Without saying anything, Anders hovered his hands over the soldier’s leg.

      Rune glanced to Max. From the corner of his eye, Anders saw Max nod at the surgeon. Reluctantly, Rune stepped away from his patient.

      Anders summoned his magic from within and prepared to say the correct words to heal the soldier’s leg. Before he spoke, he thought, in hopes that Tarron was listening, Any advice?

      Without a moment’s hesitation Tarron responded, I thought you’d never ask. Speak these words while you apply the healing energy. Repeat after me…

      Anders spoke the ancient dialect as Tarron led him though the correct pronunciation to heal the soldier. Blue-hued energy glowed from his palms and down onto the exposed flesh. Anders watched with little sense of fatigue as the man’s severed veins, tendons, and muscles were stitched back together with seamless repair. In a matter of moments, the soldier’s skin was fully formed and the wound had disappeared.

      Now tell them that it will take several weeks before this man regains the use of his leg, but he should recover in due time. From there it’s just strengthening the muscles, Tarron said.

      Anders relayed the information to Rune, who stood staring at him slack-jawed.

      The surgeon nodded, then said, “I’ve heard tales of a rider’s healing abilities, but I didn’t believe this was possible,” he motioned to the newly healed flesh.

      “If you think that was incredible, you’re in for a shock when Merglan arrives,” Anders said, managing to direct the conversation toward the reason why he’d come.

      Rune nodded.

      “We must speak with your army’s leaders and enact a plan immediately,” Anders said.

      Rune wiped is hands on his surgeon’s apron, “I’m one of the voices for our revolution. You can tell me your plans and I will relay them to the others.”

      Anders motioned for Rune to follow him outside the medical tent. He didn’t want to stand in the horrible-smelling room for much longer than he needed to. Rune instructed his apprentice to prep the next patient while he spoke to the rider.

      Anders didn’t want rumors to spread, so he led them out of earshot of the other patients. He knew how quickly information could spread in a community. If what he was about to tell Rune got out of hand, it would cause widespread panic and pose an opportunity for the enemy to strike. Speaking quickly, he highlighted the major events over the recent weeks.

      “We must seek out Natalia and learn what’s become of the elves. We can only hope that Merglan doesn’t attack the Riverlands soon, but we must be prepared for anything he could send this way,” Anders said.

      “Can’t one of you stay behind to help us?” Rune asked.

      Anders frowned, “Maija and Raffagaun have only recently bonded and need formal training to be most effective. I didn’t receive the proper training needed for my fate and now I must pass what little I know on to her. If you are attacked while I’m gone, then she will be in great danger. We can’t risk losing another rider.”

      “Yet you and Zahara were newly bonded during a battle against Merglan’s forces and you stayed to heal and help out the wounded,” Britt said defending Maija.

      “That was different, we had the aid of elves in camp who did most of the work. If I had tried to heal all of those injured on my own, I would’ve killed myself and Zahara from overuse of magic and energy.”

      “But you can use it properly now,” Maija said.

      Anders looked at her, “Yes, but that took months of practice and I still required help from Tarron to heal that man in the tent.”

      “Anders, you think you must bear this burden alone, but you don’t have to. You’ve always had help, from Ivan and Natalia and now me. I might lack the skill and knowledge to heal the wounded, but I have a smaller target on my back than you do. Merglan’s attention is focused on you and hurting those you love. No matter where you go, he’ll try to stop you first,” Maija said.

      “What are you saying?” Anders asked.

      “I think she’s saying that you should stay and she should go find Natalia,” Britt butted into the conversation.

      Maija nodded, “I have training enough to defend myself and if I’m struggling, Raffa will help me.”

      “But Merglan saw you, he knows you have a dragon’s help now. What if he starts going after you the way he goes after me?” Anders asked worried.

      “He’s wise enough to know the difference between a bonded and non-bonded rider. He saw me as I was before Raffa accepted my bond. He might think of me as a threat now that he’s seen us, but you are the biggest threat to him. You are the one he’ll go after first. I might be able to slip under his radar long enough to reach Natalia and send word of our plan to the surviving elves,” she said.

      Anders rubbed the back of his neck, unsure and concerned. He knew she was right. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that she would be able to sneak under Merglan’s radar while he remained laser-focused on Anders. If Anders left the Riverlands, who knows where Merglan would send his monsters and what kind of destruction they would cause. At least the area between Cedarbridge and Brookside included very few inhabitants. Aquina was the only population that Anders knew of that could fall into harm’s way if Merglan advanced his forces to the west.

      “It’s risky. What happens if Merglan goes out for Southland and you intercept him on the path?” Anders asked.

      “It’s a risk we’re going to have to take if we want to unite the dwarfs, elves, and Rollo warriors. They will be wandering aimlessly, hoping wherever they go is safe. If we want to put up a fight against Merglan, we’ll need everyone in one spot. That’s our only hope,” Maija said.

      Anders felt the watchful eyes of Britt, Max and Rune waiting for his decision. He stepped toward Maija, wrapping her into his arms. His eyes blurred at the edges and he held back the tears of letting his love go off on a quest that might be her downfall. But his choices were limited. He could be putting her in greater danger by going with her. If Merglan knew Anders was out in the open alone, he would surely attack and Anders didn’t know if he had the strength to beat him alone, with Maija or with others’ help as well.

      “Find her quickly, Maija. Find her quickly and return safely. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you again,” he said as he kissed her.

      “You never lost me,” Maija said.

      “Well a dagger to the chest was close enough,” he whispered.

      “Raffa will protect us,” she assured him.

      Anders nodded, detached from Maija’s hug and turned to the others, “I’ll be a minute.”

      “You aren’t leaving right now are you?” Rune asked.

      Anders glance at Maija and shrugged, “That was the idea,” he replied.

      “You have to rest at least a few hours,” Rune said.

      “But we harvested enough energy to…” Anders started but Rune cut him off.

      “I don’t care how much energy you claim to have. You two both look exhausted and your dragons must be as well. The war will come when it comes so you might as well get a quick rest in before searching the ocean for some elf.” Anders wanted to argue more, but Rune finished by saying, “Doctor’s orders.”

      Anders turned to Maija and said, “I could fall asleep right now if I lay down.”

      She nodded, “With all these fighting soldiers around.”

      “The Westland Revolutionary Army,” Rune corrected. “Of which I am one of seven leaders.”

      “Right,” Maija said. “The Westland Revolutionary Army and our Rollo warrior friends could see that nothing happens to Thomas or Kirsten while we sleep.”

      “And I heard if Kirsten gets a crystal in her hand to watch out,” Anders said. He sighed, “Alright. First, we’ll rest, then we’ll go.”

      He held Maija’s hand as they walked back through the wooded area toward their dragons who were waiting in the grass. When they arrived, Anders and Maija rested alongside their dragons in the morning sun. Sleep took them and when they awoke, the sun of a new day was rising. Surprised at how long they’d slept, Anders knew it was time for him to say goodbye to Maija and Raffa. Before Maija left, Anders hugged her tightly, kissed her sweetly and for the third time in his life, watched her go.

      Keep her safe, Raffa. I don’t know what I’d do if we lost each other, Anders spoke into her dragon’s mind.

      I will guard her with my life, young rider. Be strong and have faith. Stay alive while we are gone, Raffa responded, his low voice representative of his massive size.

      Anders knew their journey would be dangerous, but he found himself lingering on Raffa’s last words, ‘stay alive while we’re gone’. The coming days would be a test and, if they failed, freedom and peace in Kartania would end with them.
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      Anders stood with his feet just inside the blackened stubble that had been grass a few days earlier. The sunlight gleamed off Raffa’s scarlet scales as he watched the massive dragon carry Maija away from him.

      I need to stay busy, he thought, realizing that if he didn’t occupy himself with something soon, his worry over Maija’s wellbeing would consume him. More than just their lives rested in his hands and he refused to allow his emotions to stop him from doing his duty to try to save Kartania from ruin.

      Diverting his attention, Anders turned back to the wooded area. Max and Britt stood near Rune’s tent. He wondered if they’d been waiting for him to wake. He closed the gap between them with a determined stride and fresh spring in his step after his extended rest. Zahara followed, close on his heels. His two friends stirred in anticipation of an order. Passing within earshot, he said, “With me,” and waved for them to follow. It felt strange to have them looking to him as a leader and awaiting his orders, but he had to accept his role, if he was ever to be their king.

      I can’t let my relationships get in the way of how people need to see me now, he told himself. Maija and I are the only dragonriders left among the five nations. We’re needed to oppose Merglan. If I’m not viewed and respected as a leader, then people will not follow us.

      Reaching the medical tent, Anders motioned for Max, Britt and Zahara to wait outside. He stuck his head shoulder-deep into the rank tent and whistled to get the attention of those inside. “Rune, can I have a word?” he asked trying to sound as if there was no option.

      The surgeon hesitated, the fresh cloth in his hand hovering above a bowl of water. For a split-second Anders thought Rune might choose to ignore him and go right back to work on the patient, but instead he placed the cloth in the bowl and spoke to his assistant, “Prep him for me; I’ll be back in a moment.”

      Anders stepped back from the opening and went to Zahara’s side, forming a half-circle with Max and Britt. Rune emerged, wiping his hands on the bloodstained apron around his waist. Standing before them, he adjusted his wireframed glasses and asked, “Well?”

      “Zahara and I are taking over for you. Ophelia will help us to make the process go more smoothly.” Rune’s expression widened, so Anders added, “People will trust us more if she is there to break the tension.” He nodded in response. “I want you to help spread word that this war isn’t over. Merglan may already be sending his army this way and we must be ready to stand up to them. Brookside will offer more of a stronghold in our defense, so tell everyone to get back to town. And, Rune, once Zahara and I are finished seeing to the wounded, I’ll want to have a chat with all of the leaders of this Revolution to form a better plan, but for now, we have to get these people back to a defensible space.”

      Rune looked over his shoulder at the tent, then hesitantly said, “Very well,” and started off into the forest toward camp.

      Anders focused on Britt and said, “You know how to organize a naval defense better than anyone here. We’ll need this army to be sea-ready as soon as possible. I don’t know how much territory Merglan captured in his takeover of the elven forest, but if he has access to their ships, he could move a large number of bodies quickly. We can’t afford to let our defenses down there.”

      Britt nodded, “There are ships enough at the Brookside docks. Most are used for cargo, but my crew can get them ready for a fight or flight if need be.”

      “And Max,” he said pointing to his friend. “We need to make sure people are moving toward town immediately. Help spread the message and encourage an active retreat to Brookside as soon as possible.”

      Max nodded, his face creased with concern. Anders almost stopped him as he and Britt began heading in the direction Rune had gone but he let them go. He didn’t have time to get into whatever it was that bothered Max about his assignment. Although issuing orders to his friends put him in an uncomfortable position, he needed them to do as he asked.

      Focusing on his own task, Anders entered the medical tent. He saw Ophelia flinch with surprise when Zahara’s iridescent scaled head followed him and filled the entire enclosed canvas entry. Zahara snorted with distaste. This smell is overwhelming, she couldn’t help saying.

      I know, now please help me heal this person. The faster we heal them, the faster we’ll be out of here and able to breathe fresh air.

      Ophelia stood awkwardly near the unconscious patient as Anders took Rune’s place. She nervously shuffled through the surgeon’s tools, but he stopped her with a show of his hand. Shaking his head, Anders said, “You saw, I won’t be needing those.” Ophelia shied away and Anders moved his gaze to the soldier’s injuries. Burns from dragon fire covered most of his lower body. We did this, Anders thought to Zahara.

      Then let’s start by relieving his pain, Tarron’s voice sounded in place of Zahara’s normal voice. The soul held inside Lazuran’s sapphire caused Anders to glance up and check for a person who he didn’t see. Realizing he was still dressed for war, he quickly recognized the voice as his sentient sword. Anders followed Tarron’s instructions once again as the soul guided him though the ancient language. When the harmonic-sounding spell was complete, the soldier’s burns were gone. Anders felt a great sense of accomplishment.

      That would’ve drained me before, he said to Zahara, marveling at the efficient use of the dragon’s native language and its manipulation of Magic.

      Zahara snorted again and withdrew her head from the large canvas tent. Anders quickly attended to the needs of the others less injured in the tent.

      When he was finished, Anders made to leave the tent and noticed the surgeon’s apprentice standing quietly nearby. He looked back at her and asked, “Aren’t you coming? We’ll need someone to assist us if we don’t want these Riverland people running in terror when they see Zahara approaching them.”

      Ophelia startled, as if she’d just come out of a daydream and said, “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Bring that sack of bandages and salve you were clinging to so tightly while I healed that man,” Anders added and left the tent with a slight smile on his face. Amidst the seriousness of his situation, he couldn’t help but feel joy at the girl’s surprise when he asked her to help. He imagined what it would’ve been like if a dragonrider had come to Grandwood when he was her age, around fourteen he guessed by the youthfulness of her oval face and wiry frame and asked for his help.

      Outside Anders stared at the cluster of people awaiting medical attention. Many of their faces were gaunt with fear of the dragon standing nearby, but Anders knew that their injuries were too serious to allow them to flee. I think they’re afraid you might eat them, Anders told Zahara as Ophelia joined him.

      Why is it that any time one of you humans sees a dragon, you assume we’ll eat you? she asked.

      It’s ingrained in us as children that we are to fear dragons. I guess there haven’t been that many human riders in the past and our culture has always feared the power dragons can tap into.

      As they approached the small crowd, Anders said to Ophelia, “You know these people best. Explain to them that we are here to help and can make them better.”

      The girl nodded, “I’ll do my best.”

      ***

      Kirsten ran her hands along the sides of Bo’s face, his dark brown eyes enchanting her with their magnetic essence. Staring at him, Kirsten wondered how she had ever been so conflicted about which brother she wanted to be with. It was so clear to her now. “Bo,” she whispered, voicing her inner thoughts. He leaned in and their lips met; they held each other tightly. She squeezed him, feeling a swell of emotions she never knew she had. Bo’s lips stiffened and she opened her eyes. He winced. “Are you alright?” she asked.

      Bo rolled his shoulders and flexed his back. His skin where the whip of energy burned through his armor had healed, but Kirsten knew he could still feel its bite. “I’ll be alright,” he said rubbing at the back of his neck where the burn had ended.

      “Bo, you should be resting,” Kirsten said with concern.

      Bo’s eyes moved to look past Kirsten. She twisted to see what had drawn his attention. A group of people, haggard and run down shuffled with heavy packs though the forest.

      “I can rest when we’re back in Brookside,” he said.

      Kirsten frowned, knowing he wouldn’t sit idle while others were packing up their camp. “If you insist on helping people return to their homes, you should take this.” Kirsten pulled the poudrettite necklace over her head and placed it around Bo’s neck. The chain settled onto his chest and she watched as the stone’s light began to glow faintly and dwindle out.

      Bo took his eyes off the pink-hued crystal and asked, “Are you sure you don’t need it?”

      Kirsten rubbed her left shoulder feeling the raised bump of flesh where the goblin bite had been and said, “I don’t need it anymore. It will help you keep going while your muscles heal.”

      Bo examined the sapphire hanging around his neck, “It’s funny. I’m so used to seeing it on you, it feels strange, kind of like I’m wearing your clothes or something.”

      “Don’t tell me that you’re afraid to be seen wearing a necklace in front of other men?” Kirsten asked. “Thomas was practically drooling over it when I first showed it to him.”

      “Well, Thomas is more into this kind of look than I am,” Bo began.

      “I can always take that back and give it to him if you aren’t appreciative,” Kirsten cut him off and reached out for the necklace.

      “Hang on,” Bo said pulling away. “I’m not saying I’m not grateful or that I don’t like the look. I’m just used to seeing it on you,” he said with a smile. “I’ll gladly wear this on display.”

      “Good,” Kirsten said grabbing his hand flirtatiously. “Now, I can tell you’re dying to help out any way that you can, so get after it,” she motioned toward the movements in the camp.

      “Don’t you want to help, too?” Bo asked.

      Kirsten looked to the path leading out to the plains, “I will, but first I need to find something I left on the battlefield.”

      Bo shuddered as if a chill had come over him, “I don’t want to see the gore again. Come find me when you’re done, okay?”

      She nodded, “I won’t be too long.”

      Kirsten watched Bo disappear into the bustling movements of the camp. Switching her mindset to prepare for the visual gore of the battlefield, Kirsten walked down toward the plains on a mission. Though the dragon fire burned hot, the grass did not sustain the flame, which led her to believe that both crystals she and Rankstine had used during the battle had survived.

      As she walked on the newly trampled path leading onto the plains, she saw a familiar trio of faces coming toward her. With a smile she greeted Britt and the two warriors from her crew.

      “Kirsten, where are you going?” Britt asked in alarm.

      There was something about the exchange that gave her pause. Kirsten pointed to the burnt plains beyond the tree line ahead and said, “I’m going out to look for the crystal I dropped.”

      Britt’s expression reminded Kirsten of the look Theodor would give her when she asked for his approval to go to town without Anders or Thomas. After a moment where Kirsten thought Britt might tell her that she couldn’t go, Britt said, “When you’re finished, find Anders and the others. We need to move quickly.”

      “Yeah, I saw that people were packing up,” Kirsten said slowly. “Is there a reason for the urgency?” she asked, seeing that Britt was anxious to get moving, similar to those she’d seen at camp.

      “You don’t know why?” Britt asked, her attention fully focused on Kirsten now.

      Kirsten shook her head.

      “Merglan’s escaped prison and taken control of the elf capital. The dragons we saw were fleeing his wrath. A fight is coming our way.”

      “Really? Where will we go?” Kirsten asked.

      “Brookside for now, so hurry and find the crystal. I have a feeling we’re going to need it soon,” Britt said. Kirsten sidestepped her warrior friend as she continued leading her crewmen toward the camp.

      Kirsten’s thoughts swirled from the shocking news. I thought Anders and Maija had won? What will happen if he attacks us now? Her imagination lit on the unprepared people of Brookside and the Riverlands, having barely been able to hold their own against a mostly non-magical force. How would they stand up against Merglan’s full power? She didn’t like the likely outcome. I need to find those crystals, she told herself and started running toward the plains.

      Striding over bodies strewn across the charred battlefield, Kirsten searched for the place where she’d been when Anders and Maija had arrived. Now that it was daylight, her special recognition of the exact spot where she had fought Rankstine was unclear. She could guess based on how far from the tree line she remembered they’d been and the number of dead kurr on the ground. Rankstine was on a horse. It had been the only horse in the battle from what she could recall. Forcing herself to push through the stench of the hours-old battle, she felt as if she were closing in on the exact spot. The kurr bodies outnumbered the orc and human now, a sign that she had reached the point where the second force hit them.

      Slowing her pace, she swiveled, her eyes searching the charred dead bodies. Where insects once buzzed among the long grass, flies swarmed the ashen remnants of war. Memories of how she’d become lost in the fighting, wielding the crystal’s power and launching an attack into the charging forces burned through her mind’s eye. Shaking her head, she focused on the kurr and saw a clearing where the bodies were dispersed enough to expose a patch of black ground.

      Rushing into the charcoal clearing, Kirsten spotted the burned remains of a horse near the easternmost side. She approached, slowly. Lying on the ground near the horse was a human. His clothing had been seared away revealing the red and sloughing skin on his body. The once dark long hair of the man who’d taken over her hometown had burned away, exposing his fleshy scalp. Kirsten gulped, the memories of everything this evil man had done to her and her people still fresh in her mind. Though seeing the monster of a man burnt was horrific, it did not arouse in her any feelings of sympathy or pity.

      Inhaling sharply, she stepped closer to Rankstine’s crisp body. The crystal had been in his hand when Maija’s huge scarlet dragon had burnt him. Kirsten began to search through the ash near Rankstine’s body. She looked out in front of the man, thinking that if he’d fallen forward the crystal would’ve slipped from his grip. She kicked through the ash near his outstretched arm creating small knee-high black clouds, but the crystal was not in front of him. When the ash settled, she saw that one of his outstretched hands was gripped tightly into a fist. The thought of prying open Rankstine’s dead hand brought on a queasy feeling she had so far managed to hold down in her throat. Swallowing and trying to ward off the wave of sickness pushing up from the pit of her stomach, she recalled that the dragon had come from the left and passed over moving right.

      If the fire hit him with enough force, it could’ve knocked him in that direction, causing him to drop the crystal over here, she told herself. Kicking through the ash again, she searched for the crystal.

      Finding nothing in the ash to his side, Kirsten prepared herself to approach the next place she thought the crystal might be. Walking to Rankstine’s outstretched arms, she knelt on the black earth. Grabbing his wrist, Kirsten lifted the burnt arm. His skin sloughed off in her hand and his arm fell back into the ash leaving behind puffy exposed tissue where she had grabbed him. She turned away gagging, but knew if she wanted to retrieve his crystal, she would need to pry open his hand. Grabbing his wrist again, she quickly rotated is arm before she lost hold of it. In the upturned grip she saw the faint glow from the crystal he’d used to wield magic.

      One by one, Kirsten peeled back the man’s fingers. When she’d pulled away three of his fingers, the crystal was exposed enough for her to grab. Kirsten reached in and formed a firm grip on the crystal with her thumb and two fingers. As soon as she began pulling, the crystal’s light flickered and Rankstine’s uncurled fingers closed around hers.

      She shrieked and tried to pull her hand out of his. Somehow Rankstine’s grip bore down on her and she couldn’t pull her hand free. Suddenly the burnt man’s body moved, and he started to lift his head from the ash. Kirsten fell into a frenzied panic and tried to pull away. The harder she pulled the tighter his grip became. In a matter of moments, the seemingly dead man had lifted his head from the ash and was beginning to pull her into him.

      In her panic, Kirsten reflexively reached with her free hand for the sword on her belt. Finding its hilt, she tried to pull it free but couldn’t. Her arm was too short, and, in her kneeling position, she could only remove it two thirds of the way from its sheath. She glanced at the bloodshot eyes in Rankstine’s burned face. Gritting her teeth, she let go of the sword handle and grabbed it by the blade. The steel’s sharp edges cut into her fingers and palm as she wrenched the remaining end free from its holster. The somewhat magically revived corpse screamed when he saw the blade in her hand, and she saw the crystal glowing brighter. With the bare blade digging into her hand, she arched it back and stabbed it deep into the hairless head. Rankstine’s grip loosened and Kirsten pulled herself free. Rising to her feet, she quickly grabbed the sword handle with her right hand and drove the tip through his skull, pinning him to the charred earth beneath.

      He twitched, skin and remaining bits of clothes sliding from his body. Kirsten watched as he continued to flinch long after any normal human would be dead. Feeling the man’s life had lasted far too long and wanting to put an end to the madness, she pulled the sword free from his head. The blade slid out like a hot knife and she lifted it for the final blow. With a felling swoop, the steel cut through soft flesh and severed his spine. Rankstine’s body continued to twitch as his head rolled to the side, separated from his body. With his dead eyes staring skyward, his body continued to move. Kirsten shouted, “Enough!” And with that she severed the hand holding the crystal from his arm. At once the burned body stopped moving and lay still in the ash. Kirsten kicked his severed fist away from his body, to put further distance between the magic crystal and its wielder.

      “Argh!” she grunted out of frustration at the dead corpse. Surely, he was dead now. This man had lived too long and endured through too many death-defying experiences to take any chances. Nobody could live without a head and burnt beyond belief. She held her hand out, opening it to examine the depth of her injury. She knew fingers bled more than other parts of the body, but the blood dripping out was enough to make her take the crystal and run.

      Locating the man’s hand in the ash, she put her foot on it and pressed down hard. The soft burnt flesh smooshed around the hard surface of the crystal, exposing half of it above the thumb and forefinger. Sheathing her sword and reaching down, she gripped the exposed crystal and pulled. It slid from the still firm grip and she wiped it clean on her pants. Putting it into her pocket, she cursed at Rankstine, finally rid of his haunting. Her hand stung with pain and she wanted to distance herself from the dead man. Pushing through the pain, Kirsten scoured through the surrounding bodies until she found the dim glowing light in the charred earth. Pocketing the sapphire she’d had during the battle, she retreated toward the others.

      Running back through the slew of death around her, Kirsten started shouting for Anders. By the time she reached the tree line, people from the medical tent had gone to see what she was shouting about. Blood from her hand had splashed down her leg and when she reached them, people began searching for a wound.

      Kirsten saw her cousin emerge from behind a group of people surrounding him and Ophelia. Anders shouted for them to move aside. When he reached her, Kirsten began to sob.

      “Where are you hurt?” Anders asked her.

      Holding out her hand, she shook with the fear that had now caught up with her.

      If Rankstine could hold on that long with the power of a single crystal, how were they going to take on a powerful dragonrider? she wondered. As Anders began healing her hand, all she could think about was how difficult it was going to be to survive.

      ***

      Maija looked over her shoulder. The forest’s edge grew distant, fading into the background. Distinct green trees turned a hazy blue as she and Raffa flew away. She felt the rushing wind on her cheeks and in her hair. A bird flying to her right caught her eye and sent her heart skipping. The possibility of running into Merglan alone set all of her senses on edge.  Should I turn back? she wondered in a moment of panic. She tried to force the idea from her mind, but it loomed over her like a mountain’s shadow.

      You have an attachment to him, Raffagaun’s voice sounded into her thoughts. I have never experienced the emotion you feel toward Anders.

      At first Maija thought he was referring to Merglan, but when she realized she was visualizing herself in the safety of Anders’ company, she said, We have a name for that emotion. It’s called ‘love.’

      Do you have this feeling with many of your kind?

      No, Maija said, glad for his company. This conversation was beginning to steer her away from feeling so alone. We feel love for our families and those we choose as partners, she explained.

      Are the humans you were hugging after the battle partners too? Does that mean you love them as well? Raffa asked.

      Yes and no. There are different kinds of love. The love I have for my sister, my family, is different from the love I have for Anders, she began.

      I see the difference, Raffa said.

      Really? she asked.

      I felt it when you thought of them. The love for family is like the connection I share with my fellow dragons in Nagano. A respect and trust that goes without saying. The love for Anders is what I would feel for Zahara when she comes of age.

      Maija straightened in the saddle and asked, You, are attracted to Zahara?

      She is young still and will not be fully developed for some time, but she is female and I am male.

      Is that all it takes for you to be attracted to one another?

      It is more complex than that, but it is one of the requirements. I have come to know her over the past weeks, and I believe she would be a strong mate.

      Do dragons mate for life? Maija asked, thinking about why she’d never thought about the dragon’s ways before.

      Dragons in Nagano can choose a mate they will share for a lifetime, though some choose to have many. For the best succession of offspring, it is beneficial to mate with many. However, I do not know how bonded dragons act in this matter. It could be different because of the connection we share.

      You are free to choose whoever you want for a mate, Maija said.

      My mate will need to be agreeable with you. It is one of the aspects about Zahara that I am attracted to.

      I guess I never thought about how you would have to react to my mate, I mean Anders.

      Anders is a strong and intelligent human. I believe you have chosen wisely to put your trust in him.

      Maija grinned, then the thought of what they were doing overwhelmed her again. All of the butterflies she had felt in her stomach turned again to knots of fear that she might encounter Merglan on her way to Southland.

      She could sense Raffa’s concern over her growing fear and heard him ask, I have never been to this part of the world. How far is it to the coast where we will search for your elf sister?

      Maija appreciated his attempt to distract her from concerns about crossing paths with Merglan and Killdoor without backup. She answered, I’ve sailed from Southland to Westland several times, but I’ve never traveled into the Bareback Plains before. I don’t even know how big the Plains are, let alone how long it takes to cross by flight.

      If it’s anything like the route from the Ridgeback Mountains to the land in the north, it will take less than a day.

      I’m pretty confident it will take longer than that, Maija said. I have heard that the Bareback Plains are the largest open lands in Westland. If it’s anything like our venture from Nagano to the Everlight Kingdom, it could take days.

      I hope I am right.

      Would you like to make a bet?

      What does that mean? Raffa asked.

      We put something of weight behind our guesses and whoever is right wins. In most cases that something is money, but in our case, we can wager something else.

      I do like to test my strengths in assumption.

      How does this sound? If I win, you have to tell Zahara about your attraction to her.

      That would be impulsive and not necessary until she comes of age, Raffa said.

      That’s the point, I think you should show your level of attraction to her now and let her have a say in deciding if she’s a good fit for you, too. Men don’t make all of the decisions in a relationship.

      In the relationships I’ve been witness to, yes, males do.

      Not in bonded dragons. You’re going to be held to a higher standard now, Maija said unsure if he would agree. He was a fully wild dragon until recently.

      Fine, Raffa said after some consideration. And if I win this bet, you will keep my secret from Anders.

      Maija groaned. She didn’t like the idea of keeping secrets from Anders, especially after she had been so hard on him for keeping his worries of becoming like Merglan from her. Well, I guess that’s fair. Okay. You got it, Maija said. If we reach the coastline before sundown, you win and if we reach it after, I win.

      Deal, Raffa said and Maija could sense him increase his speed as they flew south across the plains.

      The hours passed and everything below them began to blur into one blanket of brown grass. Breaking the pattern, Maija’s eyes were drawn to the off-colored mounds grouped along the river’s edge. Looking more closely, she saw that they were distant homes tightly grouped in a long and narrow cluster that spread north and south, never wider than Brookside or Grandwood. As they flew closer, Maija espied a river splitting the tightly spaced houses. The clay roofs of the adobe-style homes crowded the river’s banks and stretched a greater distance than any of the major cities Maija had visited in Kartania. Streets of dirt checkered the low-lying city with countless paths cutting routes between homes in no particular order, an attribute to the lack of planning from the nomads’ first settlement.

      This must be Aquina and the Bareback River, Maija said to Raffa.

      There are many animals in this place, he responded, and she could sense his hunger.

      Those are horses, she said. They are used to carry humans and those who ride them share a special connection.

      Do humans bond with these horses like you can with my kind? Raffa asked.

      Sort of. The bond between humans and horses is different, but they are respected among our culture and not used as a food source.

      You speak like you know the human culture better than the elf culture.

      I do. I was raised as a human and didn’t learn I was elfish until a few months ago.

      Did you have horses as a human?

      Maija chuckled, I got a horse once I moved to the mainland, but not when I was growing up on the Kewian Islands. There aren’t any horses there.

      There are plenty of horses here, Raffa said, seeing the urban sprawl grow. Are you sure they would be angry with us if I ate one?

      I’m positive, Maija said. These people live their entire lives with horses. They depend on the horses and are recognized as the horse lords of Kartania. No other culture has such a strong connection with horses.

      I wonder what they taste like? Raffa asked.

      You will have plenty of food to eat when we reach the ocean. There are fish beyond counting in the shallow waters along the coast.

      Raffa silenced his desire to eat as they soared several hundred feet over Aquina. As a child, Maija recalled hearing how the nomadic tribes on the Bareback Plains had come together to form the city at the heart of the grasslands. She could see people staring up at them from the backs of horses and waved at them but couldn’t tell if they saw her. They were likely shaken at the sight of such an enormous dragon. This was one of the reasons why Maija had instructed Raffa to remain well out of archery range.

      Once past the horse lords’ city, Maija and Raffa continued traveling through the light of day. Looks like I don’t have to keep a secret from Anders after all, Maija said to Raffa.

      If you had let me eat back there, I might have had the energy to take us to the coast faster, Raffa grumbled.

      Maija smiled and said, I think she will be receptive to you.

      A long silence followed her comment, then Raffa said, That is my hope.

      Through the night, Maija began to nod off in the saddle. Several times she caught herself just about to fall over sideways. The sensation would send a burst of adrenaline through her body and she would stay alert until her fatigue caught up with her again. With the sun breaking the darkness, they finally caught sight of the grasslands giving way to the breaking coastline of the Bareback Peninsula.

      With Raffa descending toward the coast, Maija thought she could sense a magical being nearby. When they landed on the dry sand above the breaking waves, Maija felt the sensation was much stronger now, a presence like that of Anders and Zahara. Her heart dropped, feeling like it was pushing deep into her stomach, so much so that she felt sick.

      I can feel it, too, Raffa said, becoming aware of the being.

      Maija began to search the sky and said silently to Raffa, My sister was bonded. It’s possible we’re feeling her magic.

      We need to hide, Raffa said. Quickly, under my wing.

      Maija did as he asked, climbing off his back and huddling close to his chest. Raffa’s expansive wings blotted out all of the dimming starlight. She stood in total darkness.

      What is it? Can you see? Maija asked after several minutes of silence.

      Dragonriders, Raffa answered. I see three in the distance. Shield your mind and do not speak until I say so.

      Maija formed the protective walls around her mind that Ivan and Anders had taught her. She waited in the darkness hoping the unknown riders would not spot them.
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      “And you’ll tell the others?” Max asked.

      The woman from camp nodded, her dark, knotted hair falling into her wrinkled face. “I’ll pass your message along, don’t worry; we’ve been hard set on returning anyhow.”

      Max stepped away, about to move on to tell others along the outskirts of the Revolution’s camp about Anders’ message. He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned.

      The elderly woman he had just spoken to looked at him with expectant eyes. She asked, “Has anyone warned the men?”

      “Which men?” he asked.

      She pointed her arthritic finger up the forested slope to his right and said, “Many of the men have gone to their fort to celebrate.”

      “How far is it?” he asked, guessing that nobody had gone to warn them.

      “It’s not far. There’s a natural bench near the ridge. You’ll see it if you head straight up from here,” she said, motioning to the tree-covered hill.

      He thanked her and started walking through the trees.

      The slope steepened quickly as Max trudged on with tired legs. Slowly he hiked more than a thousand feet before the slope plateaued through the trees above. Breathing heavily, Max grumbled to himself, “Not far, eh? I’ve got two sore cheeks that say differently.” As he stepped out onto the natural bench, he could hear muffled shouts and whoops carrying through the quiet air.

      Following his ears, he walked toward the voices and soon saw a log structure standing in a small clearcut. He wondered if this structure was meant to serve as a stronghold for the Revolution if anyone were to smother them below. Even kurr would tire charging up that slope, he thought looking down the steep incline.

      With a burst of funneled barroom noise, two men stumbled out of the fort, sloshing mugs in hand. One of the men lifted the wooden cup to his lips and tilted his head skyward, spilling more onto his full beard than he drank.

      Great, Max thought with dread. They’re already drunk.

      One man walked five paces away from the log fort, dropped his trousers and began to relieve himself. Max continued, emerging in the area cleared of trees and into full view of the two men. The man facing him took a half step backward when he saw Max, splashing himself on the leg. Lifting his mug to point it at Max, he said, “Hey, I know you. You were one of the guys who was with that Rollo gal.”

      Max didn’t answer and kept walking toward the two soldiers with his gaze on the door to the fort.

      Shaking, the man called to his companion, “Hey, Borg! Isn’t this that boyo who was with the she-bear?”

      Max had never heard this phrase for a woman and assumed he should be offended. Maybe she-bear is something they call women warriors, he thought, trying to put a positive spin on it.

      The second soldier, his back turned to them, continued to relieve himself onto the forest floor. He looked over his shoulder in a half-drunk stupor. “Oh, yeah,” he said swaying as he surprised himself with his aim.

      “I have a message from your leader,” Max told them, stopping just far enough away that he could flee if they tried anything. In his youth, he’d seen drunk soldiers at the Brookside Inn and knew what they were like when they came into a mood. Max didn’t trust them when they were like this.

      “A message from our leaders?” the first soldier said surprised. “Well that’s funny, we got one in here. Maybe we should talk to him about it, because he ain’t said nothing about no message.”

      “Take me to him,” Max said, trying to sound confident.

      The soldier nodded and tried to take a swig from his empty mug. Lowering it from his mouth, he looked at it in surprise when nothing came out. Shrugging, he said, “Come on then, in we go.”

      Max followed the two soldiers into the log fort. A wave of alcohol and sweat filled his nose, shocking him with the stench. How long have they been at this? It can’t have been that long, he wondered. Squinting through the dimly lit space, he saw men staggering with mugs tightly gripped in hand, laughing and trying to speak over one another. A dozen women soldiers mingled flirtatiously, more than a few he saw were locking lips with family men. I bet there are a few wives who might have a thing or two to say about this, Max thought, recognizing two of the husbands.

      “He’s over there, next to the big one with the long beard,” the soldier said, motioning toward the back corner of the room.

      Max spotted a tall man with a long bushy brown beard. He gulped when he recognized who was standing next to him. “Are you sure that’s him?” Max asked keeping his eyes on the man who’d been identified. When he didn’t hear a response, he turned back to look for the drunk, only to find that he’d gone.

      This can’t be happening, Max thought. Of all the people in this outfit who I didn’t want to see, Tony is their leader? Great. Well, I better get this over with. I was bound to have this conversation with him eventually. I only wish it were in a different setting.

      Taking a deep breath, Max adjusted his sword belt before setting out across the dirt floor to pass along the critical warning to Tony.

      Max stopped an arm’s reach from the man who had only agreed to take him and his infant brother in as children because of his wife’s pleas. Max stood still for a few seconds waiting to be acknowledged by the large bearded man. In a gruff voice that sounded over the others, the soldier asked, “Can I help you?”

      Max continued to wait silently until Tony looked for himself to see who was standing in front of him. A sudden fear came over Max when he saw Tony’s face tighten with cold recognition. He thought Tony might attack him right then and there, but after a tense several breaths, Max broke the silence, “I have an urgent message from the other leaders.”

      Tony’s upper lip quivered in anger as he said, “Whatever you heard isn’t official until it passes through me, boy.”

      Max narrowed his eyes at him, which provoked a further response from Tony.

      “You think you’re a man now?” he said squaring off with Max and showing him how large his frame really was. “Just because you grew a little taller and have put on a couple of ounces of muscle? No man I know would sport that pathetic excuse for a beard. Only boys who still wear their hair in a knot do that,” Tony said looking at Max’s hair. “You can’t fool me, boy. No, you’re still the skinny little cuss I should’ve left in Southland all those years ago.”

      “The news comes directly from the dragonrider. Merglan has…” he started, but Tony cut him off.

      “I thought I told you not to come back.”

      “But,” Max managed to get in, but Tony carried on over him.

      “The only thing I’m worried about right now is how best to be rid of you. For good.” Tony stared coldly into Max’s eyes, never breaking eye contact as he lifted the mug to his lips and drew a lengthy draft.

      “What message do you have?” the large bearded man asked.

      Max broke the stare with Tony and saw that the big soldier was concerned.

      Tony hit the man in the chest with a backhanded slap, but Max was already talking, “Merglan has escaped capture and we are to retreat to Brookside.”

      “Wrong,” Tony spat. “The mad sorcerer has not yet been captured. You are feeding us lies, boy. What game are you playing at anyway?”

      Max stammered, “No, I… I’m telling the truth.”

      “Evil follows you everywhere you go, boy. It can’t be a coincidence,” Tony snarled. He turned to his large friend and said, “Don’t listen to what he’s saying, Rickard. This scum is the son of one of Merglan’s own servants. He’s been plotting for a way to avenge her death for years. As a boy he took one of my own daughters from me and now he’s trying to lure us out from this fort to go back to Brookside where his friends are undoubtedly waiting in ambush.”

      Max shook his head and shouted, “No, none of that is true! Wild horses killed your daughter. I would never put her in harm’s way. I loved her like a sister!”

      “I’ve had enough of your filthy lies, boy,” Tony said, dropping his mug and shooting his hand down for his broadsword.

      Max’s eyes grew wide and he reached for his own.

      Tony had pulled his blade half way out of his scabbard when Rickard grabbed him by the elbow, staying his arm. “Enough!” the big man shouted. Though Rickard rivaled Tony in size, Max knew it wouldn’t be enough to stop the bull of a man from killing him.

      The fort went quiet, and Max felt all the eyes of Tony’s soldiers fall on him. He glanced to either side, still poised to draw steel. He heard the ring of blades being summoned out of scabbards and felt the gravity of the situation.

      Tony struggled against the large man’s grip and broke free. Max took a step backward and withdrew the grip on his sword. Other soldiers near Rickard stepped in between, clearly not wanting more blood to be shed during their celebration. While he backed with his hands up to show anyone still unclear on the commotion that he meant no harm, Max heard a soldier now helping Rickard stop the potential fight say, “Tony, you’re drunk. Let him leave.”

      Tony tried to push through the wall of men, shouting, “He killed my girl! Damn him, he killed my little girl!”

      Max continued to back away from them with hands raised high into the air. Anyone who hadn’t seen the initial conflict had felt the tension in the crowd and was staring at him. Max knew this was not the place for him to take risks, not with an entire host of armed men against him.

      When he reached the entrance, he said loud enough for everyone who stared at him to hear, “Rune asked me to come here and deliver a message. The message is that this battle we won today is only the beginning of a war that will be coming to Westland, a war greater than the skirmishes fought on the plains in the past. Evil is approaching and we must be ready to face it at any time.” Having done his duty of warning the group in the fort, Max turned and ran out the door.

      Sprinting across the clearcut, Max ran for his own safety. He knew that what he said wasn’t exactly what he was supposed to tell them, but after Tony had turned against him, he knew a more powerful description needed to be told. If Tony had been able to speak to them, he would’ve had the entire room coming down on him. He already had begun suggesting that Max was somehow working for Merglan and trying to thwart the Resistance. Thankfully that burly Rickard had sense enough to see that Tony’s anger was based on a personal hatred.

      I did more than I needed to by saying what I did to those men and women, Max thought. I’m not going back to warn them again. If they don’t at least come down to check on the situation, then they can stay up there in that log hut getting drunker than damnation.

      Before returning to the camp, Max found a downed tree just outside the mobile settlement. Sitting down, he trembled after having an entire room of drunk people ready to attack him for something he didn’t do. He breathed heavily after hiking up the hill in earnest and having to run back down in fear. His body was tired from fighting, too. He wanted to give up and go home. But when he thought about it, he realized he didn’t have a home to return to. After what had just happened at the fort, Max didn’t think he and Tony would ever be able to be in the same town, let alone the same home.

      Pushing these negative thoughts from his mind, he told himself, Come on, Max. You’re the funny one, remember? You’re always up for an adventure. Get up off this log and go help the people of Brookside even if they will never thank you for your service. Do what’s right so other kids can grow up in the Riverlands and enjoy the life you can never have.

      Max stood up and forced himself to continue on his way, telling anyone who hadn’t already heard to get back to Brookside.

      ***

      Maija burrowed into her mind. She focused all her efforts on blocking out any sound or sight. There inside Raffagaun’s enclosed wings, she stood alone. Taking a breath, she smelled the salty waves of the ocean washing ashore; she felt the chilled night air swirl around her ankles. She forced all of her senses to shut down and began to slip into a mind state of solitude. She recalled how Ivan sat with her those many days, instructing her on the ability to control one’s mind. Now that she actually had Magic flowing in her veins, Maija could feel it working with her to achieve her goals. The ocean’s salty smell vanished. She likened it to occluded nostrils, stuffed with scentless plugs. The chilly air stilled, and she felt an inner warmth flooding her body. It came from her core and extended out through all of her limbs, helping her relax as the sensation increased. The muffled sounds arising at the plain’s shoreline disappeared and she felt numb to everything but her own mind.

      It was hard for her to know how long she’d been in this state before she felt something brush against her thoughts. The feeling did not startle her as it would’ve had she not been waiting for it, but the slight pressing did pique her awareness to another presence. The tickling wave of featherlight pressure gently passed over her brain. Three times it washed around her mind barriers, sending an icy chill that cut right down to her bones. Despite the uncomfortable situation, Maija remained impregnable to the sorcerer’s probe. She forced herself to remain numb until whoever was searching for her had moved on or attacked.

      The initial warmth she felt returned to her body. Though the probe had ceased, she remained in the dark vacuum that she’d created for what felt like hours. When Raffa opened his wings and touched on the bond they shared, she lowered the walls that she had placed around her mind. The early morning light still hung low in the east. She looked up to see the dimming starlight above.

      Are they gone? Maija asked.

      Yes, Raffa responded.

      Where did they go?

      Two went south, one flew directly over us and circled three times. After the third pass, the rider continued south to join the others.

      How long did you wait before uncovering us? she asked.

      It’s been a few minutes at most since they flew from sight, Raffa said.

      “That’s all?” she asked under her breath.

      I waited until I could no longer sense their presence.

      Do you think they could see us? she asked.

      I don’t know. They didn’t stop to fight, so they might not have.

      Who were they? I thought we were the only new riders to have bonded?

      Maybe they were in the elven prison and Merglan has set them loose.

      Why would they come south? she asked herself and instantly knew the answer, Merglan sent them to retrieve his crystals.

      Hopefully whatever Natalia did to the crystals will last long enough to give us a window of opportunity. He did feel weakened when we faced him outside Cedarbridge.

      That’s what he wanted us to think, Maija said.

      I have a good sense for this kind of thing, and I felt that he was genuinely hurt.

      What do we do now? If Natalia is sailing toward the Everlight Kingdom, this is the way she would come. Wouldn’t the riders attack their ships if they saw them?

      That would be beneficial to Merglan. Perhaps we should go after them to make sure that Natalia has help if they have attacked her.

      Maija groaned nervously, This is a lot of ‘ifs’, Raffa. If my sister is sailing home, she could come by the Bareback Peninsula. She could be going farther east and moving closer to the Eastland shores, and if she went that way, we wouldn’t see her and the dragonriders who just appeared out of nowhere wouldn’t see them either. And what if she hasn’t left Southland at all? No, I don’t think we should risk chasing after them. It would expose us if Natalia isn’t traveling this way. My sister can still wield magic, though her bond was broken months ago and though she didn’t say it, I could see it in her eyes that her abilities were weakening. We said we’d see if they are sailing this way and try to intercept them, so that’s what we’ll do.

      Maija started walking up the beach to the grassland edge, wondering if the part of the beach they’d landed on was the best for glassing over the waters. As she reached a grassy mound marking the edge of the beach, she could see no distinct rise much higher than where they stood. The rolling hills behind them never rose high enough to provide a better height advantage.

      I guess we’re going to have to patrol from the skies, like the dragons from the C.F.D.D. did along the Nagano border. We can fly from one end of the peninsula to the other, she said hopefully.

      That sounds like a good plan, Raffa agreed. I will need to eat and rest occasionally. How many days will we patrol?

      Maija thought for a moment. She had been so wrapped up in the possibility of not seeing Anders again that she hadn’t considered at what point they would give up their search and head back.

      I don’t know, she said seriously. Can you remember if anyone told us to come back within a certain number of days?

      I cannot. That is why I am asking you now.

      Four? she said questioningly.

      Good. In that case, I must feed now. You said there were fish by the plenty here, did you not?

      I did say that, Maija said, hoping that what she’d heard about the fishing in this part of the world was true. More than once she had overheard mariners from the Kewian Islands speak of plentiful fishing in this area.

      I’ll come back once I’ve had my fill. Will you be okay by yourself? Raffa asked.

      Maija nodded, I’ll be fine. Just don’t go too far. I wouldn’t want to be caught unaware by those dragonriders if they come back.

      She sat down on the sandy mound and watched her scarlet dragon glide out over the breaking waves. He dropped into the surf, opening his jaws and dragging them through the surface water. Lifting his head, ocean water poured out from between his teeth, trapping all of the fish inside. She felt his satisfaction when he swallowed a mouthful of fresh tuna. Maija recalled watching Zahara hunt fish when she and Anders were outside the fortress in Eastland. Zahara’s strategy differed, diving in and out like a dolphin, whereas Raffa gathered them by dragging his mouth through the surface like a net. Smiling at his technique and clear satisfaction as he continued to drag his large head through the water, Maija looked to her left where the sun was just rising fully from the horizon. Backlit and darkly outlined, she could see a thin black line bobbing in and out of sight in the distance.

      She rose and held her thumb up to block the sun, trying to get a better look at the toothpick-like shape appearing and disappearing in the waves. It was so small that if she looked directly at it, it blurred into the background, but there was no mistaking that something was out there.

      Raffa, she said alerting him. We have to scout something out.

      I could feel it in you when you saw the dark shape, the red dragon said as he landed just below her on the beach. Quickly, climb on; we will see if it’s your sister.

      Raffa’s jaws still dripped with saltwater as she rushed to his side. Hearing him gulp down a mouthful of tuna, she scaled up into her saddle. Saltwater pooled in the seat. She tried to flick it out before sitting down. As he opened his massive wings and set out low over the water, Maija’s rear became uncomfortably saturated, but the excitement of seeing Natalia again made her smile. Even though she had only really remembered meeting her for the first time just a few months earlier, the two had bonded quickly. I wonder what she’ll think of Raffa, she asked herself.

      Within a matter of moments, she could see clearly that the dark toothpick-like shape was a ship’s mast. As they flew closer, she could see many more bobbing masts behind the one she’d initially spotted. They must be sailing with others from Southland, she told Raffagaun. I didn’t expect that they would be with such a large fleet.

      We should try to contact someone onboard, Raffa suggested.

      Good idea. Natalia knows how to communicate with the mindspeak. I bet she’ll hear us if I try.

      Maija focused on using her telepathic abilities and sent out a probe to the ships. At first, she could only sense the rising waves in the foreground, but as she honed her mind, she found the ships. Using her new skill was like trying to feel objects in the dark. Singling out a specific ship, she recognized its distinguishing features. The mast, sails and hull. As she anticipated, Maija could sense life onboard.

      Wow, there are so many on each ship, she told Raffa as she started searching for her sister. She didn’t know exactly what to look for but assumed the feeling would be similar to what she felt when the dragonriders had passed over them.

      As soon as she began passing her mind over each person individually, a sick feeling began to form in her stomach. There was something very wrong with the way they felt. It was as if they were rotten on the inside. She withdrew her mind as a realization came over her. Raffa, turn around. Those aren’t humans.

      What are those creatures? Raffa asked and Maija could feel that Raffa, too, had felt the rotten sense of the creatures onboard the ship.

      Those are Merglan’s orcs, Maija told him; she was sure of it. We need to go back.

      Raffa didn’t turn around.

      What are you doing? They’ll see us for sure if we get too close.

      Those are our enemies. I could kill them all right now.

      By burning their ships? That’s crazy. It would create a beacon for the three riders that just flew past us. They would come after us for sure and, if they didn’t kill us, we’d be taken prisoner and hauled back to Merglan. I doubt he would treat us with the same generosity he did the last time I was his prisoner. He knows who I am now and the threat we pose.

      Raffa continued on low over the waves keeping the ships in view.

      Please, Raffa, don’t do this. I hardly know magic. If those three dragonriders come back, we will be bringing death on ourselves as well.

      Raffa suddenly tilted and turned back, flying away from the ships. What shall we do about them? he asked in frustration.

      Leave them. This is news we need to carry back to our allies. If the orcs are leaving their fight in Southland, that means they’ll be marching on Westland next.

      What about Natalia?

      Maija struggled to respond for a moment, then said, If she’s smart, she’ll sail to the Kewian Islands or the Rollo Islands. We need to warn Anders and the others of this.

      I thought he already knew that a mass of enemies was approaching. Perhaps we should patrol the coast for several more days? Raffa suggested.

      The orcs will reach land any day now. After that they’ll march. We don’t have much time if the people of Westland are going to form a plan. I think the safest route for us is to go back along the western coast. Anders and the others should be back in Brookside by the time we return.

      As you wish, Raffa said and angled toward the coastline.
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      Anders and Zahara made one last pass, examining those huddled near the medical tent for anyone who’d sustained a serious injury and was still awaiting treatment. With his energy nearly depleted by the use of the calculated spells, Anders shared Zahara’s need for food and rest. Making sure they hadn’t missed anyone in need of serious mending, Anders went to thank Ophelia for her help in calming the patients. He, too, would have been hesitant if a dragon had wanted to stare into his open wound.

      “Hey, Ophelia,” Anders began, but something moving in fast from the battlefield caused him to pause.

      I thought everyone had returned already? he asked himself.

      Zahara heard his thought and answered, Everyone had. That’s Kirsten, she went back out on the battlefield a little while ago.

      Anders’ vision narrowed. He focused on his younger cousin as she ran toward camp. She clutched her fist against her chest where a red stain covering her arm was spreading down her front and onto her leg. What the? I thought I removed the… Wait, that’s not venom, it’s blood, he thought.

      “Ophelia, follow me,” he said and ran through the trees in Kirsten’s direction. I hope it’s not something that’s gone wrong with the magic I used on her.

      Drawing near, he slowed to a jog, and asked, “Kirsten, what’s happened?” He searched her quickly, noticing that her left arm where he’d removed the venom was unharmed. The blood was seeping from her right.

      Kirsten stopped a few feet away from him, “It’s just my hand.”

      “How did this happen? You were fine last I saw you,” Anders said, reaching to examine her fist. She pulled away. He shot her a questioning look and Kirsten’s eyes told him why she’d retreated.

      Ophelia came alongside Anders, “How can I help?”

      With a sigh he spoke to Kirsten in his adult tone, “Kirsten, I know you’re capable of mending a cut on your own, but I can make it go away. Just let me have a look at it.” He held out his hand expectantly.

      Kirsten hesitated for a moment, then offered him her hand.

      “It’s just a scratch,” she said shyly and opened her hand, exposing where she’d gripped her blade.

      Anders could feel Ophelia’s hair brush his shoulder as she peered over him to see the cut. “That’s the deepest ‘scratch’ I’ve ever seen. Looks like it went all the way to the bone, almost like a cut or a gash,” she said reaching for Kirsten’s arm to get a closer look, but Kirsten jerked it away.

      “Kirsten,” Anders scolded her as if she were still a child, then stopped realizing that using this tone wouldn’t help. Starting over in a more relaxed approach, he said, “Kirsten, will you let us examine your hand? Ophelia is the surgeon’s assistant and can give me a proper diagnosis on which I can base my repairs.”

      “I know who she is,” Kirsten said defensively while looking off to the side.

      “Then let her help you,” Anders pleaded.

      “Can’t you just snap your fingers and make it better?” Kirsten asked.

      He could, but you might lose the strength of your grip, Zahara said, her mental voice cutting through to Kirsten’s thoughts.

      Anders was used to Zahara’s shared comments, but saw Kirsten jump at the sudden intrusion. Before she could respond, Anders explained, “Zahara’s right. Healing with magic is more complex than it seems. I need an understanding of the full extent of the injury before applying the spell. You could have severed your tendons and if I repair them the same way I work on skin tissue, you wouldn’t be able to use them again.”

      Kirsten glanced at Ophelia and chewed at the inside of her lip. After a moment’s thought she said, “Okay, go ahead and look.”

      Ophelia reached gently and took hold of Kirsten’s arm. Her hand was lacerated across the entire width of her palm. When she held her hand out, her fingers flopped open and blood continued to flow from the gash. “Can you make a fist?” Ophelia asked.

      Kirsten attempted to curl her fingers, but only her middle finger would curl past the first knuckle. She moaned.

      “How did you do this?” Ophelia asked.

      “I went to find this,” Kirsten said, putting her good hand into her pocket and pulling out the crystal she’d taken from Rankstine.

      “Is that the crystal from the man on horseback?” Anders asked, raising his eyes to meet Kirsten’s.

      “Rankstine,” she said with a nod. “Merglan sent him to Grandwood. He was supposed to make a home base for the occupiers in Westland while he took over. I thought the goblins got him, but apparently he had only been knocked out when I saw him last. When I found his body out there,” she said nodding to the plains, “and tried to take the crystal…” she paused. Anders knew his cousin and could tell she was shaken by the memory. “I managed to grab the blade of my sword and put an end to that relentless earwig of a man’s life.”

      “You should’ve come and gotten me,” Anders said. “Zahara and I could’ve helped you.”

      Kirsten inhaled sharply and withdrew her hand. Anders noticed Ophelia stuffing the vial of clean water she’d just poured into Kirsten’s palm back into her apron.

      “I thought he was dead. I didn’t know someone could survive dragon fire,” Kirsten said defensively as she offered her palm to Ophelia again.

      While Ophelia dabbed a white cloth at the wound, Anders waited for her to tell him which of her tendons would need to be repaired. Touching on Tarron’s presence, Anders prepared to ask him for guidance in mending.

      “Each finger’s tendon, except for the middle, is severed. Her palm tendons have sustained some damage as well. You’ll need to heal them individually. Without a surgeon’s touch, it would be very difficult for her to have a full recovery,” Ophelia said.

      “And after the tendons have been repaired, it’s just muscle and skin tissue?” Anders asked.

      Ophelia nodded, “Can you do that?”

      “It will be harder than mending a bone, but with Tarron’s help, I bet we’ll manage,” Anders said. Kirsten eyed him at the mention of Tarron’s name. He’d forgotten that he hadn’t told her about him yet and it probably sounded odd to speak about another person when only the three of them and Zahara were standing there.

      Taking Kirsten’s arm, Anders focused on the task at hand. Tarron guided him in reciting the ancient language. Anders could feel the energy within him pass from his hand to Kirsten’s flesh. When the last of the magic spell was complete, Anders felt the chilling aftershock of using more energy than he had intended. Staggering, he refocused his vision on Kirsten’s palm.

      She flexed her hand, moving each finger individually as if they had never been injured. Anders blinked purposefully and looked at Kirsten. She was staring at him with concern. “Anders, are you alright?”

      Anders rubbed his eyes and stepped back to catch himself from tipping. “Yeah. I’m just a little tired.” He felt Zahara’s touch on his mind as she passed some of her energy into him, cutting it off before she reached a similar state of vertigo. Shaking his head and planting his feet, he said, “Sorry. I’ve never healed so many serious injuries before. It really zaps the strength out of me.”

      “You must be exhausted,” Ophelia said. “He’s been at this for hours. You should take a rest.”

      “You were the last person who needed healing?” Anders asked Kirsten.

      Kirsten shrugged and Ophelia nodded in confirmation.

      “Let me see that crystal,” Anders said, again staggering.

      Kirsten handed him the light-blue sapphire. Tapping into its remaining energy, Anders drank in just enough to regain mental clarity. Once steady, he said, “I need to talk with Rune and the others in charge. We have lots to do whether we stay and fight or run.”

      As he left Kirsten and Ophelia to their duties, Anders’ thoughts turned to Maija. He wondered how she was faring with her newly bonded dragon.

      ***

      Anders stopped to rest against a tree. He continued to feel the effects of healing so many people. Even though he had a wealth of energy stored in Lazuran and in what remained within the crystal Kirsten had retrieved, he didn’t want to resort to using them unless he absolutely had to.

      We need to eat, he said to Zahara while she sat down on the forest floor next to him.

      Maybe they have some food? she said, looking to the line of people beginning to march back toward Brookside.

      For me, but there’s no way they could feed you.

      There are deer a plenty in the Riverlands. I can feel them, not too far from here.

      This might be a good time for you to go hunting. I know the people we healed are warming up to the idea of having a dragon around, but there are probably many who still fear you. I might make more progress speaking with them on my own, Anders said, feeling slightly guilty for telling her to leave for a few hours.

      It’s okay, Anders. Remember the last time we were in Westland together, I had to remain hidden until you could speak with me in private. This is much better than that.

      Be careful, he said as Zahara stood to leave.

      I won’t go far, she assured him and walked off into the forest.

      Anders continued to lean against the tree, his mind now wandering to the memory of Ivan’s death.  He hadn’t faced the repercussions. Forcing the memory of his father’s demise from his mind, he walked along the newly beaten path to the Revolution’s hidden base camp. Working his way through the nearly deserted encampment caused him to wish he’d gone and asked the people he’d seen earlier for some food. Smoldering campfires reminded him of roasted lamb, making his stomach growl.

      Maybe I should’ve gone with Zahara, he thought.

      That’s one feeling that I do not miss, Tarron’s voice said, breaking into Anders’ daydream.

      Anders rolled his eyes. He still hadn’t figured out how to keep the soul inside the sapphire from hearing his inner monologues. I thought I told you to keep your thoughts to yourself unless you have something important to say, Anders said grumpily.

      I was only going to point out that walnut tree, but if you want to wander around this deserted camp looking for scraps of garbage like a peasant, be my guest.

      Anders surveyed the trees nearest him and saw the feather-shaped leaves of a walnut tree to his right. Even from dozens of yards away, he could see the brown nuts bursting through their green shells, indicating that they were ripe. Walking quickly to the tree’s base, Anders said, I’m sorry for that, Tarron. I’m just tired and frustrated.

      You seem to be quite temperamental toward me in particular, Tarron observed.

      I have a lot on my mind and when you barge in unannounced, it irritates me, Anders said, picking several nuts from the tree and deftly husking their shells. He popped the walnut meat into his mouth as he shelled them, stuffing himself like a child eating unlimited candy.

      How would you have me announce myself? I don’t have a body, Tarron pointed out.

      Taking advantage of speaking telepathically, Anders spoke while gorging on the tree’s produce, It’s not your fault, I guess. You came into my life at a strange time.

      Because you killed the host taking over your father’s body?

      Anders pushed his emotions surrounding Ivan’s death down as they tried to rise to the surface again, Yeah.

      The being controlling him did it, you know. You were just protecting Maija’s life and your own. Where I come from, self-defense is not a crime.

      Why didn’t you stop Merglan from moving his corrupted energy into the crystal? Anders asked in an attempt to change the subject.

      I didn’t have any control of my being. I thought I told you, the only way I can be released from the walls of this sapphire are to be exposed to the energy of a dragon’s bonding.

      But you aren’t free. You’re still confined to the crystal.

      Physically, yes, but I’m a soul. I need a vessel to inhabit if I wish to continue to have consciousness. If I were to leave the sapphire in your sword, I would be inducted into the energy flowing through all of the natural things around us.

      That sounds peaceful, Anders said.

      It is and would be, but that’s not what I want. I believe that by successfully transitioning my soul into the crystal, I must serve a greater purpose. I have a duty to the world and that duty is to steer its people in the right cultural direction.

      But why do I have to be your voice? Can’t you be put into another crystal and influence someone more powerful than me?

      That’s not how it works, and besides who among your settled nations is in a more powerful position than you?

      Anders thought for a moment. The sorcerer’s soul was right. Other than him, only Maija was in a similar position. Though now that Ivan had died, Anders had inadvertently become the true heir to the throne in Southland and, therefore, the rightful king of the human race.

      You know I’m right… your Majesty, Tarron said.

      “Don’t say that!” Anders spat, losing control of his emotions. He quickly looked around to see if anyone had heard him. I’m not a king, he thought. I’m just a guy who can do magic. Because this other dragonrider has a problem with me being alive, I’m forced into this situation. I’m doing this for selfish reasons, and I shouldn’t be rewarded for that.

      You and I know that’s not true, Tarron said.

      “Hello?” Anders heard someone call out.

      “Who’s there?” he replied, halfway through chewing on a walnut. Anders saw a tall youthful-looking, black-haired man walking across the encampment. “Max!” he called out in surprise when he recognized him.

      You were born to bring balance into the world, Anders. Let me guide your rule, Tarron’s voice said, fading out into the back of his mind.

      “I thought I heard someone shouting. Was that you?” Max asked, coming swiftly into full view.

      Anders flushed, trying to think of an excuse without coming up with one, “Yeah. I’m just frustrated.”

      “Tell me about it,” Max said. “I just had a run-in with Tony, my former step-father. Well, you can imagine how that went down.” Anders nodded. “It wasn’t pretty. That guy really wants to hurt me. I just hope I got through to them.”

      Anders frowned, “To them?”

      “There’s a whole group of soldiers up on the bluff in this lodge. I told them what was happening, but not before Tony, apparently their ringleader, tried to pull his sword on me. I don’t know if they thought I was trying to cause a distraction or telling the truth.”

      “Either way, I would assume they have enough sense to come check out what’s going on?” Anders asked. He held out a walnut to Max, “Hungry?”

      Max nodded, taking the nut from Anders, “Looks like the word to head back to Brookside made it through camp?”

      “Yeah. I was just looking for Rune or someone who could show me to the others in charge of this outfit.”

      “Apparently Tony is one of them. He’s up there, but I’d let the alcohol wear off before talking to him,” Max said.

      “You don’t need to prove anything to him, Max. Everyone already knows you’re a great person.”

      “I don’t want to prove anything to him. I would be fine not seeing him again, but, given the circumstances, I would bet money that I’ll be seeing more of him soon enough. If we make it through this without him stabbing me in the back, I’ll be surprised.”

      “I’ll make sure he knows your importance. I won’t let him touch you,” Anders said.

      “He probably won’t listen to you. He thinks we’re working together to undermine this revolution,” Max said, shaking his head.

      “Well, we are the ones who need to influence change,” Anders said, thinking of what Tarron had told him.

      “You’re right on that point,” Max said.

      “Do you know where I can find some more food?” Anders asked. “These nuts are good, but I could use some more variety in my sustenance.”

      “A group of people still packing up on the north end might have something,” Max shrugged.

      “Come on,” Anders said, placing his hand on Max’s shoulder. “Tell me about the thing between you and Britt.”

      “Did Kirsten tell you about that?” Max asked. “She was being strange about it for a few weeks but seems to have lost interest lately.”

      “She didn’t have to tell me. I saw it with my own eyes. And, yes, I think someone’s perceptions can be altered under the effects of goblin poison in their veins. She’s got her eye on Bo for sure.”

      Max nodded and looked around. “What about Zahara? Isn’t she coming with you, too?” he asked.

      “She’s off hunting deer in the woods. She’ll join us in a few hours.”

      “So, it’s just like old times then? You and me wandering through the woods looking for some food.”

      “So it would seem,” Anders said with a smile. He and Max walked toward the sound of the last remaining soldiers in camp preparing to move out to Brookside.

      ***

      Saltwater sprayed up from the crashing ocean waves surrounding Rough Water Bay. The mid-morning light beamed down, bringing with it the danger of being seen by unwanted eyes. Maija’s heart raced as she continually looked over her shoulder for one of the three dragonriders they’d seen hours before. If they were suspicious enough to make multiple passes while Maija and Raffa hid, they might be diligent enough to return.

      Do you think the riders we saw were sent to escort the orcs? Maija asked Raffa as they flew low along the coastline.

      They were flying high and to the south. It would make more sense that they were going to the location of the crystals the others spoke of, he replied.

      I don’t want them to follow us. What if they were just pretending to fly south because they knew we were there and trying to make us think they didn’t see us?

      Why would they do that when they could easily kill us? Three trained riders against one in training; it’s clear who would win.

      I know, but part of me is beginning to think we could escape. We’ve faced two dragonriders now and lived.

      Just barely at that and we had help. I only fought one dragon at a time. I don’t think I could handle three dragons with riders. You were right the first time in having me turn back.

      I don’t really feel comfortable right now, knowing the riders might be following us up the coast.

      What else can we do? I’m making sure to keep my senses alert in case we detect a magic user’s mind.

      Me, too, but I’m not that good at it yet, at least not as good as Anders. I think we should go off course for a while, try to shake them off our tail, Maija said.

      But they might not even be following us, Raffa argued.

      If they are, though, we’ll be leading them directly to all of those people returning to Brookside. Let’s head out over the water for a while. If they are following us, they might think we’re heading to the Rollo Islands.

      If you think that’s best? Raffa said.

      Maija stayed low to Raffa’s neck as they banked left over the ocean. Though the sun was out, Maija still shivered from the autumn air. I’ll have to get a traveler’s cloak when we return to Brookside, she told herself. For the next several hours, Maija steered Raffagaun far enough offshore that they were out of sight of land. As the sun rose higher, it became more difficult for her to decipher which direction they were flying. Chilled morning air turned to hot humid swells the longer they flew. Maija wished she trusted herself enough to have Raffa climb to a higher altitude where the air wasn’t quite so warm. She knew from their time spent at the Everlight Kingdom training grounds, however, that it was easier to lose an unwanted follower if they flew closer to the ground. With less skilled sorcerers, such as herself, Maija could lose a pursuer among the many other forms of life in the surrounding area closer to the surface. If they climbed higher in the sky, their location would be more obvious to a rider trying to track them. Even over the ocean, the numerous fish and sea creatures living near the surface could help cloak a lesser trained sorcerer.

      Soon Maija noticed the sun was directly overhead. She felt that Raffa had been angling too far to the west. I think we might have lost them, she said, looking around and only seeing extended ocean along the horizon.  Let’s go back toward shore.

      I need to climb to be sure. There’s been something pulling at my mind in the distance and I can feel myself drifting toward it. I keep having to re-assess where I am in direction and I need to make sure we’ve been heading in the right direction, Raffa said.

      Maija hadn’t wanted to gain too much elevation, but after their detour out over the ocean, she didn’t know if it was even possible for someone to have followed them given how lost they had become. Yeah. Take us higher. If we go high enough, we’ll eventually see land, she agreed.

      Raffa turned skyward and began climbing. The sudden change in pitch nearly threw Maija, but she held on. As they flew farther from the water, Maija searched the horizon for a brown or green mass. As they climbed, she saw some dots speckled in a line out beyond where they’d been heading.

      Are those the orc ships? she thought.

      Those ships couldn’t have come this far that quickly, Raffa said.

      What are they then?

      As Raffa continued to gain elevation, Maija saw a large landmass taking shape to her left. What’s that? she asked pointing. Did we fly so far west that we’ve discovered a new land?

      That’s not likely as I’m slower than Zahara and she said it took her more than an entire day to make the Rollo Islands from the Plains. I’m positive that I haven’t strayed too far to the west.

      That must be the Bareback Plains, she reasoned.

      I’ll keep climbing to be sure, Raffa said.

      He continued to climb so high that Maija was beginning to struggle breathing. The air stung her skin and she shivered uncontrollably. Okay Raffa, you were right, that it is the Plains, she said.

      Raffa dove quickly, the whole while Maija continued to pay close attention to the direction of the expansive grasslands. Somehow, Raffa hadn’t made much progress flying to the north

      Raffa, you felt something pulling you, south? she asked.

      Yes. It was like the draw I felt when I saw you for the first time and it kept pulling at me.

      Why didn’t you say something?

      I thought it was a trick from a dragonrider and we were still making progress north.

      Maija eyed the ships in the distance to the south, Let’s go see who those ships belong to.

      Are you sure? What if it’s more of Merglan’s people?

      If it is, then I guess we’ll be in the same situation as before. But if what you just told me is you sensing my sister and naturally being drawn to her presence, then it’s worth investigating.

      I’ll take us closer, Raffa said.

      As they approached, Maija scrutinized the ships coming into view. Growing up on the Kewian Islands had given her a healthy education in classification of sailing vessels. She could see the shallow-hulled design of Rolloan Naval ships leading the pack. Behind them and sailing at a slower pace were the Southlanders’ traditional style merchant ships escorted by heavy gunner ships that had to be from the King’s Navy. As Raffa descended, Maija’s hopes skyrocketed. Could this really be Natalia with friendly troops?

      She was so excited, she whooped with joy, “Yeeewwww! Do you see that, Raffa? I bet my sister is down there.” Before he could respond, Maija enacted her senses to search the vessels for her sister’s consciousness. Almost instantly she sensed a vast wealth of power onboard one of the ships. She instinctively recoiled as the last time she’d felt that much power it had come with Merglan and Killdoor.

      I hope those riders didn’t get to them before we could, she thought and reached out with her mind again. This time she avoided the ship with all of the power and instead began to feel a collective thought of hope arising from all of the ships. She was aware that the passengers would be human, with the exception of her sister, the elf. The energy here felt much different than the thoughts of those on board the orc ships they’d spotted early in the morning.

      I think it’s safe to greet them, Maija told Raffa.

      I feel a very powerful source of energy down there. Is your sister a strong sorceress? Raffa asked.

      I mean, she was, I guess, Maija said tentatively. But her bond was broken months ago and I think she’s lost power. I’m not sure what that power is, but it feels inviting.

      That’s what I was thinking, too, Raffa said.

      Flying quickly now, Raffa glided lower, quickly nearing the ships. Maija warned him to keep his distance even though they knew these were their allies. She had been warned that there were many people who still viewed dragons as evil creatures that would eat them on sight. She didn’t want to start an unnecessary fight if she didn’t have to. Maija and Raffa flew just beyond range of any possible cannon fire yet close enough to see people onboard. She attempted to locate her sister several times but couldn’t find her. After a third pass across the entire fleet, Maija felt someone trying to access her mind. Because this was allied company, she let her walls down and answered.

      Maija, is that you?! she heard Natalia’s voice say into her thoughts.

      Natalia! I’ve been searching for you, she said.

      I knew you would do it, find the dragon I mean. Have you bonded?

      Maija’s thoughts grinned, Yes, Raffa and I formed our bond only two days ago, but we have a more important message. I must talk with you in person.

      Okay. It’s safe to come closer if that’s why you are keeping your distance. Can you have Raffa fly alongside our ship. You could come aboard if he doesn’t mind the transfer.

      Maija was about to ask Raffa when he said, I don’t mind. I can get you close enough for you to jump off.

      Wow, that’s a powerful mind, Natalia said.

      Thank you, Raffa replied.

      Which one is your ship? We’ll come closer.

      We’re on the last of the Rolloan ships in the front. It’s the one with a red sail.

      Maija located the ship her sister spoke of and they flew closer to it. Raffa dipped his body down so they were flying just over the water, his tail and claws splashing across the tops of waves. Raffa’s body was larger than the Rollo ship, so Maija had to choose how to get onto the ship.

      I’ll run down your wing, then jump onto the deck, she told Raffa. Maija rose out of her saddle and prepared to come aboard Natalia’s ship. She waited until Raffa’s red wing extended out to the level plane of the ship’s deck. Maija said, I’m going, and ran out across Raffa’s wing, trying to step lightly. Her feet dipped into the soft leathery expanse as it glided through the air. She hoped she wasn’t hurting him, but knew she probably wasn’t as she was very small compared to him. His wing dipped slightly, and she nearly fell, but ultimately managed to keep her footing as she used her elven speed to run to the ship. Raffa lifted his wing tip slightly and Maija jumped, swimming with her arms through the open air. Landing solidly, she balanced on the wooden deck floor. Grinning, she began searching for her sister.

      “Maija!” she heard Natalia shout as she came running from the group of Rollo warriors near the stern. Maija swiveled and opened her arms in anticipation. In a flash, her sister’s hug consumed her and the smell of weeks of traveling through the woods and days of fighting filled her nostrils.

      Maija let out a “humph,” and held her sister tightly. She hadn’t fully realized how close they’d become over the few months they’d known one another, but she truly had missed her sister and was grateful that she’d survived the venture in Southland.

      “Ah, it’s great to see you, sis,” Natalia said, releasing her from the hug. “And with a dragon, no less. I knew you were the next rider.”

      Maija grinned and looked to see Raffa banking out in front of the ships to circle overhead. “It’s been quite the journey since I last saw you.”

      “You’re telling me. Just wait until I fill you in on what’s happened. Come, I have something to show you.”
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      “How can we trust that he’s telling us the truth?” Tony asked, his eyes pinned on Anders, who was sitting at the opposite end of the table.  

      “Can you think of another reason why the dragons would be flocking north? You must have seen them, like the rest of us,” Rune said, leaning over the table and blocking Tony’s view of Anders.  

      “I didn’t see them,” Tony muttered loud enough for all to hear.

      Because you were too busy getting drunk, Anders thought.

      “What was that? Speak up,” Rune responded to Tony’s mumbling.

      “I said, I think this is a trap!” Tony barked at all seven seated around the table. “These magicians are not to be trusted. Don’t you remember what happened the last time, or am I the only one among us who took up arms against the imposter?” 

      A silver-haired man seated next to Tony spoke up, “Tony is right.” The man, named Mott, added. “Why should we trust in this boy? I was there when the dark rider came to Southland and took control of the capital. It was no secret at the time that the son of King Kaufen’s own alchemist had come back changed. The magic he found, wherever he had gone for those two weeks, was evil just like the instincts of the dragons who gave it to him.” 

      Anders clenched his fists and was about to shout at the robust older man when Tarron’s voice quickly shouted into his thoughts, Do not lose your temper! If you display the anger Tony is trying to provoke, you will only add weight to their argument. Try to remain calm and think before you speak. 

      Pausing halfway forward in his chair, Anders felt the group of revolutionary leaders staring at him. Relaxing his grip slightly, he said in as rational a tone as he could summon, “To say that all dragons harbor evil magic or wish to see all other races in Kartania destroyed is to say that all humans are feeble-minded creatures whose only desires are to do what they are told.” He locked eyes with the crisp blue eyes of the gray-haired man siding with Tony, “That’s a sweeping generalization that lumps all individuals into one category. Dragons are much more intelligent than most people think. They have feelings and their minds operate on a much more complex scale than most of ours.”  

      Tony wagged his finger at Anders and huffed, “See, he’s defending the dark rider now. He’s trying to tell us that dragons are smarter than humans. Pffft, that’s ludicrous.” 

      Anders wanted to point out that anything was smarter than Tony, when he felt another of Tarron’s warning nudges on his thoughts. In a clear voice, Anders responded, “You misunderstood me, so let me be clear. I grew up in Westland, never knowing what was beyond Grandwood. All my life I have held the values instilled in me by my uncle to do what’s best for the people. I have never been an advocate for evil and never will be. I opposed Merglan’s army on the battlefield before I ever bonded with my dragon, Zahara, and I opposed him in direct combat just days ago. I want what’s best for all of Kartania and what’s best right now is ridding our world of oppression imposed by the likes of Merglan and his dragon.” 

      “Hear, hear!” Anders heard a majority of the men and the single woman among them shout.  

      When the chatter quieted, Rune spoke, silencing the others, “Take a look at the way this conversation has progressed. Anders is merely trying to warn us of the dangers to come, and you, sir,” he said pointing at Tony, “are trying to convince us to demonize him.” 

      “Are we not to be wary of the dangers a magician poses to our race?” Bert, a thin, bald man asked.  

      “We’re not saying that we shouldn’t be wary of magic and its overwhelming superiority as a weapon. We’re saying that there are those who know how to use that magic against anyone who chooses to wield it for evil,” the only woman at the table said, speaking for Anders and Rune. Her dark hair was braided in a thick rope that ran down the middle of her scalp and moved little even when she spoke with vigor. She stared with her dark eyes at each of them in turn and when her eyes landed on Anders, he couldn’t help but feel intimidated.  

      “Thank you for that, Helga,” Rune said still leaning forward on the table. “But I am curious, Tony, what would you propose we do in the event of an attack by Merglan and his dragon?” 

      All eyes shifted to the experienced soldier who also happened to be Max and Bo’s foster father. “We would weather his attack in the fortifications this town must build,” Tony began. 

      “Then what?” Anders asked. “After his dragon burns this town to the ground and he waits for you to emerge from your smoldering fortification, enslaving you with his magic, what would you do to stop him?”  

      “Listen to me, boy,” Tony spat, slamming his fist on the table and spilling his mug of brew. “I fought against Merglan’s forces in The War of the Magicians, so don’t you dare tell me what it’s like.”  

      “So, you are aware that during The War of the Magicians there was a task force of trained dragonriders who fought against Merglan and prevented him from coming into direct conflict with the ground troops?” Anders asked.  

      “We took the castle where the dark rider once sat on his throne, and we’ll do it again,” Tony growled. At this statement, the group erupted in argument, all trying to talk over one another. 

      “Can we please calm down!” a man seated along the middle of the table shouted over them all. “Let’s acknowledge what is coming to us here in Brookside.” The heavy-set man shook with fury and his cheeks turned red with frustration at the way this meeting had unraveled.  

      “Listen to Alistair,” Rune said, motioning to the trembling man. “The more we bicker, the farther we depart from reaching a civil decision.” He looked down at the table and shook his head, then said, “I suggest we take an hour recess to mull over what actions this organization should take next.”  

      “We are all in agreement that action is needed, aren’t we?” Helga asked, again scrutinizing them individually with her dark eyes. 

      Anders saw that most were nodding, all but Tony and Mott.  

      “Good,” Rune said, taking the lead. “When next we meet, each of us will have the chance to offer a well-thought-out plan for Westland’s army. Remember, it’s not just the army that’s counting on this; the people of Westland are as well.” As Rune straightened up the other members rose from the table. “In one hour, we reassemble in this room.”  

      When Anders saw Hensal, the last of the seven revolutionary leaders, leave the room, he walked to the window. Looking out of the house overlooking Brookside’s port and dock area, he felt Tarron’s presence in his thoughts. 

      You haven’t had much experience in politics I take it, he said. 

      It’s that obvious, is it? Anders asked, his eyes searching the port for Max or Britt who’d gone to start working on a naval defense. 

      Times truly have changed since I was a rider, Tarron said. The order was so highly sought after that only the most prestigious applicants from each society were accepted into the academy. It was common for members of royalty and high political standing to join the riders. All riders in my time had to have a deep understanding of political strategy in order to serve the order well. We are, after all, blessed with a great advantage over those who cannot use magic. We even have an advantage over non-bonded dragons themselves.  

      Times have changed, Anders responded a bit deflated. I wish I’d had the guidance you received in your training. Maybe then I could have a shot at defeating Merglan.  

      There is more to it than guidance, I suspect. This dark rider must have weaknesses as well. He wasn’t careful enough to check whether the crystal on your sword held a soul, Tarron pointed out. That shows us he has made mistakes before.

      Anders spotted Britt’s frizzy black hair as she climbed the cargo ropes on a ship’s mast. I wish these people held me in the same regard as they do her.  

      You have an opportunity to change that. 

      Anders knew what Tarron was hinting at. He could feel the soul guiding his thoughts to publicly revealing his birthright. I can’t just up and tell everyone that I’m their king. Kaufen, my grandfather, was the last king they recognized as a civilized, humane leader. Westlanders will not follow a dragonrider as long as people like Tony speak as a voice for them. Their fear of dragons is too great.  

      Not after what I saw from the medical tent outside the Plains. 

      Those people were only grateful that I was using my powers to heal them. Acting as their doctor and earning their respect as their leader are two separate things. It would be hard enough to get the entirety of Westland to follow me without them fearing me. Ivan must have realized that these humans were too removed from the memory of a rider order for dragonriders to be trusted.  

      Your father clearly had his own battles to fight. He chose his path for a reason. You are not the same person. You have a chance to change the world, here and now. Anders, you can restore things to the way they once were, the way they should be.  

      And how do you know what’s best for today’s Kartania? 

      I’m not saying it’s what’s best, I’m saying you have the authority and the power to make it better. 

      Make it better? How? Even if I had Westland’s support, I would still have to overthrow Merglan. And if we somehow managed to do that, I would have to face all of humanity’s different factions. Southland is divided between those loyal to the throne and natives who hold their own loyalties. The Rollo Islanders have no desire to be a part of Southland’s former reach, and Westland has become so detached since Kaufen’s reign that they would likely want to become their own independent kingdom.  

      You do know something about politics, Tarron said.  

      I know now how many people think, and I know many would see me as a threat, just as these in the Revolution do.  

      So, what will you do when the war is over? 

      If the war is ever over and I live to see it, I... I don’t know. I haven’t any reason to think that far ahead. The threat here is too great. I should be thinking about how I’ll convince these leaders to leave this city.  

      That’s your plan for them? To run? 

      Have you got a better idea? We will be far outnumbered by Merglan’s forces and far out matched by his sorcerers.  

      What of the others? Tarron asked. 

      The others?  

      The elves and dwarfs who fought with you. 

      If the elves survived Merglan’s destruction of their capital city, they would surely flee as the dragons did. And if the dwarfs are still untouched by Merglan’s forces, they are weeks away in their rocky holds of Hardstone. We’ll never reach them in time. The enemy could be here any day, sooner if there were any dragons in that prison.  

      Where will you tell these people to go?  

      If they listen to my plan, I’ll send them up the coast to the north, far away from anywhere they’ve heard of. I would have them go as far north as they can and tell them to start anew. Anyone who chose to stay with me here must know the risks he or she will be taking.  

      And what exactly would those risks be?  

      That we’ll most likely be dead before the winter. 

      And why is that? Will you ride out and fight Merglan one-on-one again?  

      Maybe, Anders said. I have another idea; one that would require much more stealth.  

      Assassination? Tarron asked.

      Anders knew Tarron could read his thoughts so there was no use denying it. Once these people are taken care of, I will ride out and take this fight to Merglan before he can cause any more harm to these lands.  

      You aren’t trained well enough to pull this off and escape alive.  

      I didn’t say I would escape him, I said I would kill him.  

      Tarron didn’t speak to Anders for the remainder of the hour-long break. Anders had made up his mind and knew that saving the others would require sacrifice. He couldn’t ask anyone else to make that sacrifice for him. With all the opposition and the scattering of forces, it was the only way he could envision an outcome in which Merglan would be dead.  

      ***

      Max pulled on the thick rope, stretching it tight and securing it to the side of the ship. Nodding to Karth, one of the surviving members of Britt’s original crew, he moved to walk off the deck and onto the next ship. 

      “Hey, Max!” he heard Britt call from above.  

      Max spun, searching for her. 

      He spotted her in the cargo netting affixed from the side of the ship to the top of the main mast. Britt pointed to the east end of the port. “There’s another gunner on the far end. She’ll be next. We need to ready these fighting ships first.”  

      He nodded and followed Karth off the dock. Once they neared the cobblestone street paralleling the port, he and the other crewman turned left, nearly bumping into a group of women walking by. Spinning out of the way and not realizing he had been walking with his head down, Max offered his apology, “Oh, sorry.”  

      “Excuse you,” a girl in a puffed-up dress said, glaring.  

      “Sorry, Miss,” Karth offered in his thick accent.  

      “Watch where you’re going, sea-rat,” a second older woman in a blue dress of similar style scolded.  

      Max grabbed Karth’s shirt sleeve and pulled him along. He was worried the warrior would backtalk the lady for being so rude.  

      “Are all citizens here like that?” he asked Max. 

      Max glanced over his shoulder, he thought he recognized one of the women in the group. “No. They are usually pleasant,” Max said. “I guess being under new management puts people in a sour mood,” he added, suggesting an excuse for their rude behavior.  

      As Max and Karth neared the end of the port, he saw Kirsten emerge from a side street. Max made awkward eye contact with her before hurrying to avoid her approach.  

      “Where are you two off to?” she asked joining them as they approached the dock where Britt had instructed them to go.  

      “Captain wants the gunner ships ready,” Karth said, pointing to the ship docked on the east end of the port.  

      “Let me help you,” Kirsten said.  

      “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Max said. 

      Kirsten frowned at him as Karth said, “Nonsense, we can always use an extra hand. If my memory serves me, this one was pretty helpful when we sailed back from Eastland.” 

      Kirsten puffed up her chest and said, “You got that right.”  

      As they turned onto the dock and walked up the ribbed boarding platform onto the ship’s deck, Max still felt awkward about how Kirsten had been eyeing him in the days before the recent battle. Ever since they’d helped revive her from her coma, she had seemed unusually interested in him. Max knew his younger brother Bo had eyes for her. As for himself, Max was just beginning to explore his relationship with Britt and didn’t want Britt thinking he had any special feelings for Anders’ cousin.

      “I’ll start with the rigging,” Karth said. “Max, you and Kirsten go below deck and see what needs to be done to ready the cannons.”  

      Max opened his mouth to protest thinking he could suggest that he had a better knowledge of the ship’s rigging because it was a different style; however, he quickly abandoned the thought as he realized that the Rollo Island warrior knew far more about all styles of ships than he ever would. Avoiding Kirsten’s eager eyes, Max searched for the hatch to go down below. Finding it, he led Kirsten down under the ship’s deck.  

      Opening a gunner door hatch and looking out from the hull, Kirsten said, “Let’s get a few of these open so we can get some more light in here.”  

      Max didn’t respond but went about opening several of the cannon sidewall doors to allow the midday sun to brighten up the inner hull. Barrels of gun powder sat stacked in the space between cannons. Along with boxed crates of cannons, he noticed that they were already secured for travel. “Looks like all we need to do is tie these guns down,” he said, after noticing that the cannons weren’t chocked or tied off for the rocking movement of a ship on open water. 

      “I’ll help you; just tell me what to do,” Kirsten said coming closer to Max.  

      Max stepped alongside a cannon, making it so the large steel barrel blocked her from getting too close to him. He quickly grabbed the rope on his side and said, pointing to the opposite side, “Take that rope there and lace it through the bolt on the floor.”  

      Kirsten looked at him strangely. Max guessed she knew what he was trying to do. He looked away shyly, noticing her head beginning to shake. Max focused on tying his rope down when Kirsten addressed his behavior, “Why are you acting so weird?”  

      Max paused halfway through the knot he was tying, “Umm, I’m not being weird.”  

      “Yes, you are,” she said, placing her arms on the cannon and leaning over to look at him more closely. “You are acting strange.”  

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Max said.  

      “It’s like you think I'm going to getchya,” she said lunging playfully at him.  

      Max flinched, then closed his eyes, snorting angrily. He carefully finished off his knot and rose to see her leaning dangerously close to him over the barrel. “Look, Kirsten,” he started. “I think you are a really great girl and I do enjoy your company, but...” 

      “Hold up,” Kirsten said. “I know where you are going with this.”  

      “You do?” 

      “Yes. I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while. When I was affected by the goblin poison, I think it did something to how I felt toward you.” 

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Max said. “I’m into Britt.”  

      “Yeah, I know,” Kirsten said. 

      “You know? Then why have you been making passes at me?” Max asked. 

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” she replied. “I think I got a little turned around in my head by that venom. Once I was rid of it, I felt all those emotions I had been developing for Bo rushing back.”  

      “Okay, so you don’t want to kiss me then? Because the other day I could have sworn you were going to try,” Max said.  

      “I was going to try. I wanted to try,” Kirsten said, and Max raised a questioning eyebrow at her. “But those feelings are gone, and they’re going to stay gone,” she said firmly.  

      “Does Bo know?” he asked.  

      Kirsten shook her head, “Whatever he thought he knew was reset when we started,” she paused and motioned.  

      “I get it,” Max said pumping his hands in motion for her to stop. “So, we’re good?” he asked.

      “Yes, we’re good,” she confirmed. “And Britt doesn’t need to know about this,” she added. 

      “I don’t need to know about what?” Britt said, stepping off the stairs and into the hull where the two were standing close together.  

      “Britt,” Max said with a gulp as he backed away from Kirsten and tripped over a box of cannon balls, nearly falling over. Catching himself, he could see Britt’s dark eyes glaring at him through the dappled light. Max felt nervous sweat break out across his forehead.  

      “We were just talking about the guns,” Kirsten said.  

      Britt narrowed her eyes at them, “About the cannons? What do I not need to know about the cannons?” she asked. 

      Max looked around the low-ceilinged hull and rubbed at the back of his neck, “That, um.” 

      “What are you stammering about?” Britt asked. 

      “I think I’d better go,” Kirsten said, stepping out from behind the cannon and walking toward the stairs.  

      Britt snapped her attention to Kirsten, “No. You will stay here until Max tells me what it is that I don’t need to know about.”  

      Max wiped at his forehead and said, “Well, you see we were just talking about, um. Talking about how the goblin poison might have made her feel, um. Feel something for me.”  

      “But I promise, nothing ever happened between us. We never kissed or anything, no matter how badly the poison wanted me to,” Kirsten said quickly. 

      Max winced knowing that that didn’t make it sound any better.  

      Britt raised her eyebrows, pursed her lips and flared her nostrils. Staring at Max, she asked, “Did you know that she wanted you?” 

      He chewed at the inside of his lip and admitted, “I had my suspicions.”  

      “And why didn’t you tell me?” Britt asked. 

      “I didn’t think it mattered. I only wanted to have a relationship with you, and I would’ve turned Kirsten down if she had actually tried anything,” Max said. He glanced at Kirsten, seeing she’d been trying to sneak toward the stairs again.  

      Britt kept her eyes on Max but asked, “Where do you think you’re going?”  

      Kirsten stopped and Britt focused her attention on her once again.  

      “Did you know that Max and I had a thing for each other?” she asked.  

      Kirsten shrugged, “I saw how he looked at you, like how Bo looks at me, but I swear, I didn’t know you had already claimed him. Besides, like I just told Max, once the venom was gone, I got the fuzzy warm feeling I had for Bo again. I’m with him now, so there isn’t anything for you to worry about.”  

      “Not anything for me to worry about,” Britt repeated in a whisper. “Except that you planned to keep a secret from me.”  

      “Oh, come on, it’s not like I kissed him,” Kirsten said. “What’s the big deal if I had eyes for him for like a week. I don’t anymore and now I know you two are a thing.”  

      “The blame isn’t on you, Kirsten,” Britt said focusing on Max now.  

      “It’s on me?” Max asked. 

      Britt squinted, “That depends. Were you going to agree to keep this a secret from me or would you have told me about it?”  

      Max exhaled, letting his shoulders sag, “I don’t know, Britt. I didn’t even have a chance to think about it before you walked up.”  

      “That’s not the right answer,” Britt said and turned to leave.  

      “Wait,” Max said.  

      Britt looked back when she reached the stairs, “We’ll talk about this later. For now, I need you and Karth to get this ship ready.” She marched up the stairs and out of sight.  

      Max wondered if he should go after her. He knew she wasn’t very experienced with relationships and probably meant what she said, unlike other girls he had known in the past. Deciding it would be better for both of them to think about what had just happened and cool off, he continued to secure the cannons.  

      ***

      Anders sat at the rectangular table and watched the leaders of the Revolution file back into Rune’s office on the first floor of the building fronting on the port. Tony, Mott and Bert took seats at the end of the table opposite Anders and Rune. Helga, Alistair and Hensal joined them in the middle, splitting the two opinionated groups. It was clear to Anders that Tony had been trying to persuade the others to his way of thinking during the recess.

      Rune was the first to speak, “We’ll go around the table and voice our ideas of what should be done in the coming weeks. I ask that none of you interrupt the others and keep your comments to yourself until each of us has spoken. I’ll start us off and continue clockwise around the table, ending with Anders.” He paused and waited for an objection from Tony that never came. “My proposition is simple and to the point. I believe our army should remain in Brookside and prepare for a battle here. Anyone who cannot fight will board the ships and sail to somewhere safe, like the Kewian Islands in the south, or perhaps the smaller villages along Westland’s northernmost coast. With the two dragonriders working with us, we can take on whatever Merglan throws at us.” When he stopped talking, Rune sat down and nodded to Helga.

      Anders sat in silence with the others as he listened to Helga endorse a strategy similar to Rune’s. Alistair and Hensal shared the sentiment that the Revolutionary Army should stay and defend the city, but should send the citizens to hide in the valley between the Grandwood and the Frozentip Mountains. Alistair never mentioned anything about Anders or the dragons, but Hensal finished by saying, “Look at what the two dragons did to the enemy on the Plains. If they stay with us, it will be two against the dark rider’s one. We’ll hold them off.”

      When it was Tony’s turn to speak, he rose from his chair, scraping the wooden legs across the floor with an annoying screech. “It will be a mistake to let the dragonriders stay in Brookside,” he began emphatically. “For all we know, Merglan has sent them to crawl into bed with us. They’re spies for the dark rider and soon enough they’re going to start picking us off one by one from the inside out. Right when you think you’re well protected, they’ll turn on us and let Merglan waltz right in and take control. I vote that we stay here, all of us, and fortify the town as best we can by ourselves. Westland didn’t need a dragonrider’s help in the first war and we don’t need one now!”

      Mott rose next. Glaring at Anders he said, “I agree whole-heartedly with every word he spoke.”

      Rune looked as though he was tempted to tell Mott that he needed to come up with his own opinion, but Bert began talking before Rune could interject. Bert shared an opinion similar to Tony and Mott’s, the only variation being that he didn’t accuse Anders and Maija of being in cahoots with Merglan.

      Finally, it was Anders’ turn. Rising from the table, he spoke directly to Tony’s end of the table, “I know you don’t trust me and because of your past will struggle to think of me as an ally.”  

      “Not to mention your friendship with that traitorous horse thief murderer,” Tony mumbled.  

      Anders frowned and continued, not entirely sure if that description was meant to be Max or Ivan. “I’m not saying that I want to take over as a leader or command any portion of your army. What I have to say will be focused solely on what’s best for humanity.”  

      Tony scoffed and Rune put his hand out to silence him. With Tony shaking his head, Rune nodded for Anders to continue. 

      “Britt, the Captain of the Rollo Island warriors, is making ready the ships in port for defense. If we allocate more hands to help with her efforts, we can stock the many merchant ships with enough food and water for the people of Brookside. From here they can sail north up the coast. The ships in Grandwood’s port could be used as additional carriers for anyone in the surrounding area. The people of Westland will sail as far north as they can to start a new settlement. I will stay and fight with any of you who will join me. Anyone who stays should know that I mean to bring this fight to Merglan before he can strike us. I have seen how tactical he can be. In our campaign in Southland, we were led to believe that we were attacking his forces, when he had been planning a trap the whole time. He manipulated us into giving him exactly what he wanted. I will not wait for him to come to me. I will go to him and kill him.”  

      Rune stood up from his chair and said, “You can’t be serious? You would sacrifice your life for our survival?”

      “Let the boy die,” Tony said. “He talks like he’s made up his mind.”

      “Shut up, you old kook,” Helga said, leaning forward in her seat. “I’ll be right there beside Anders, till the end. Send our people who can’t fight to the north and they might survive.”    

      “Say that you can sneak up on Merglan and take a shot at him, you would need a sizable force to distract his forces,” Bert suggested.

      Tony leaned over and glared at him, “What are you talking about, you fool?”

      “Let him speak,” Rune told Tony. He looked to Anders and asked, “What kind of forces would you need to pull off a distraction like that?”

      Anders leaned on the table, considering. After a moment’s thought he said, “The combined forces of the dwarfs, elves, Rollo Islanders and the Revolution’s army, I would say that would be big enough to draw his attention.”  

      “What kind of army does Merglan have?” Hansel asked. 

      “Well, if the orcs from Southland joined up with the kurr who’ve invaded the Everlight Kingdom, he has a formidable group. Add to that the Far East mercenaries he’s hired and whatever evil creatures he freed from that prison. All told, their numbers could be great enough to take over Kartania, even if we somehow manage to pull all of the other nations together.”  

      “And you think you’ll just slip right past them all?” Mott asked, despite a glare from Tony. 

      “I have a better chance than anyone else,” Anders said. 

      Tony shook his head, “It’s as if he believes he’s King. Like he’s some chosen one. Mark my words, if you agree to his plan, we’ll all end up dead.” 

      “And we wouldn’t with your plan?” Rune asked, staring pointedly at Tony. “You don’t really think we can hold off all of the forces Merglan has at his disposal in this town, do you?”

      “If we march out and cause a distraction, at least we’ll go out with some flair,” Helga said.

      “Let’s put it to a vote then,” Tony dared.  

      Rune nodded and said, “Something we can agree on. All who are in favor of sending the civilians away and following Anders to see this evil rid from our world?” 

      “Aye,” Helga, Hensal, and Alistair said in unison while raising their hands. Rune had his hand up and, to Anders’ surprise, the two men who had sided with Tony slowly raised theirs as well.  

      “Those against?” Rune said and all six of them put their arms down.  

      Tony slammed his hands on the table and cursed, “To damnation with all of you!”  

      “The ‘ayes’ have it,” Rune said, turning his attention on Anders. “We’re with you, one hundred percent.”  

      Anders felt the eyes of the other leaders staring at him as if they were waiting for his command, as though he was now their leader. He heard Tarron’s voice in his mind, They’ll follow you to the end, because they can feel it. Deep down they know you are their King.  
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      Staggering from the Rolloan ship’s sideways rocking at sea, Maija could still feel the presence of an overwhelming source of power. I thought it was coming from my sister, but... her thoughts trailed off as she tried to pinpoint the location of the potential magic. Opening her mind’s eye, she felt a vibrant humming directly under her feet, as if the whole ship’s deck were vibrating. She stopped trailing her sister and thought, It’s right here, under my feet.  

      “Maija?” she heard Natalia ask. 

      Lifting her gaze, Maija’s mind’s eye followed her gaze and she saw her sister as she’d never seen her before. Natalia was vibrating, too, but it wasn’t the same as the vibrations emanating from beneath the ship’s deck. She’s connected to it? Maija wondered. 

      “Are you okay? You look like you’re going to be sick?” Natalia asked, striding back toward her. She reached for Maija and rubbed her shoulder, “You can pitch over the railing if you’re feeling like you’ll,” she made a motion with her hand, mimicking vomit coming up.  

      Maija shook her head, “That’s not it. It’s just...” 

      “Say no more,” Natalia said making a sweeping motion. “What a girl says with her dragon is her business.”  

      It took a brief moment for Maija to understand what her sister was saying but recalling how Anders used to look when he and Zahara were speaking telepathically, she chuckled bashfully, “So that’s what it’s like to be seen. Now I feel kind of bad for giving Anders a hard time.”  

      “Not at all. It takes some getting used to,” Natalia said, motioning for her sister to continue toward the ship’s cabin. 

      Entering, Maija glanced around the simply crafted room on the ship’s stern. Aside from the desk and two chairs, a large trunk was the only other furnishing in the room. Daylight shone through the windows along the rear wall, illuminating the small cabin. Natalia pulled out the chair from in front of the desk and motioned for her sister to sit. Maija did, paying careful attention to the desktop’s contents. Something about it drew her attention. A map of the Pelagic Ocean lay splayed across its surface, weighted down on one end by a simple wooden cube. Natalia moved the Captain’s log over to the side, placing the quill in its center. 

      Something about the desk or what was on it held her attention, a familiar sense that she couldn't place. “Natalia,” Maija said, wanting to get to the point of why she’d come. But again, she was distracted, this time in noticing placeholders on the map of strategic importance. Several wooden triangles marked the place where she’d seen the orc ships and several more covered the area near the Glacial Melt Bays. “What are all of these?” she asked, pointing to the markers.  

      Moving two pieces up from the Kingston area, Natalia responded, “This is where we are.” Natalia’s finger slid up to the hidden location of Cedarbridge in the Enlightened Forest, “This is where Merglan has escaped from the elven prison and is currently killing and enslaving our people.”  

      “How can you possibly know what’s happened in Cedarbridge?” Maija asked. “You were in Southland.”   

      “I thought you knew,” she said reaching into her cloak. Natalia pulled out a silver-handled mirror decorated with an ornate leaf design. 

      Maija nodded, “I almost forgot. The mirror was one of the reasons why we decided to come looking for you in the first place.”

      Natalia gave Maija a look of concern.

      “Well, it was just one of many reasons. I don’t understand how they work anyway?” she quickly asked.

      “It has magical properties,” Natalia said looking at the mirror with a speculative eye. “Although, I’m not sure exactly how it works either as I haven’t felt it drain any of my magic.”  

      “That is odd,” Maija said, trying to guess whether the mirror was the connection between her and whatever emitted so much magical energy on board. 

      Natalia eyed her with a questioning glance, “Yes, and with this mirror, I’ve been able to stay in contact with Nadir.”  

      “He’s alive?” Maija asked, feeling a slight relief at the news. 

      She nodded, “Nadir survived and escaped the initial attack. A group of elves had taken the ships to rendezvous with the dwarfs.”   

      “The red shirts,” Maija muttered. “They followed us out of the city.”  

      “That’s them.” Natalia leaned forward and asked, “Who are they?” 

      “He didn’t tell you?” 

      “I felt strange asking for more details than necessary via the mirror. Now that Merglan’s in the capital, he could have another mirror of its kind or conceivably be channeled into the magic of the place. Maybe I’m too paranoid, but I couldn’t risk it.” 

      “There were some political differences between the High Council and Nadir’s decisions made thus far,” Maija said. “Just before we left Cedarbridge, elves who supported Nadir wore red to a huge public rally. I forgot about them until now. Ever since we fought Merglan and Killdoor everything has happened so fast.”   

      “You fought Merglan and Killdoor?” Natalia asked, rocking back into her seat in surprise.  

      Maija nodded. 

       “I knew he'd been captured but Nadir led me to believe it was the Northland woman who had handled him.”  

      “Zorna,” Maija confirmed. “We worked as a team. Is she still with them?”  

      Natalia frowned and lowered her gaze to the map as she fiddled with a triangular marker. “Since she was handling Merglan and Killdoor, the Northland rider was inside the prison when Merglan took control. Nobody who entered with Merglan survived.”  

      Maija pinched her eyebrows to a point and shook her head. After a moment of silence, she asked, “Where are the elven ships now?” 

      Natalia pointed to the grouping of triangles on the map sitting atop the Marauder’s Sea to the east. “They should be rounding the Peninsula any day now. With the right wind and currents, the elves and dwarfs will be close behind. They’re planning to meet us at the Rollo Islands.” 

      “But the orcs,” Maija said pointing to where she’d seen them on the map. “I saw ships when we reached the coast this morning. We thought they were you, but the ships were carrying orcs.” 

      “I had my suspicions, but this confirms it,” Natalia tapping her fingers on the map. 

      “You knew where they were sailing?”  

      “With Merglan in the elven capital, it makes the most sense for him to pull his troops there. He has access to magic there; magic far more powerful than what he’d been harvesting in Eastland.” 

      Maija thought again of the power source on the ship and nearly asked about it when her sister continued, “It was shortly after Sol died that they began to evacuate the city and head east toward their ships.”  

      “Sol?” Maija asked.  

      “You never met him?” Natalia asked.  

      Maija shook her head. 

      “The old wise hermit of the Riverlands?” 

      “No. I hadn’t been there before just a few days ago.”  

      Natalia grinned for a moment, “Sol was more than just an old hermit, as I came to know; he was so much more.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Solomon was a King once, but he turned the throne over to his nephew. He and those Lumbapi Lizards were vital to what we accomplished in Southland. He’s dead now, though, and the lizards are back in their homeland.” A tear rolled partway down her cheek before she wiped it away.  

      “I’m sorry. Were you there when it happened?” Maija asked, reaching to gently touch her shoulder. 

      “I was,” Natalia grimaced. “Well, I might as well start from the beginning, after I last saw you.”  

      “If it helps,” Maija started. “Anders filled me in on what happened until he and Ivan were transported by Lageena.”  

      Natalia nodded, describing to her younger sister the details of her journey. Nearing the end, where she altered the inhabitance crystals, she said, “Our plan of changing them hinged on him not knowing they had been altered. As it turns out, it didn’t much matter.” 

      “I think it did matter,” Maija said. “The moment it happened, I heard him say he felt the power from the crystals change.”  

      Natalia looked down, seeming to consider that fact. 

      “How did you escape?” Maija asked. 

      “So, after Sol passed,” she said, returning to her story, “I kind of went into a blind rage and returned to the fighting. I found Maylox and Inama again. Shortly after that the orcs retreated.”  

      “But I thought you said the Rollo force was smaller than the elven army in that other town?” Maija asked. 

      “Ryedale,” Natalia corrected. “They were fewer in number, but we had the entire Lumbapi tribe with us. Still, the odds were nearly the same as they were in Ryedale.” 

      “So what changed? Why did the orcs retreat?” 

      “I believe they were commanded to by Merglan. Whether the order had been issued before he left or after he took control of Cedarbridge, I’m not sure. The orcs left the city en masse, returning to their ships and setting sail. Not wanting to lose them, the Rollo warriors and I started in pursuit. That’s when I got the next call from Nadir, telling me of the capital’s downfall.” 

      “But I thought the Rollo ships were much faster than orc vessels?” 

      “They are,” Natalia said.  

      Maija eyed her sister curiously, “And the other ships? Why would the Rollo warriors take merchant ships if they have much faster boats of their own?” 

      “Once we learned that Merglan had turned the world upside down, I was nearly certain that he would return to Kingston in haste to retrieve his crystals.” 

      Maija suddenly realized the source of the overwhelming sense of power and why she could feel it connected to Natalia. “You went back for the crystals?” 

      “I went back for the crystals,” Natalia concurred with a broadening grin. “And while I was there, I told the Lumbapi about Merglan’s control of the elves. Inama helped them to see that this fight is quickly becoming more than just one among humans.” 

      “And that’s why you needed the additional ships,” Maija said with a nod. 

      “We were able to get them all on ships. When the elves and dwarfs join us at the Islands, we’ll have assembled the largest force Merglan has yet to face.” 

      “Even with the additions, Merglan has more orc, kurr, and men, not counting his riders.” 

      “He has dragonriders? But that can’t be. We were assured that all the imprisoned dragonriders were either dead or had broken bonds,” Natalia said. 

      Maija shook her head and shrugged, “They lied to you because Raffa and I ran into three of them on our way here. They were heading south, probably to get the crystals.”  

      “They didn’t see you?”  

      “No, but if they did, they weren’t intrigued enough to chase us,” Maija said, shivering slightly at the thought of the bone-chilling sensation the searching rider had sent through her.  

      “It’s worse than I had imagined,” Natalia said wide-eyed. “If there were bonded dragonriders locked away in that prison with their dragons, who knows what kind of monsters Asmond and the others kept down there.”  

      “I can imagine that Merglan could control dragonriders, but would other creatures finally gaining their freedom really follow his orders?”  

      “If he taps into the magic within the city and figures out how to wield it...” Natalia trailed off.  

      “I need to go back to Brookside and warn Anders,” Maija said, standing. “He needs to get the people of Westland out of harm’s way. With Merglan’s powerful army, he’ll be marching on them next.” 

      “Tell him and the people of Westland that there’s still hope,” Natalia said, suddenly sounding triumphant. “The Lumbapi ships are sailing straight to Brookside’s port, with the elf and dwarf armies in tow.”  

      “What about the Rollo fleet?” Maija asked. 

      “I’ll send them to rally the others and meet us there. I hear Anders planted a seed of doubt in their new chief’s leadership. With those who sailed to the Ramhorn returning, they’ll see there is hope for us yet.” 

      Her sister’s words fueled a new-found hope in Maija.  She prepared to summon Raffa for their return flight. 

      “Maija,” her sister’s voice interrupted her thoughts about departing. “There’s one more thing I must show you before you go,” and Natalia grabbed the wooden box.   

      ***  

       “We need those ships ready to sail as soon as possible,” Anders called out to the Rollo Island Captain.  

      “Six gunners are stocked with cannonballs and gunpowder, ready to sail at your word. Max and Karth are anchoring the last of them on the port’s edge for protection,” Britt reported as she strode toward Anders on the busy pier. 

      “And the others?” Anders asked looking out at the many merchant ships docked in the Brookside port.  

      “You mean the carriers?” Britt asked, referring to the other ships. 

      Anders nodded.  

      “At first glance, they appear seaworthy,” Britt said slowly. “I didn’t know we’d be using all of them. I haven’t done any inventory beyond sorting the gunners from the carriers. I can have my crew start in on readying those that are good to sail with supplies.” 

      “Good. See that they’re stocked with food and water for a long voyage; we’re going to get these people out of harm’s way,” he said. Britt nodded as Anders motioned to the stout woman standing next to him. “This is Helga,” he said, introducing the Revolution’s only female leader. “Give her the list of food and supplies you’ll need for each ship. I want to make sure that anyone who wishes to flee can do so.” 

      “I’ll do my best,” she said.  

      Anders headed down the street but stopped when he saw Britt jogging up alongside him.  

      “I know you’re planning something, dangerous,” she paused; he could tell she was searching for the right words. “And I, I just wanted to let you know that Max and I will go with you. We’ll be there, right through to the end.”  

      Anders looked Britt in the eye and said, “You two have an opportunity to leave with the others and make a new life together. You can return later and take command of the Rollo Islands, become Chief and put Red out on his own. You’re a natural leader, Britt. People listen to you; just look at your crew,” he added, motioning to the ships. “They’ve risked everything for you. Give them what they want, a chief who will lead them well.”  

      “You’re a leader too, Anders,” Britt said, narrowing her eyes. “Like it or not, that dragon bond and your magic make you a leader. You can choose to lead or not, but like me, people will follow no matter what you decide.”  

      “Why do people keep telling me that,” Anders sighed.   

      “I can’t just go back to the islands, Anders. I’ll do as you ask in getting those who can’t fight out of here, but my crew and I are staying to fight whatever comes next.”  

      Anders nodded, acknowledging that there was no changing Britt’s mind. “Go on then, get the ships ready and make sure others are helping. It’s a big job.” Before he left to find Rune, he saw Britt look over her shoulder at him two times before falling in with Helga.  

      Letting his senses guide him, Anders found Rune near the edge of town along the trail leading north toward Solomon’s home. He was talking to a rider on horseback. Anders approached but before reaching them, Rune smacked the horse on the rear sending it and the rider galloping off the cobble stone and onto the dirt. 

      “Anders,” he said, seeing the dragonrider approaching.  

      “Where’s he off to?” Anders asked with a nod. 

      “He’s the last of the dozen men I sent out to warn those living in the surrounding area of what’s happening here. Those who can fight will come, those who can make the ships will follow, and those who can’t will go to Grandwood to meet the others. Anyone who hasn’t joined us already and managed to steer clear of Merglan’s occupying forces will know the struggle we face. They will come to fight or flee with the helpless,” Rune explained. 

      “I just hope it’ll be enough,” Anders sighed.  

      “You’re really planning on going after him alone?” Rune asked. 

      Anders nodded. 

      “And if you do succeed?”  

      “Whatever he’s planning will likely last after his death. If he has supporters in Nagano, Southland and the Eastland Territories things will not just go back to normal, whatever ‘normal’ is. Westland will need to stake a claim in the new world. I’ll continue to fight for my people.”  

      “And if you die in the attempt?” 

      “If I go, he’ll go too,” Anders stated. Rune raised an eyebrow at him as he continued, “My father knew the consequences if Merglan won. Ivan fought him his entire life and now, it’s time for me to fulfill the Prophecy.”

      “I think you should get some rest,” Rune said, placing a hand on Anders’ shoulder. “You sound like you could use it.”  

      “I need to be ready when he comes.”  

      “If he comes and he hasn’t come yet. Us regular humans have managed to put together an army and evade Merglan’s reach this far. I think we can continue for a few hours without you,” Rune said. 

      Anders eyed him.  

      “Go on. Take some time to think about your plan. My guys have got this,” he said waving him off.  

      “Are you sure?” Anders asked, suddenly feeling the need for some downtime, if not sleep. 

      “Maybe you’ll realize that you don’t have to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders all by yourself,” Rune said, walking away.  

      Anders stood in the middle of the street and for the first time since he’d left the elven capital to act as an ambassador in Hardstone, Anders felt that he could stand to take a day to recuperate. When he’d been frustrated with Red and the Rollo Islanders’ reluctance to help them in this war, he’d gone for a flight with Zahara. In that moment, he felt that what he wanted most in the world was to fly freely with Zahara. He wished to fly for once without rushing off to fight or save someone. Searching for her with his thoughts, he sensed her presence and touched on her mind.  

      I am coming, Anders, she said as he felt her emerging from the forest outside town.  

      Anders strolled to the street’s edge where the cobblestone ended. He looked up to see Zahara’s iridescent body gliding in over the treetops. She touched down gently at his side and he climbed into the saddle.  

      Where should we go? she asked.  

      “Anders!” he heard someone call out.  

      He snapped his head to the side to see Thomas running toward him, waving frantically. When he drew closer, Anders asked, “What is it? Did something happen?” 

      Thomas, out of breath, shook his head, “No. I just wanted to talk with you. We haven’t seen one another for ages, and I miss you. Can we catch up or are you too busy?”  

      Anders started to climb out of the saddle when Zahara said, Why not take him with us? 

      You’re okay with that? 

      He’s not a little child that you have to place on my back unwillingly, she said referring to the Rollo child Anders had placed on her before flying to Southland. 

      “You seem busy. We can talk later,” Thomas said dismissively. 

      “No, Thomas, you’re family. Come on up here,” Anders said, motioning toward the space on Zahara’s back behind him.  

      Thomas’ eyes grew wide, “Really? It’s okay with...” 

      “Yes. It was her idea,” Anders said as he felt Zahara’s thoughts press against him playfully. 

      A smile broke across Thomas’ face and he dashed over to Zahara’s side. Anders reached down and helped his cousin climb up on top of his dragon’s back. 

      “Hold on tight,” Anders said when Thomas has settled into the seat.  

      Zahara flew, climbing quickly over the forest. Anders directed her with his mind to head toward the Grandwood Mountains. Reaching an altitude where the air became thin, Anders felt the icy chill prick his cheeks as Zahara glided over the nearest peak. Anders instructed her to land on a rocky flat-topped mountain where they could look out over the vast landscape.  

      “It’s like nothing I could have imagined,” Thomas said when Anders stepped down to join him on the rocks. “I thought the only way to see a view like this was to hike for it.” He chuckled, “But with her,” he motioned to Zahara and snorted, “Anders, you are one lucky guy.”  

      Anders smiled, then admitted, “I only wish that I could shirk all of the responsibilities that come with the bond and that we could just live our lives as we wished.”  

      “I can relate to you there. Having to watch over your only sibling as she decides to throw all instincts of preservation to the wind and rush headlong into battle makes me wish we’d never left Grandwood.”  

      “I heard some people talking about that. Did she really charge out ahead of the front lines and take on the incoming kurr?” Anders asked. 

      Thomas snorted, “It was the scariest moment of my life. Yes, she did that all on her own. I don’t know what came over her; she’s always been tough, you know. She’s a tomboy, but that was insane.”  

      Anders thought of the poudrettite crystal she had been wearing and asked, “She changed after she put on that pink sapphire, didn’t she?” 

      Thomas scowled, “She was weak at first, not wanting to give up.”  

      “So the crystal didn’t weigh her down any?” Anders said. 

      “She did have a thing for Bo before it, then it seemed to switch to Max,” Thomas said. 

      Anders raised an eyebrow, “Really? She told me she was all in for Bo.”  

      “That’s how it turned out, I guess.” 

      “How’s he holding up?” 

      “Bo, he’s moving a bit slowly, but he seems to be getting on just fine,” Thomas said. 

      “You’ve been keeping an eye on him?” Anders asked. 

      “Not as closely as some of the soldiers I’ve seen around town,” Thomas joked. 

      Anders chuckled, shaking his head, “You know what I mean.”  

      “He doesn’t need looking after anymore,” Thomas paused looking out over the landscape. “Just look at this place. I think I can almost see home from here.” 

      Reminiscing of times when their family seemed whole, Anders relaxed, letting the conversation and afternoon sun drift by effortlessly. As the sun began to set, Anders began to feel a recharged sense of self. There was something about being with family that turned his mood from bad to good. He liked spending time with Max and the others, but Thomas and Kirsten where the last of his relatives.  

      “Thomas,” Anders said in a more serious tone. Feeling he needed to confide in Thomas, he said, “Before we go, there’s something about me that you should know.”  

      “You’re a dragonrider and can wield magic; what other surprises could you possibly have?” Thomas responded sarcastically. 

      “It’s about my dad, about who my parents were. I’m not sure why Theodor hid this from us, but he must have felt that he had a good reason to.”  

      “Does this have something to do with the crystal Kirsten found in mom’s dress?” 

      “It could actually,” Anders said, wondering if it were a gift from Ivan or Hannah. “I haven’t told anyone this except Maija and she was there when I found out, so please don’t tell anyone.”  

      “Really? This must be big,” Thomas said with intrigue. 

      “Come on, I’m serious,” Anders stated emphatically. 

      Thomas nodded and the teasing disappeared from his voice, “Okay, I promise, I won’t tell.”  

      “You know the story Theodor told us about my mom running off with a wealthy so-and-so when she was a young girl?” 

      Thomas nodded. 

      “Well, it turns out that that guy was a prince. The prince of Southland actually. His name was Prince William.”  

      “Shut up,” Thomas said, eyes growing wide.  

      “My father was the sole heir to the throne and ruler of all three human nations,” Anders said. “When he died a few days ago, that title passed on to me.”  

      Anders stared at Thomas through the setting sunlight. Thomas’ jaw hung slack in shock.  

      “I’m the true King,” Anders finished.  

      “Why didn’t you proclaim yourself to all of those people down there?” Thomas asked. “You should be calling all the shots and, you have a dragon. You must be the first ruler to have a dragon since the kings ruled in Highborn Bay.”  

      “It’s not that simple. They probably wouldn’t even believe me,” Anders said.  

      “Wait a second. Your father was killed in a storm, a shipwreck years ago? Why did you say he was killed a few days ago?” Thomas asked. 

      “Because my father wasn’t killed in a freak storm near Grandwood. I killed him myself.”  

      “What!? How?” 

      “You remember Ivan?” 

      Thomas nodded, “The guy who you were with in Eastland, who took you to train with the elves?”  

      “He was my father.”  

      “I thought you said your father’s name was William?” 

      “It was; he changed it after Merglan attacked Kingston and killed his father, my grandfather.” 

      “Why did you kill him?” 

      Tears welled in Anders’ eyes, “When I faced Merglan in Southland, Ivan was taken prisoner. I escaped, but Ivan didn’t. Merglan somehow stole his mind, his soul, from him and turned Ivan’s body into some kind of thoughtless monster set on killing you and Kirsten.”  

      Thomas gasped. 

      “He fatally wounded Maija and was about to kill me when I turned his own blade against him.”  

      “You saved us,” Thomas said. “You saved all of us.” 

      “Raffa helped me heal Maija before it was too late and that’s when they bonded. And that’s also when Tarron showed up.”  

      “Who?” 

      Hello, Tarron said into Thomas’ mind. 

      “What? Who said that?” Thomas asked, spinning around in search of someone else. 

      “It’s kind of hard to explain. He’s a soul who exists in the sapphire on my sword,” Anders said.  

      I was once a dragonrider like Anders. It’s terribly nice to meet you, Thomas.   

      Thomas jumped back slightly in shock, not knowing what to say or who to respond to.  

      “He takes a little getting used to, but he’s a great asset,” Anders said.  

      Thomas’ face wrinkled in confusion, then Anders saw his eyes widen and his jaw slacken in the same way it had a moment ago when he told his cousin he was the true king. Thomas gasped, pointing a finger at Anders and stammering.  

      Anders straightened and said, “I didn’t know he was that terrifying?” 

      Thomas shook his head, “Not that. Look!”  

      Anders turned around and saw what Thomas was pointing at. A lone dragon flew in the distance through the darkening sky. He focused and Anders could make out the outline of someone sitting on its back. “Merglan,” he said under his breath. 
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      Speeding through the darkened sky, Anders searched for the dragonrider he’d seen flying on the horizon. Where did he go? he asked Zahara.  

      I never did sense him or Killdoor, she answered. 

      I never saw them coming last time either. He’s good at masking his presence. While keeping his mental senses acutely aware of their surroundings, Anders relied on what he could see. I can’t see anything ahead, Anders said in frustration. 

      “Should we really be doing this?” Thomas asked.  

      “I can’t let him get away,” Anders replied over his shoulder.  

      “It’s dark and I can’t see where they went. What if he’s waiting to surprise you behind one of these mountains?”  

      “Then we’ll fight him, Thomas. This is exactly what I was talking about when we spoke of shirking responsibilities. I am the only weapon to use in this instance.”  

      “I thought he was able to fool you the last time you faced him, and you had help then,” Thomas said. 

      Before Anders could respond, Tarron’s voice entered his mind, Perhaps your cousin is right, Anders. I can feel your desire to put an end to this above all else, but you don’t know Merglan’s full potential yet. We are out in the open and unprepared to face him. You are tired and in need of a good night’s rest.  

      Are you suggesting I let him go? 

      You spoke of responsibilities not only as a dragonrider but as King. You need to put the lives of your people first. What if he meant for you to see him and lead you farther away from them so they would be unprotected. He might be seeking to destroy the town as we search the darkness. 

      I agree with him, Zahara added to the conversation.  

      Anders chewed on his lip for a moment, deliberating on whether to go back. It wouldn’t be the first time Merglan lured them somewhere only to launch an attack elsewhere. 

      “Anders, I’m worried about Kirsten,” Thomas said. 

      “Alright,” Anders said giving in somewhat reluctantly. “We’ll go back and make sure nothing’s gone wrong in Brookside.”  

      Zahara swung in low over the collection of roofs in town. She and Anders swept Brookside with their minds, searching for any sign of a disturbance or intruder. Through the dim glow of lamp light, they could see enough to make out distinct shapes in the night. 

      “Keep an eye out for anything that seems off,” Anders said to Thomas.  

      Sharing his mind with Zahara and Tarron, he passed over the port town. Bring us down near the docks, Anders said to Zahara. I see people down there are still working. I want to ask them if they’ve seen anything strange.  

      Anders leapt off Zahara’s back as she folded in her wings. He saw Helga holding a candle up to a piece of parchment she’d placed over a crate. Approaching her swiftly, he called out her name.  

      “Anders,” she said, eyeing him and immediately keying into his worried state. “What’s happened? You look flustered.”  

      “Have you noticed anything strange happening in the last several hours?” he asked. 

      She folded her arms and lifted her head in thought. A moment later, she sighed and said, “Not that I can recall. Why do you ask?”  

      “Are Britt and her crew still out on the docks?” he asked, ignoring her query. 

      “Yes, they are. What’s going on?” 

      “Have them ready the gunners. We spotted Merglan and his dragon flying not far from here,” Anders said and started off toward Rune’s office.  

      He heard Helga curse under her breath then take off running down the wooden docks. Thomas had climbed down off Zahara and jogged to Anders’ side. “What are you doing now?” he asked. 

      “I’m gathering the leaders so we can get these people ready for whatever Merglan throws at us.” 

      “What can I do to help?” Thomas asked. 

      Anders stopped at the door to Rune’s practice and looked his cousin in the eye, “Make sure Kirsten and the others are safe. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I want you two well protected and ready for anything.”  

      Thomas nodded and hustled down the street. Anders called after him, “And Thomas.” When his cousin turned, Anders tossed him the crystal Kirsten had recovered from Rankstine. “Make sure she’s got that when it happens. If what I heard was true, she’ll protect you better than the others.” 

      He nodded, pocketed the crystal and took off running down the street.  

      Anders pulled open Rune’s door. The surgeon already had his coat on and was lacing up his boots. “I saw you through the window. It looks serious. What’s happened?” 

      Anders grabbed Rune’s sword and belt from the coat rack next to the door and handed them to him, “Merglan’s outside the city. I saw him and Killdoor less than an hour ago.”  

      “I was hoping this wouldn’t happen until we were ready,” Rune said.  

      “Come on, we’ll need to get the other leaders to help assemble the people. As far as I can tell, Merglan hasn’t attacked, yet.”  

      Rune notched his sword belt and the two headed out into the night.  

      *** 

      Thomas ran through the yellow lamplight dotting the street. His feet clacked against the cobblestone street as he rounded a corner to the lane where he, Kirsten and Bo had taken up residence. Only one more block, he told himself as he became increasingly short of breath.  

      The sound of glass shattering followed by a heavy thud brought Thomas skidding to a halt. The noise came from in front of him, just a couple of houses down. He saw a dark hole in the front window of a brick house on the right.  

      Crap, he thought to himself and turned the other way to run for help.  

      His thoughts were followed by gut-wrenching screams. He started running but stopped. “Kirsten,” he said under his breath. He couldn’t abandon his sister, not when she was so close to whatever danger was happening in that home.  

      He ran back down the street as he heard crashes and more screams coming from the home with the broken window. He stopped again just outside the house so he could look through the hole in the front window. A dark shape moved quickly through the frame. When Thomas saw wings on its back, his heart leapt into his throat. He choked, forgetting to breathe for a moment. Go around, I will go around, he told himself, trying to stay calm and do what Anders said. Go to Kirsten.  

      Thomas spun on his heels and started back in the opposite direction again. He couldn’t help but feel the horrible sensation that something was stalking him. The hair on the back of his neck rose and he winced, anticipating a crushing attack from behind. He stopped, again wincing. He closed his eyes for a second and when nothing happened, he turned around to face the darkened street.  

      His eyes bulged when saw the black human-looking creature standing outside the house. Now he couldn’t bring himself to go past. The thing appeared to be naked. It looked down at him from twice the height of any human he’d ever seen. Its skin was darker than the night surrounding it. Thomas saw its blood-red eyes locking onto him and gulped when it spread its black wings to the width of the entire cobblestone street. He screamed in terror and ran.  

      Thomas sprinted as fast has he’d ever run in his entire life. Facing down an army of men had scared him, but that creature was the face of death. He needed to get as far away as possible. A dark shadow appeared over him, darkening out the inky sky above. Thomas turned down a street, trying to escape the winged creature’s capture. He saw the shadow continue straight as he turned right. Glancing over his shoulder, Thomas didn’t see the winged giant behind him, so he looked down the road again and noticed someone emerging from the alley. He shrieked in fear that it might be the thing chasing him, but to his surprise, it wasn’t.  

      He ran to reach the person standing out in the open, but before he could see him or her clearly, the black, winged beast landed between them. Thomas stopped in his tracks, his teeth clenched as he braced for an attack. Accepting that this was his end, Thomas closed his eyes.  

      His head nearly exploded in pain as the creature let out a shriek so loud, he thought his ears would rupture. He opened his eyes. Bo was standing next to him and clutching at his chest. He saw a flash of light streak through the street and explode into hundreds of fragments blinding him with its sudden white flash. The ear-piercing shriek sounded again, crippling Thomas and causing him to hold his hands over his ears.   

       He screamed and felt a firm hand grip him around the arm and hoist him up from his crouching position. Shaking with adrenaline, Thomas shook off the hand and saw Bo trying to get his attention.  

      “Calm down, Thomas. You’re okay. It’s gone,” he said.  

      Thomas looked over his shoulder to see the back of Anders and another man sprinting after the winged beast. “Kirsten,” he said, worried for his cousin.  

      “She’s not at the house, Thomas. She’s been helping Max and Britt at the docks,” he told Thomas.  

      Thomas stammered. 

      “I just saw her a few minutes ago; she’s alright. I was on my way back when I heard the commotion. Are you okay?” Bo asked. 

      Thomas felt himself, not sure if he’d been attacked or not. “I, I think so.” 

      “What was that thing?” Bo asked. 

      “I don’t know,” Thomas said, his voice still quivering.  

      “Come on, let’s go to the docks where there are more people. I think Rune should have a look at you, too, to make sure you didn’t get hit with anything,” Bo said, helping Thomas walk toward the docks again. 

      “Okay,” Thomas said. He glanced over his shoulder to see flashes of light moving out into the distance, away from town.  

      *** 

      Moments earlier a few blocks away Anders skidded to a stop, Rune continued to run right past him. When Rune noticed that Anders had stopped running, he asked, “What is it?” 

      “Did you hear that?” Anders responded. 

      Rune shook his head.  

      Anders sent his mind’s eye out toward the distant sound of breaking glass that he thought he’d heard. It came from the direction of the home where Thomas, Kirsten and Bo were staying. His heart skipped a beat when he sensed something he’d never felt with his magic before. His gut reaction felt that it, whatever it proved to be, was pure evil.  

      “This way,” Anders said as he started off down the street to their left. As they ran, Anders reached out to Zahara in thought.  

      I might need you as a backup, Anders called to her. 

      On my way, she responded. Anders could feel her looking through his eyes to see where he was headed.  

      Screams rang out from the street just ahead of them. We’re getting close, he thought. Anders could sense death nearby. The screams he heard sounded like someone else would be next. Selfishly, he just hoped it wasn’t Kirsten or Thomas.  

      Anders and Rune rounded a street corner to see a 12-foot-tall black creature with wings standing with its back turned to, was that Bo? he wondered. Anders saw Bo rush at the creature’s back. Summoning his own magic, Anders was surprised to see a pink light emitting from Bo’s chest. It grew lighter as he ran at the creature. Suddenly the creature screeched so loudly that Anders’ concentration on his spell wobbled. Finding the winged monster again in the dark, he unleashed a sphere of energy from his palm.  

      The thing saw the energy coming and spread its massive black hands out to intercept the magic thrown by Anders. The light fractured, sending splinters in all directions. Though his magic had been blocked, Anders could sense that the evil creature was in pain.  

      As the black figure spread its wings to take flight, Anders doubled his efforts to chase after the creature. He rounded the corner just past where he’d seen Bo and called to Zahara, I need you, this thing can fly. 

      Zahara showed him a mental glimpse of where she was. She was still at least a minute away, which offered the winged creature enough time to get away. Cursing, Anders sent a pulse of energy into his legs and jumped. The magic propelled him into the air and onto the roof of a home along the street. Without missing a stride, he sprinted across the clay tiles and leapt to the next building. Locking his sights on the midnight-black creature, Anders fired a well-placed bolt of energy. He saw it swerve as it tried to dodge his shot, but he had some success as the bolt passed through its left wing. The creature shrieked again, faltering and dropping down to the ground.  

      Anders continued to sprint, sending pulses of energy into his legs as he ran along the rooftops. He wanted to keep to higher ground; it would be easier for him to connect with Zahara when she caught up. Though the black-winged beast was wounded and unable to take flight, each stride it took was far longer than any Anders or Rune could manage.  

      Come on, he thought, checking whether Zahara was closing in on them. Anders wouldn’t let this beast get away as Merglan had. He wasn’t going to fail this time.  

      Zahara nudged him with her mind and Anders felt her urge him to jump off the building he was running across. Trusting her advice, he did. Just as the ground under him disappeared, Zahara’s head and neck swooped up beneath him. Anders landed on her neck, quickly shuffling himself down toward her back and into his saddle.  

      There, he trained their linked minds onto a dark shadow running away from the town toward the forest. Zahara sped toward it. As they drew closer, Anders launched a sphere of energy down at it. Again, the creature deflected his magic. How is it doing that? he wondered.  

      Each time Anders tried to stop it with magic, the creature managed to shield itself. Finally, Zahara sourced her dragon fire and sent a stream down onto it, incinerating the forest canopy and striking the black-winged creature directly in the back. Anders watched the jet of flame push it onto its face and pin it to the ground while they hovered overhead for several seconds.  

      To Anders’ surprise, the black creature pressed up off the ashen ground and started sprinting off into the forest again. How is that possible? he again asked Zahara.  

      She replied with silence, choosing to continue their pursuit.  

      Catching up again, they followed the thing until it emerged into a clearing. With coordinated execution, Zahara turned onto her side as she dropped out in front of the creature. Anders jumped off, landing on the thing’s winged back. Zahara slammed into the ground, her claws digging into the dirt to stop her momentum and block the creature’s path. With Lazuran drawn, Anders cut into the creature’s back. It howled in pain.  

      Anders rolled off and tumbled onto Zahara’s front feet. When he stood up, the creature tried to crawl away, but this time its wound was too severe. Anders had delivered a fatal blow. It would surely be dead soon.  

      We have to get answers from it, he told Zahara and ran to its side. Using a pulse of energy, he kicked the creature over onto its winged back. The black figure’s red eyes flared with hatred and it gnashed out with spiked teeth. Anders stepped back, avoiding the attempted attack.  

      “Where are the others?” Anders shouted at it. 

      It hissed a response and gnashed at him again. Anders saw it raise its hand and could feel it was about to summon some form of magic. He shot his arm up and sent a wave of energy out at the creature, knocking it back and pinning it against the ground. Holding it against the forest floor, Anders tapped into some of Lazuran’s power. Holding the creature was taking more effort than he’d anticipated.  

      Pressing the tip of his blade against the creature’s throat, he said, “Tell me when the attack is happening and where Merglan is hiding!”  

      The creature’s slurred speech was nothing that Anders recognized. It spoke several words in its foreign tongue, then suddenly sat up off the ground and skewered its own neck onto the tip of Lazuran. Anders tried to pull back, but it was too late. The thing had already killed itself.  

      He released the magic that had been holding the thing down and stepped away. Now I’ll never know what it said, he thought in frustration.  

      Perhaps I can translate, Tarron said. The unexpected voice startled Anders and he jumped.  

      You know what that thing said? Anders asked. 

      That thing is a creature from the ancient world. It was the dominant predator before the dragons came to Kartania. You humans call it a demon.   

      Can you tell me what it said? Anders asked. 

      It said, ‘one wing fails, but with many comes the one with new power, and soon.’ 

      What does that mean? 

      It’s cryptic, but if I had to guess, I’d say it means he is the one wing who failed.  

      And the rest.  

      You know as well as I that ‘the one’ is Merglan. So Merglan is coming with many more like him; that’s my guess.  

      But we saw Merglan, he was alone.  

      We don’t know who we saw, Tarron countered. 

      Who else could it have been? Anders asked. 

      The dragon I smelled tonight was different than the stench of Killdoor, Zahara acknowledged.  

      You could smell him? 

      Yes. He smelled unlike the dragons I have met in Nagano or the Everlight Kingdom.  

      Could Killdoor’s scent have changed? 

      It’s possible, if he underwent some kind of transformation or dawned new magic, Tarron added.  

      How can we be sure that it wasn’t Merglan? Anders asked. 

      We can’t, but why would Merglan come all this way and then send a spy demon to do his dirty work? I never sensed Merglan or Killdoor.  

      So, what? You think these two rare incidences are in no way related? Anders asked pointing at the dead demon. 

      I don’t know.  

      Anders’ thoughts were interrupted as Rune entered the clearing. He jogged up to them, sword in hand. He looked from the dead demon to them and asked, “Is that what I think it is?” 

      “Demon,” Anders answered.  

      Rune combed his hand through his hair, “Damnation, I thought they were make believe, created to scare kids into behaving.”  

      “We should get back. You can ride on Zahara with me.”

      Rune hesitated. Anders eyed him, adding, “Speed is necessary, Rune.”  

      “I should take this back with us, to examine it,” Rune said, motioning to the dead creature.  

      Anders could feel that Zahara didn’t want the awful dead creature on her back, but reluctantly agreed if it could help them in some way. “Alright,” Anders said. “Let’s make this quick.”  

      He and Rune approached the dead demon. As they reached down to pick it up, it burst into flames. They jumped back, Anders narrowly avoiding the red flames.  

      “What are you doing?” Rune asked, surprised.  

      “I didn’t do that,” Anders said.  

      “You’re not using your magic?”  

      “No,” Anders said shaking his head. The demon’s black body fell to ash as the red flames quickly burnt it away. Seeing there wasn’t anything they could do and fearing that Merglan might still be in the area, Anders called to Rune, “We can’t do anything about it now; others could still be in danger.”  

      Rune backed away from the charred remains and silently climbed onto Zahara. She took flight and flew them to town. 

      *** 

      Passing over town again with a mental sweep, Anders asked Zahara to drop them off on the street where the demon had attacked. People had gathered around one of the homes on the street where Thomas and Kirsten were staying. Wary of the death he sensed, Anders dismounted with caution. He could feel that someone of importance had been killed.  

      The people parted to allow Rune and Anders to walk through the crowd to the front of a brick house. The shattered window seemed to be the demon’s point of entry. The two walked up the steps to the open front door and Anders followed Rune inside. Mangled bodies on the floor provided a clear enough picture of what transpired when the demon attacked. Anders recognized one of the fallen as Mott, the silver-haired elder who had sided with Tony in the meeting of the Revolution’s leaders. 

      “What is that rat doing here?” Anders heard someone growl.  

      He looked up to see Tony pointing at him. While Anders knew earlier that Tony would look for any reason to blame him if something went wrong, he hadn’t anticipated trouble this soon. He could see that Mott’s death by the demon’s attack, while sad and disturbing, would also be trouble for him.  

      Rune stepped in front of Anders before Tony could reach him and said, “Tony, I know what you are going to say, and before you do, I can assure you that Anders had nothing to do with this.” 

      “And why should I believe you, eh?” Tony asked. “You two have been buddy-buddy since he arrived. How do I know you weren’t in on it, too, Rune? One less person to disagree with among the leaders?” 

      Anders stepped around Rune to say, “You have more motive than he does to do this. You’re the one who was slighted when Mott decided to have me stay.” He knew it would be counter-productive to their cause to accuse Tony, especially when he knew it wasn’t Tony who’d caused this brutal slaying, but something about the man made Anders’ skin crawl. 

      Tony flared his nostrils, then launched himself at Anders and Rune. Anders could have stopped him with magic but didn’t. He let Tony come at him full force. Anders twisted out of the way, dodging Tony’s grasp, pushing him as he sailed by. Tony’s momentum, combined with Anders’ push, sent him running out of control through the front door and out onto the street. Those closest among the crowd caught the older man as he spilled onto them.  

      Anders rushed out after him, with Rune on his heels. He stopped at the edge of the front steps. Seeing the crowd brought him to his senses. Instead of pursuing Tony further, Anders decided to address the crowd.    

      “An hour ago, Zahara and I saw a dragonrider flying along the edge of town. We chased them but lost them in the growing darkness. We returned to find that a demon had attacked this home and killed two men, one of them was among the Revolution’s leadership.” 

      A hush fell over the crowd until Tony spat, “You lie!” The crowd appeared too stunned to react, but Max had time to jump in between Anders and his foster father. Max’s presence gave Tony pause, but Anders saw the hatred boiling in his eyes.  

      “What Anders says is the truth,” Max barked to all who bore witness.  

      “Don’t believe a word of it!” Tony shouted. “They’re in league with the dark rider. They brought death into our town. These two are responsible for Mott’s death.” 

      “Shut up, Tony!” Rune barked, stepping up alongside Anders on the stoop. “Anders is clearly trying to help us. I was with him the moment he returned from seeing the rider. We came here because we heard a struggle and then saw the demon flee. We chased it into the forest and Anders and his dragon, Zahara, were able to kill it, though it was difficult. We’re just sorry we didn’t get here sooner.”  

      Tony gritted his teeth and looked as though he was considering taking on Rune when Max spoke up, “The problem Tony has with Anders lies with me. I’m the one he really wants to attack.” Max took off his sword belt and tossed it to the side. “If he wants to come at me, let him do it now.”  

      Max’s foster father balled his hands into fists and growled, “I’d be delighted to, boy.”  

      Rune rushed between them, grabbing hold of Tony, “Now is not the time for your rivalry.”  

      Anders pulled Max back, shaking his head as he whispered to his friend, “Not here, not now.” 

      “What chance do we have against the evil sorcerer without help from Anders?” a voice shouted from the middle of the crowd. 

      “Let go of me!” Tony shouted. Wrenching free from Rune’s grip, he grunted, “Get your hands off!” Stepping away from them and backing into the crowd, he pointed at Max and said, “I’ll deal with you later.” 

      Max flexed, trying to pull away from Anders’ grip. Anders held him tightly, “Let him go, Max. He's not in the right state of mind to think clearly. He’s just lost a colleague to a brutal murderer.”  

      Max pushed at Anders’ grip once more and was released. He brushed his coat flat and said, “I’ll be at the docks making ready the ships.”  

      Anders didn’t call to him. He could see that Max needed some time to cool off. As other members of the Revolution’s leadership arrived at the house, Anders felt the need to have them organize for an attack. He wasn’t convinced that what Tarron had said about the demon was true. There could still be an attack at any time.  

      Once Alistair, Bert, Helga and Hensal had gathered outside Mott’s home, Rune began to deliberate. “We’ll need to assign as many soldiers as we can to stand guard along the perimeter of town. Brookside is in danger.”  

      “With Merglan so close, why not send everyone off in the ships?” Alistair asked. 

      “You’d be killing them more slowly,” Helga said. All of the council members looked to her so she continued, “Without enough fresh water and food onboard and no Captain to set their course, you would be sending them to their deaths.”  

      “What’s stopping Merglan from attacking us now?” Bert asked, looking to the sky. “If you saw him hours ago now, why has he only sent one ‘thing’ into the city? Why not burn us down now?” 

      “I don’t know,” Anders said. “It doesn’t make sense that they aren’t attacking.”  

      “Unless they aren’t who you think they are,” Hensal suggested. 

      “Who then, who could it be? As of this morning, Maija and I were the only dragonriders other than Merglan who still are bonded with dragons. It can’t be anyone else.” 

      Helga shrugged, “Is it possible there were more in that elven city who he might have freed from prison?”  

      Anders shook his head in frustration. He wanted to explain to her how the bonding process worked, but they didn’t have time, so he said, “Say there was another dragonrider out there. What do you propose we do next?”  

      “Stick to the plan,” Rune said.  

      Helga and the rest of the Council bobbed their heads in agreement. 

      “The threat is still the same. We continue as planned, double the watch and continue to prepare for a fight at any time. If the end is coming, it’s coming, and we will not sacrifice our citizens’ lives by sending them adrift in the ocean to starve.”  

      “Agreed,” each of them said.  

      “What about me?” Anders asked. “I could fly out again and...” he started, but Rune cut him off. 

      “No. Anders, you told me what the creature said just before its death. You will serve us best by saving your energy and getting some rest. Keep your mind’s eye keen for any sign of danger, but don’t do anything unnecessary to provoke them. If they’re here to watch, then let them watch. We’ll need you by our side when the fighting does come. Rest up.”  

      “But,” Anders protested. 

      “Doctor’s orders,” Rune said before he could argue further.  

      Anders looked to the others only to see that they agreed with Rune. “I’m not going to rest easy knowing he might be out there.”  

      “As long as you’re trying,” Rune said.  

      Taking control of the crowd who’d hung around the edge of the impromptu conference, Rune and the other leaders began shouting orders for everyone to return to their posts. They asked one squad of soldiers to remain at the house. 

      Among the mass of people turning to leave, he saw Bo and ran to talk with him. “Bo,” he said catching him by the back of the shirt.  

      Bo looked at him, “Anders? What Tony said, I know he doesn’t mean it. He is just blinded by anger right now.”  

      “I know, that’s why I didn’t strike him,” Anders said. Bo started walking down the street again when Anders said, “You know I saw you back there.”  

      “With Thomas?” 

      Anders shook his head, “No, with the demon. That was brave of you to try to chase it away.”  

      “I wasn’t trying to chase it away, I was trying to keep it from ripping open your cousin,” Bo said. 

      Anders frowned, “Thomas was there? Oh no.”  

      Bo nodded, “He must have found it in the house because it was already chasing him when I saw them. All I did was run at it. Suddenly this crystal shone really brightly, and then you appeared and began running it down.”  

      “Where is he?” Anders asked. “I shouldn’t have left him alone.”  

      “He’s at the docks with Kirsten.”  

      “That’s where you’re going?” Anders asked. 

      Bo nodded. 

      Anders continued with Max’s brother, thinking in silence about what Thomas had been through that night. I wish there was something I could do to help prepare them for what’s coming, he told himself. Then an idea began to grow in his mind. Kirsten can use the crystal’s power, just like Thargon and Lageena could. Maybe I can teach others to use it, too. If Thomas had known a basic protection shield, he could have defended himself. By the time the port came into view at the end of the lamplit street, Anders had made up his mind. He was going to teach anyone who wanted to learn how to use the crystals’ powers.   
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      Maija looked out over the rolling grasslands stretching east from the Westland coastline. With the knowledge that so many skilled fighters had come to their aid in Brookside, she thought of the thousands of innocent people living throughout the Bareback Plains. Imagining Merglan’s massive army of orcs, kurr, and mercenaries marching toward a hostile takeover of Westland, she could see that Aquina would be the first community to be wiped off the map or overtaken.  

      Raffa, we must make a stop along the way back to Brookside, she said. 

      He hadn’t been in the cabin with Maija when she spoke with her sister, but she shared the memory with him. Afterward he asked, Won’t Anders and the others need the information you gathered as quickly as possible? If we are gone too long, they might begin to retreat. With the limited scope they can see, those in charge might already be sending people away. 

      Think about the thousands we saw in the city at the heart of the plains, she responded through her thoughts. When the riders who’ve gone south find that the crystals have been taken, they’ll send word to Merglan. He’ll begin the march on Westland at once. Aquina will be the first place to be attacked.  

      How can you be so sure he’ll go there first? Couldn’t he send his army over the mountains and down into the Riverlands to attack Anders there? Raffa asked. 

      Sending that many on foot through the rugged terrain would take longer than going around. His army would suffer more casualties. Considering the number of ships we saw, the fastest way he could launch an attack would involve shuttling his army to the open grasslands where their travel would be uninhibited by forest. The first major city they’d reach would be Aquina. Seeing as how the attacks began at sea in the West, they likely wouldn’t expect a land attack. They’ll be caught off guard and easily overcome. Maija paused, waiting for Raffa’s reply. Before he could comment, however, she added, It won’t add much time to our travel and if we’re successful, we’ll have at least saved more innocent lives.  

      Would their horses be helpful in the war? 

      They could be what turns it in our favor, Maija answered truthfully. I might not have a lot of battle strategy experience, but I’ve read up some on it in the dragonriders’ library outside Cedarbridge. A cavalry can turn the tide in a battle of foot soldiers.  

      Maija could feel Raffa’s unease about diverting from their course again, but he conceded with a groan, I’ll change our course inland.  

      She smiled and thought, We’ll be changing the course of history.  

      Darkness fell before they’d reached the city along the Bareback River. Maija elected to land before they flew too close to Aquina.  

      I’ve heard that humans are quick to attack that which they can’t see. We don’t want to cause undue panic. Perhaps it would be best to wait until daylight to try to make contact, Raffa suggested when they saw the distant yellow glow of fires among the urban sprawl.  

      Agreeing, Maija held her grip on the saddle and prepared for landing. Pushing down into her stirrups with her feet, she raised her butt in an attempt to absorb some of the impact; Raffa’s body was large and he usually landed with force.  

      Stepping out and climbing down to the ground at his side, Maija began to walk. A sidelong breeze rolled in with a chilling bite. She thought she heard something moving in the grass. Wishing she still had her heightened sense of hearing that she’d had when Merglan was close, Maija glanced to her right and started searching with her mind. Before she could feel what it was, she was struck from behind.  

      Dazed, Maija hit the ground and rolled to the side. Her face instantly felt wet and her vision blurred. She felt the warmth of blood washing into her eyes. Orange and yellow flashes streaked out into the darkness, giving her a slightly clearer vision of what was happening. Maija forced herself up onto her knees, trying to react quickly and orient herself in the confusion. Through the bursts of firelight coming from her dragon, she saw Raffa rearing on his hind legs with his wings flapping and a shower of molten dragon’s breath descend onto four horned creatures.   

      Kurr, she realized as their black bodies became charred in fire. 

      Not having the time or sense to determine where they came from, she reached for the elven sword she’d taken from her parent’s tack room. Rising and withdrawing her blade, Maija squinted through her blurred vision and poised herself in a defensive stance. The vibrant and electric sensation of magic in her veins brought a vigor to her stance she hadn’t felt before. As if the world around her were moving more slowly, she could feel the movements of the hairy beasts behind her before they could come down on her.  

      Maija’s heightened mind told her to step left. She did and a kurr with its horns lowered, rushed by, missing her by inches. Spinning, she faced another kurr, this one only beginning to lower its enormous blockhead. Crouching, Maija dropped and thrust her sword tip out at the creature. The sharp tip sank deep into flesh and she heard its animal cry as the heavy kurr toppled into her. Though blood from her forehead still masked her vision, the magic from within worked to heighten her other senses. She allowed the creature’s momentum to carry through and she rolled backward, somersaulting through the toss. Waiting until she was on top, Maija sprang up from the dying kurr and landed on her feet with her elven blade still gripped firmly in her hand.  

      Wow, that worked? she thought, figuring she would continue to roll with the kurr.  

      Wiping her eyes clear, she found the kurr she had first dodged rounding on her. In a panic, she started to run. Even with her elven speed, she wasn’t able to outrun the beast. The dark was only lit by sporadic bursts of fire from Raffa as he took on the majority of the group, which made it difficult for her to see the terrain underfoot. With blood trickling through her eyebrows and stinging her eyes, Maija began to feel a sense of panic. Without realizing it, she slowed. 

      The sound of the kurr’s pounding hooves gaining on her caused a reaction she hadn’t yet felt. Acting on instinct and responding to a burning flow of heat through her chest, Maija turned on a dime to face the creature head on. Without realizing what she was doing, Maija shot her arm up and felt the burning electric charge pass from her core into her limb. Before she released the energy at the kurr, Raffa’s massive jaws appeared from the darkness overhead, closing around the dark creature with a SNAP! Maija flinched, closing her eyes at the sight of the kurr being severed in half. She felt the electric pulse of magic fizzle and spark as it died in her palm.  

      Raffa flung his head to the side, opening his mouth and letting the still-moving upper-half of the kurr soar though the darkness and out of sight, thudding to the ground in the distance.

      Are you alright? Your face appears to be broken, Raffa’s voice sounded in her mind. 

      Maija attempted to wipe the blood away from her eyes but managed only to smear it further. “I’m fine,” she said out loud. Using her sleeves, she worked to clear her eyes of blood and realized she didn’t usually speak to him out loud. Switching to mindspeak, she asked, Where did they come from? 

      They came from the shadows, Raffa said. There must have been at least twenty or so. They seemed desperate to attack a dragon and his rider.  

      Either desperate or stupid, Maija said, pressing her forearm over her forehead, trying to stanch the bleeding.  

      Please, allow me, Raffa said lowering his large muzzle to Maija’s level.  

      A glow of light burned from her forehead sending a hot sensation that seared her skin. Wincing, Maija pulled away from him while dabbing her hand up to the cut. When she’d been magically healed before, she had not been conscious. The burning continued to increase despite her attempt to shy away. Hey, she thought. A moment later her pain vanished. She brought her hand up to her forehead once more, now feeling uniform skin wet with recent blood.

      Thank you, Raffa.  

      More are on their way, Raffa said lifting his head from Maija to look into the darkness beyond Maija’s back. Quick, get behind me.  

      With some reluctance, Maija did as he asked. Feeling as though she should be able to defend herself now that she was a dragonrider, she stood behind Raffa with her sword in her hand. She looked into the darkness and listened to the hooves pounding on the ground, and then sent her mind out to anticipate where the attack would originate. Using her magically enhanced senses, she felt a group of fur-bearing animals moving rapidly toward them. Fairnheir was her first thought, but the sound of hooves gave her pause. Soon Maija felt more of them and sensed that she and Raffa were being surrounded.  

      Where are they coming from? she asked, thinking that if they really were surrounded, she would jump onto Raffa’s back so they could fly to safety.  

      They are all around us, Raffa concurred.  

      That’s what I thought. We shouldn’t have come here. Let’s go, Maija said as she quickly bounded to his front shoulder. Once she had settled into her saddle, Raffa spread his wings, preparing to leave. From his back, Maija could faintly see the figures surrounding them through the darkness. Expecting to see more horned kurr who may have escaped the earlier battle near the Riverlands, she instead saw horses. Raffa’s large wings flapped as a host of people on horseback galloped into view. Raffa, hold, she said. These are the people we’ve come to talk with.  

      Raffa didn’t respond with his voice, but Maija could feel that he didn’t trust these strangers.   

      As the riders came closer, they veered away from a direct approach and began to ride in a circle around them. She could feel Raffa’s readiness to take flight and told him, Raffa, hold; stay on the ground. 

      Recognizing that they were having trouble controlling their mounts, Maija wasn’t shocked when a sizable number among the group lost control of their horses. The horses ran frantically away from the large dragon. Maija didn’t blame them and wondered how many had ever seen a dragon before.  

      Those who managed to keep control of their horses continued to trot them around the dragon in a wide circle. Maija realized that they were waiting for Raffa to make a move. Before waiting to see what the horsemen would do next, Maija decided to act. She leapt down from her saddle, landing lightly in the charred grass. She slid the elven sword back into its scabbard at her side and slowly stepped out in front of Raffa. If she hadn’t been able to feel his fear for her, she could’ve seen it in the low red glow emanating from his chest. She raised her hands up to show her innocence and walked forward. Several of the riders slowed and then stopped to face her. Maija continued to walk steadily out away from Raffa’s protection.  

      When she had traveled halfway between her dragon and the slowing circle of riders, she stopped and said loudly, “I am Maija. We come in peace.”  

      She could see the riders who’d stopped were nervously eyeing Raffa whose chest glowed with fire at the ready.  

      One of the horsemen pulled something from his saddle and brought it to his lips. He blew on his horn twice and the remaining riders immediately halted. Maija glanced over her shoulder at Raffa to see him shift nervously and fold in his wings.  

      The man with the horn and two others rode closer to Maija, stopping a spear’s throw away from her. Still appearing somewhat nondescript in the darkness, the one with the horn spoke up, “You say you come in peace, but signs of violence are present. Explain yourself.” 

      “My dragon and I were traveling to speak with your people. We didn’t want to cause alarm and panic in the city, so we thought remaining outside the area until daylight would cause less alarm. Shortly after landing, though, we were attacked by kurr. We burned most to ash, but at least one or two bodies remain to prove my claim. Violence was necessary for our survival, but I assure you it is not why we are here,” Maija said, trying to speak in a clear, calm voice. 

      “I have been asking myself why you and your dragon have not burned us to the ground already,” the horseman said. “If what you say is true, then you will not mind if my people take every precaution in meeting with you.”  

      Maija spread her hands and said, “By all means.”  

      “As for the beasts you have killed, this is why we rangers are on night patrol. For several days now, we have had them hunting our horses and attacking people who live on the outer limits. We haven’t had these foul things in the Bareback Plains for decades, if at all. The only mention of them is in the stories our elders tell us. I thought the stories were fables until recently, the same way I thought your companion to be a fable until this moment.” 

      “These kurr caught us off guard, something that I will not allow to happen again,” Maija said. 

      The horseman nodded, then said, “Then it will not bother you to stay out of the city until we can bring our people to you. They will want to speak with you.”  

      “We can wait,” Maija said.  

      “Until morning then,” the rider said, heeling his horse into motion and blowing the horn again. The rest of the riders galloped away into the darkness.  

      When the last of them had disappeared, Raffa spoke, I hope you know what you are doing.  

      These people could be a major asset to us in the fighting that’s sure to come, she said. 

      What if they will not fight with us. 

      Then we must at least warn them of the dangers they will face. These kurr, she nodded to the burned grass, are the least of their worries. 

      And our main worry tonight, Raffa added.  

      We can take turns being on watch, Maija suggested. 

      We should be closer to the water where we are out of sight. I don’t sense any more kurr and I doubt they would be dumb enough to attack a dragon again. 

      Even still, Maija said as they walked away from the spot where they’d been attacked. I think that we should keep a watch out for more of them. Maija led them to the riverside several hundred yards to their right. Kneeling on the bank, she dipped her hands in and splashed water on her face. As she scrubbed off the drying blood, she thought of Anders and wondered what he would do in her shoes. She found her thoughts continually returning to him as she rested near Raffa’s side. Just one more day, she told herself. 

       

      *** 

      When Maija awoke, the sun was just climbing over the sloping riverbank. A thin layer of frost blanketed the grassy dip where the river flowed. The leather rider’s armor she wore provided some barrier from the cold, but not the warmth one required for the approaching winter. Luckily, she didn’t need such amenities with the warmth of a dragon’s body to heat her and after her stint in the wilds of Nagano, she was no stranger to sleeping under the stars. With the most populated city in Westland across the river and several miles away, her yearning to fly into the heart of the city and begin sampling the foods in their markets nearly overcame her promise to remain away. If the people of Aquina saw her flying in now, after she’d told them they wouldn’t, the fear of a dragonrider attack would be imminent and the consequences could be extreme. The simple breakfast foods and warm tea she desired would have to wait until she returned to Brookside.  

      Banishing the hope of existing in a normal human environment, Maija snuggled into the warmth of Raffa’s heated body. The radiant heat from his scales alone was enough to burn away any frost within ten feet of the ground surrounding his body. She hadn’t yet gotten too cold when she slept at his side or under his wing, though the summer was at its end and autumn’s chill had taken hold in Westland.   

      After a breakfast of dried meat and stale bread that she’d packed in her saddlebag, Maija washed her dry mouth with fresh water from the river. Soon they were ready to leave the shallow gully surrounding the river. Maija and Raffa walked up from the riverbank to the site of their late-night ambush. The splotches of burned grass included kurr bones and melted flesh. The one dead from Maija’s sword lay off to the side, flies already swarming. A short distance away she shivered at the sight of the bottom half of the one Raffa had bitten. The grass trampled by the horsemen made the grisly scene more visible in the light of day.  

      Can we fly away from here and wait for the riders elsewhere? Raffa asked.  

      Maija could feel that he, too, did not like to look at the destruction they had caused. Yes. We need to, she answered. 

      Raffa lowered his shoulder and Maija climbed into her saddle. They flew out away from the riverbank and over the plains. With the sun illuminating the golden grassland, Maija could see a majority of city’s sprawl just a few miles from where they’d camped. Sod-covered homes led inward toward the dense concentration of clay rooftops following the river north. At the southern end of the city, she could see horsemen gathering to ride out toward their meeting place. Flying lower to the ground than they normally would while traveling cross country, Maija steered Raffa closer to the city’s edge. They flew past the gore of the night before and landed in plain sight of the city’s southern border.  

      Raffa and Maija watched different groups of riders move in and out of view. Nearly an hour passed before she saw the first sign that they were ready to meet. A group of nearly one hundred started out across the flats toward them. She could still see ten times that many remaining near the city’s edge. Her nerves caused her stomach to flutter as Maija awaited their arrival.  

      As they came into view, Maija was surprised to count at least two hundred. In the light of day, Maija visualized what it would have looked like to these plains people the night before. The horses galloped in a line, kicking up dust as they rode. The riders at the end of the line peeled off to either side as they approached to form a circle around them. Where Maija could only see the riders going in one direction the night before, she could now see that there were two rings of the circle. The inner circle trotted counterclockwise; the outer clockwise. In the distracting display Maija failed to notice that two had broken away from the circles and rode directly at her. Slowing to a walk, a man and a woman approached, stopping midway between Maija and Raffa and the circling horses. Maija didn’t see any of the horses fleeing this time and wondered if they’d chosen those that were less likely to spook for today’s display. 

      Somewhere in the flow of horsemen, a horn sounded twice and all came to a stop. Maija walked out toward the man and woman, and to her surprise, Raffa followed. When he moved, the horses moved nervously, stamping their feet, snorting and rearing against their rider’s control. Though she expected them to flee, these horses stayed put and the riders were able to calm them into obedience.  

      Once Maija and Raffa were about fifteen feet away from the two who had approached, Raffa stopped. Sitting back on his haunches, he settled into a non-aggressive stance. For what seemed to her like a long time, neither Maija nor the two riders uttered a word. The two horses’ nostrils flared, and they pulled at their reins, but their riders remained stoic on their mounts.  

      Finally, Maija broke the awkward silence, “Hello. I am Maija and this,” she pointed to Raffa, “is my companion and bonded dragon, Raffagaun.” She used his entire name as it seemed a better fit for the occasion.  

      The female horse rider, her long black hair flowing down her back over her buckskin coat, responded, “I am Agatha, the chosen voice for the people of Aquina.”  

      Almost the second she stopped speaking, the man at her side dressed in matching garb, said in a steady voice, “I am Gorbach, the chosen defender for the people of Aquina.”  

      “I have come to ask for your help,” Maija said. She paused and waited to see how they would respond. 

      “What help could you desire from us?” Gorbach asked, pounding his fist against his thick chest. 

      “We have not seen a dragon and rider come this far into the plains since the time of war that plagued our lands half a lifetime ago,” Agatha began. “Our people wouldn’t know the first thing about how to go about helping you.”  

      “I don’t seek help for me and my dragon, I seek it for the people of all of Westland. The war you speak of, it did not end,” Maija said. 

      “It ended when we drove the dark creatures from here,” Gorbach said vehemently. “I remember those days. I was only a child, but my father had ridden on them. Orcs and kurr, the blue eyes called them. I saw them run from us as they have always done when they see us coming.”  

      “You might not see it as a concern to you now, but if you knew what was coming this way, you would think differently,” Maija said. 

      “What do you know that our scouts have not seen?” Agatha asked. 

      “The kurr that your scouts have been hunting down are runaways from a battle that took place on the western edge of the plains near Brookside. A dark sorcerer with a mind to rule the world has sent his armies to conquer the more populated coastal lands of Westland. Three days ago, I helped to destroy their forces and free the people from their occupation. Some must have escaped, and they are seeking food in the heart of the plains, here.”  

      “Then the fighting is over. You have won and we will clean up the rest,” Gorbach said. 

      “No,” Maija said in a commanding voice. “This fight was only the beginning.”  

      “But you just said they were the oppressors and you killed them,” Agatha said. 

      “That was a single battle. I am talking about the entire war and battles to come. The dragonrider, Merglan, who brought these forces to conquer the peoples of every nation in the settled world has taken over many of these lands. I am here to ask you to join us in our fight to drive them from our lands.”  

      “And when they come, we will destroy them again,” Gorbach said as Agatha nodded. 

      “You don’t understand,” Maija said. “Merglan is a powerful sorcerer who has many agents of evil at his disposal. He has taken over the elven kingdom and set free monsters that have not seen the light of day in centuries. Our freedom is in peril.”  

      “How do we know you aren’t just telling us this to trick us into doing what you want us to do? You are a dragonrider. If we help you, you would want to enslave us and eat our horses. That’s what the last rider wanted,” Agatha said. 

      “No,” Maija shook her head adamantly. “I am fighting for us, for the people. The other rider wants to control you like that, but not us.”  

      “We are safe in the plains. We can see them coming from far away and if they are monsters, as you say, we can ride away, and they will not catch us. If need be, we will become nomads like our ancestors and ride the plains in groups searching for food and water. The land will always give our people what is needed, so the legends say,” she said.  

      “Listen to me, this easy life is coming to an end. You can’t outride and hide from this evil forever. I saw the orcs sailing to the Everlight Kingdom and they will be marching across the plains. They will come right through here and wipe you out when they see the opportunity,” Maija implored. 

      “You do not know how our people fight,” Gorbach said. “We have defended our city from evil before and we won. If they want to come and try again, we will beat them again.”  

      “And if you can’t beat them? Then what will you do?” Maija asked. 

      “We will ride. Somewhere new and start again,” Agatha said. 

      “Look at him,” Maija said, pointing to Raffa. “This is just one dragon who can bestow magic on someone else. We are the good ones, but there are bad ones and they won’t meet with you like this. They will try to control you and kill you.”  

      The horse men and women didn’t respond. Maija waited patiently as they looked at Raffa, seemingly trying to imagine more like him and having to fight them. That thought must have had a different outcome than she had envisioned, because they shook their heads.  

      “We will not be driven from our homes so easily. Whatever is coming we have faced before and we can do it again,” Agatha said.  

      “You haven’t faced it before,” Maija urged. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”  

      “You can leave now and hide with the other peoples of this country, but we will not hide. We are the strongest because we live where nobody else will. We are brave and cunning and will survive no matter what,” Gorbach said firmly. 

      “Please listen to me,” Maija said.  

      “You can deliver our message to the leaders of your war,” he said.  

      “And what about your leaders? What will you tell them?” she asked. 

      “Our leaders are the people. They will decide what to do. We will spread your message of concern, but I assure you that we are a strong-minded culture and brave. We will not be moved so easily,” Agatha said.  

      With one nod to the others, the horn sounded and the horses began to ride. Leaving, they rode back toward the city. Maija stood in the dust cloud they kicked up, shouting at them to come back and listen to her, but it was no use. The horse people of Aquina would make up their own minds and she feared they would stay in the heart of the plains, right in the path of the evil soon to come.  

      Cursing to herself, Maija climbed onto Raffa’s back and took to the skies. They continued on their journey to Brookside where Anders and the largest fighting force of Westland awaited her return.
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      “You’ve been at it for a while. Let me take a turn,” Bo said, taking a seat on the roof of Rune’s medical practice.  

      Anders forced himself to look away from the open sky as he asked, “I thought you were still healing?” 

      “What’s that got to do with watching the sky for dragonriders?” Bo asked. 

      Anders sighed and stood on the second story rooftop, “You’re not wearing the crystal?” 

      Bo shrugged, “I don’t need it anymore. Last night was proof.”  

      Anders raised a questioning eyebrow. 

      “It helped in that one instance, but it’s not mine to have. Besides, my back feels pretty strong.” 

      “Strong enough to take on a demon by yourself?” Anders asked, looking out at Brookside’s port. With Britt’s crew taking the lead and Helga’s help organizing soldiers into work crews, they had made more progress than Anders thought they could in such a short time.  

      “The crystal’s with Thomas now,” Bo answered, taking a seat where Anders had been acting as lookout.  

      Brushing aside the information, Anders asked, “Have you seen Kirsten?” 

       “Yeah, um, she went to the docks to help,” Bo said, sounding slightly irritated.  

      “Great, thanks,” Anders said taking notice of the touchy question. He started toward the ladder he’d used to climb to Rune’s roof, then stopped. Anders knew his sister had caused a rift between the two brothers, and though he hadn’t spent much time with Bo, he knew how hard Bo had fought for their survival while Anders was in the Everlight Kingdom. “Hey, how much do you know about these?” Anders asked, pulling one of the inhabitance crystals from his pocket. It was the one he had taken from Kirsten shortly after the battle, before she’d gone to find Rankstine’s. 

      Bo eyed the blue-hued stone in Anders’ palm, then rubbed at the back of his neck, saying, “All I really know is what I've seen and felt them do.”  

      Anders nodded, “Want to try to use it?”  

      “Um, I don’t think they work for me,” Bo said, staring at Anders’ palm as though he was looking at a deadly snake about to strike. 

      “I ask because I’m going to start training Kirsten to use them and, well, I saw the Poudrettite work for you, so I thought you might be able to use an inhabitance crystal.” 

      “I don’t know,” Bo said. “I’m still learning the sword. I think we would be better served if you saved it for Kirsten. The more weapons she can use, the better she’ll be protected.”  

      “Okay, I just thought I’d ask,” Anders said, turning to leave. 

      “Thanks,” Bo said. 

      Anders stopped, “Thank you, Bo. I mean it.”   

      “What are you thanking me for? I just turned down your offer.” 

      “Taking care of my cousins,” Anders said. “I don’t just mean last night. I mean looking after Kirsten when she wasn’t able to do it herself. Britt and Max told me how vigilant you were in looking after her while she was affected by the goblin venom. Even Thomas said you were more concerned about her than he was, and that’s saying something.”  

      Bo let out a chuckle, “I was just helping a friend.”  

      “Just a friend,” Anders said with the shake of his head. “We both know it’s more than that.” 

      Bo started to stammer but Anders cut him off, “I’m okay with it, not that you need my blessing.” He felt suddenly as though he was acting out of place. “But seeing as her father’s not around and I’m the oldest in the family, I just wanted you to know, I’m all for it.”  

      “Thanks,” Bo said smiling and again rubbing the back of his neck. 

      Anders left the conversation before he made it even more awkward for either of them. As he climbed down the ladder, he reached out to Zahara. Zahara, I’m leaving my lookout. I’m going to find Kirsten. How are things going out there? 

      The soldiers have taken their positions around town. I have been searching but see no sign of him or the winged creatures.  

      Any sign of Maija or Raffa? 

      No, she said, and Anders could feel that she, too, was worried about them. If all had gone well, they should’ve returned by now.  

      When you’re ready, meet us at the grove I showed you late last night, Anders said.  

       I’ll be there, she replied.  

      When he reached street level, Anders had to push his way through a crowd of people who were gathering near the docks. Word spread quickly, he thought to himself. All along the street bordering the docks, civilians were pitching in and helping haul supplies onto the ships. Scanning the crowd, he found his cousin aiding Max in securing cargo.  

      Wading through the human chain passing boxes of food and crates of supplies, he stopped alongside the ships. Anders called her name, but over the noise of the workers, she didn’t hear him. He made his way to the boarding ramp. One of the many townspeople helping handed him a crate containing two chickens. He took it, thinking that he recognized the young man who’d handed it to him. Before he could ask, others behind him nagged him to move along. Anders came onboard the ship where Kirsten and Max were working and set aside the crate, the chickens inside squawking as he placed them on a pile of rope. As he worked his way across the deck toward the cargo pile where Kirsten was working, she turned and saw him, waving him over.  

      Finishing off a knot and tossing the other side of the rope to Max, Kirsten addressed Anders, “What’s brought you down here? I thought you were busy guarding the town, not resting like the doc told you to.” 

      “I got some sleep,” he said. 

      “Don’t feel like you need to help here; we got this,” she said, motioning to all of the people working to stock the ships.  

      “Kirsten, I came to talk to you about these,” he said as he pulled the crystal she had given him from his pocket. Glancing at her, he noticed Max stepping around the boxes they were securing.  

      Max rubbed his hands together and came to stand next to Kirsten to look at the blue hue of the crystal in Anders’ hand. 

      Kirsten took notice of Max, then started fishing in her pocket for something, “You want it back? I kind of assumed you wanted me to keep it.”  

      “I do want you to keep it. I came to teach you how to use it,” he said. Anders saw Kirsten perk up at the idea. He looked at Max, “I want to teach all of you how to use them.”  

      Max frowned, “I tried to use it, when she was first bitten, but it didn’t work.”  

      Several people pushed past them, trying to find places to store more supplies. Kirsten grabbed Anders by the arm and led him over to the side of the ship. Max followed. Anders used the crystal as a prop and spoke loudly at both of them, “These crystals were designed specifically for use by non-bonded people. Just because it didn’t work for you the first time, Max, doesn’t mean it won’t work at all. I want to show you and others how to use these magical tools so we have a better shot at defending ourselves in a war.” 

      Anders heard a familiar voice behind him, “Did you say you’re going to teach people to use some form of magic?” 

      As Anders turned to see who had spoken, Max stepped toward the speaker saying, “Evans, you don’t want to be a part of this. If your father finds out...” 

      “If our father finds out,” Evans said as Anders recognized the face of the young man who’d handed him the chickens just moments earlier. After seeing more of Evans’ father, he could see the resemblance in the square jaw and thick brow on his forehead. He must’ve taken more of his mother’s stature, because he did not look older than Anders by the amount of muscle on his frame or thickness of body, like other soldiers in the Westland Revolution. Evans was a smaller and more reasonable version of his father, but he suspected the young man shared some of Tony’s fiery spirit.  

      “If you get involved, he’ll blame me,” Max warned. 

      Anders looked at Max’s foster brother and said, “Right now we’re going to need all the help we can get with willing participants. Bo’s already turned me down.” 

      “You talked to Bo about this, too?” Max asked. 

      Anders nodded. 

      “And why wouldn’t he be included,” Kirsten asked, glaring at Max.  

      Max groaned, “I didn’t mean to imply that he shouldn’t.”  

      “Good, because he should be included,” Kirsten said. “He’s better with the sword anyway.” 

      Max raised his hands slightly, shaking his head and looking to Anders.  

      “Are things between you two okay?” Anders asked, eyeing them both. 

      Anders was answered by another familiar voice sounding from behind, “Are they still bickering?” Britt asked. “I thought making them work together would force them to sort out their problems.” 

      Anders turned to see the dark-eyed Rollo warrior Captain standing with her arms crossed and a stern look on her face. 

      “I hope you won’t be distracting my crew for too long? Or have you come to aid us in our work?” she asked. 

      “Distraction is not my intention, Captain,” Anders assured her. “I have come to seek some help, and it could be something that you’d be interested in. Having a strong warrior like yourself trained could make a difference in our future.”  

      Britt looked to Max and Kirsten, then asked, “You have my attention, Anders. What help are you seeking?” 

      Anders realized he had closed his fist around the crystal when Evans appeared from behind. Opening his hand, he exposed the light blue crystal, “I want these to be put to good use and into the hands of those they were intended for. Will you come with us? I can show you how to use their power.” 

      Britt took a small step back when she saw the crystal. Her stern expression moved first to Kirsten, lingered, then shifted to Anders. Shaking her head, she said, “I can’t. I must stay here and oversee the task you’ve given me.”  

      “Really? You’re going to pass up this opportunity?” Kirsten asked.  

      Anders eyed his cousin as she, too, put her hands on her hips, shifting and looking as though she was trying to look through Britt.  

      Britt tensed, appearing to have been caught telling a lie, then said, pointing to the crystal in Anders’ hand, “Those things, they don’t work for me.” 

      “That’s what Bo said, too. How do you know they don’t work if you only tried to use them once and that was in a panic?” Anders asked. 

      Britt shifted uncomfortably and Max said, “She’s tried to use it more than once.” 

      “When did you try to use it?” Kirsten asked. 

      “When you were seizing after the goblin bite. I tried to use it then, with all my willpower I tried to heal you, but it didn’t do anything. Then when you gave me the crystal at Solomon’s, I tried to use it on the guards who attacked Max and me. It never worked; no matter how hard I tried, it didn’t do anything.”  

      “Why didn’t you say something?” Kirsten asked, placing her hand on Britt’s shoulder.  

      “I tried,” Britt said sheepishly. 

      “You never mentioned that it didn’t work for you. After you came back safely, I just assumed it had been of use to you,” Kirsten said.  

      “I had other things on my mind then and I didn’t want you or Bo to think that I couldn’t be counted on,” Britt said, glancing awkwardly at Evans, who remained next to Anders. 

      Kirsten didn’t reply and Anders scratched at the back of his head before saying, “Nobody doubts your abilities here, Captain.” His words seemed to bring back her normal stern demeanor and she straightened with some pride intact. 

      “I would offer two members of my crew as recruits,” Britt said.  

      Anders nodded, “Who should I expect?” 

      “Sanka has been with me since the beginning. He’s a better warrior than I am and he is best suited for training with the crystal,” Britt paused. She focused on Max, “And I’ll volunteer Max as well.”  

      Anders raised his eyebrows and Max said “Britt?” 

      “That’s an order,” Britt swiftly silenced him. “Kirsten was right in thinking I wanted this assignment for myself, but after learning that I am not suited to use its power, I want you to be there in my place.”  

      Max nodded respectfully.  

      “Alright then,” Anders said, stuffing the crystal back into his pocket. “Tell Sanka to meet us outside the Brookside Inn in half an hour. Do you know where that is?” 

      Britt nodded and again looked at Max as she responded, “Oh, I know where it is. I know all too well.” 

       “Great,” Anders replied. He nodded to Britt and said, “Kirsten, Max and Evans, follow me.”  

      As he led them off the ship and onto the dock, he heard Max say to Evans, “I hope you know what you’re getting into. If Tony finds out…” 

      “He won’t find out,” Evans responded. 

      Anders led them through the crowd, hoping what he was doing would be for the betterment of their army and would not further divide it. Working their way through the street where people bustled purposefully, he stopped in front of the Brookside Inn. “You three wait for Sanka. I’ll be right back.”  

      “Where are you going?” Kirsten called to him.  

      Dashing away, he called over his shoulder, “I’ll be right back.”  

      Anders jogged to the home where Thomas had been staying. Once on the stoop, he opened the door. To his surprise, Thomas was asleep on the couch.  

      At the sound of Anders’ entry, Thomas sat up holding the poudrettite crystal out in front of him. Still half asleep, he shouted, “Back! Get back!”  

      “Thomas, wake up!” Anders said. 

      “What?! Why are you here? Is something wrong?” Thomas asked, looking beyond Anders out the open door. 

      “No, Thomas. I need you to come with me.”  

      Thomas stretched and rubbed a fist into his eye, “What time is it?” 

      “Nearly noon,” Anders said.  

      Thomas’ eyes widened, “I didn’t think I would get that much rest, after...” he trailed off. 

      “Great, you are rested, as am I. Now come with me. I have to show you something,” Anders said, handing Thomas his wool jacket.  

      Thomas grabbed the coat and put it on as he followed Anders out the door, “Where are we going?” 

      “To teach you how to fight,” Anders responded as he stepped out into the street.  

      *** 

      Anders placed two of the crystals on the grove’s forested floor. He glanced to Zahara, who lay with her neck stretched out on the ground in front of her, her eyes droopy and closing. Looking over his small gathering of recruits, he spoke clearly, “Now, I’m aware you all know why you’re here, but I’ll just state it again for formality’s sake. A powerful sorcerer is leading an army of evil and magical creatures toward us and I want you to know how to use magic to defend yourselves. Most of you have seen crystals similar to those I have here. These crystals are special because they allow a non-bonded person to tap the energy stored inside them if the people know how. It’s not a direct use of magic, per se, but it offers you a tool for its use. I have seen one of you tap into a crystal’s energy stores and release them, but my goal is to instruct you to use this tool as well as any other weapon you might gain access to.” Anders noticed that Kirsten was grinning, so he decided to call her out, “Kirsten, can you describe to the others how you were able to use the magic inside the inhabitance crystal?” 

       Kirsten’s smile shrank. She stood in silence thinking for several moments, then answered, “It, kind of just happened. It’s hard to explain because when I used it last, I kind of blacked out.”  

      Thinking of how others described her actions in the battle and how she had fought with so much vigor, Anders felt a tinge of worry, I hope she isn’t like me and has trouble controlling her urges to use power.  

      “Why wouldn’t it work for some of us who’ve tried?” Max asked, looking at the crystal on the ground before them.  

      “I don’t know?” Anders answered truthfully. “In your case, it could be that because goblins have some access to primitive forms of magic, they require a higher level or purer form of power to be affected.” 

      “In my case maybe, but what about Britt’s?” Max asked. “She tried to use the crystal in the same way Kirsten had used it, but nothing happened.” 

      “Could be because she has the right genetics,” Evans said, pointing at Kirsten. “Her cousin is a dragonrider, so they share some of the same DNA.” 

      Anders shook his head, “I don’t think it works like that. A dragon can choose to bond with anyone, regardless of their family history.”   

      “It could be because you had the pink sapphire and that one responded to you while you were wearing it?” Thomas said.  

      “Or the goblin venom changed your chemical make-up and made your body more in tune with magic? Like Anders said, the goblin is a magical being, it could have imparted some of itself into you?” Evans suggested, speaking to Kirsten.  

      “But that can’t be the reason,” Kirsten said looking back at Evans. “Because I used the crystal before I was bitten as well. Maybe Thomas was right and it’s the sapphire I found in our mother’s things that acts as the conduit. I did have both on me each time I used the crystal’s power.”  

      “You don’t have it on you now,” Anders said to Kirsten. “Pick up one of the crystals and try to light that branch on fire.” 

      She looked at the lowest branch on the tree Anders was pointing at, then glanced at Thomas. Thomas nodded and her face tightened. Kirsten stepped forward and reached down to carefully grasp the blue-hued crystal from among the dead leaves matting the forest floor. As she gripped the crystal tightly, it began to glow more brightly in her palm. A half a breath later the entire tree Anders had been pointing at went up in flames. Kirsten jumped back in alarm. 

      Anders extinguished the tree with his magic and grinned. Facing Kirsten, he said, “Good! That’s a great start. And now we know that it wasn’t the poudrettite crystal that allowed you to wield this crystal’s magic.” He looked to the others and asked, “Who’s next?” 

      After a moment’s hesitation, Max stepped forward. He bent down and grabbed a second crystal from the ground. Rolling it in his palm, he eyed Anders. Anders nodded, showing Max he was there to support him. While Max readied himself to use the crystal, Anders wondered why it didn’t work for Britt and why it did for Kirsten? He hoped Max would get it on his first try so Anders wouldn’t have to try to explain something he knew little about. When he’d used the crystals’ powers before, it was just as Kirsten explained. It just worked when he tried; he honestly didn’t know why. Zorna had told him about the ancient language, and though that was helpful in using magic, he didn’t know it well enough to teach.  

      That’s what I’m here for, Tarron’s voice said into his thoughts.  

      I wish you’d give me more warning before doing that, Anders thought. Let’s just wait and see how he does. 

      Max held the crystal in his hand, pointing it at the tree Kirsten had scorched. It flashed, a bright light emitting from his palm, then went dull again in an instant. The tree remained charred from Kirsten’s attempt, unchanged by Max. Max grunted and flexed in frustration. He continued to strain, holding the crystal out in front of him. A dim light shown in his palm, much weaker than during his first attempt, but it held, not getting brighter or dimmer. 

      “Max,” Anders said, reaching out after a minute of no change. 

      Max exhaled and sank back fatigued. “I’m sorry, Anders. It doesn’t work for me,” Max said.  

      “But it does work. I saw it flash bright for a moment on your first try.”  

      “You saw that, too?” he asked sounding surprised.  

      Anders nodded.  

      “I thought I was imagining it.”  

      "Who else saw the bright flash the first time he tried?” Anders asked, looking around at the group.  

       “I saw it,” Kirsten said with a smile. 

      Thomas nodded, as did Evans and Sanka.  

      “You can do this, Max. Just focus and believe,” Anders said. “Withdraw into your mind’s eye and focus on channeling the crystal’s source.” As Anders spoke, he withdrew his consciousness into the recesses of his mind. Suddenly he was interrupted by Zahara’s touch. He could feel she’d sensed something. Looking to her, he saw her sitting up at attention. His heart dropped and he feared the worst, What is it Zahara? 

      It’s Raffa and Maija, she said. They’re nearly here. 

      Anders felt a wave of relief.  

      I feel a third presence with them, she added. 

      Anders paused. He instantly sent his mind searching for them. Probing the area as far as he could reach. Anders felt Maija’s distant mind and the firm thoughts of her dragon. Zahara was right, another person was with them, yet Anders couldn’t tell who or what it was from such a distance. Something about the presence was familiar, but at the same time muted and disguised.  

      Suddenly a bright flash exploded near Anders’ face. He leapt back just in time, forced back into the present. He nearly responded with a deflection spell, but then realized that Max had finally tapped into the crystal’s power. Anders followed Max’s shocked gaze to see a smoldering tree branch. “Excellent!” Anders said, slapping him on the shoulder.  

      Max stood in awe, staring at the crystal in his hand. 

      “Now if you’ll excuse me. I must greet Maija and Raffa on their return.” 

      “They’re back?” Kirsten gasped. 

      Anders nodded, “Keep practicing, all of you. Just don’t point the crystals at one another and you’ll be fine. I’ll be back soon.” 

      *** 

      “Return to the elven city at once,” Merglan growled into the glass of his mirror. 

      “Shouldn’t we go after the ships? They won’t be more than several days’ ride from here,” the rider asked. 

      “It’s more effort than it’s worth,” Merglan said. “We’ve wasted too much time on the crystals already. I need you here to command while I complete the processes. I’m close to the true source.” 

      “You want me to command?” 

      “A small force, yes.”  

      “What’s the task?” 

      “Another rider,” Merglan said. “That Northland witch destroyed the barrier before I killed her.” 

      “Will they be a threat?”  

      “I’m not sure,” Merglan said. “My demon spotted them in the mountains. So far, they seem to be observing, but we can’t have them taking sides.” 

      “We’re on our way back now.”  

      Merglan placed the mirror glass down on the table and walked to the edge of the treehouse’s flat decking. He looked out over the elves’ capital city. Looking at the wreckage left in the wake of his takeover, he peered down at the building where the prison had been, now flattened. Connecting his mind with Killdoor, he said, Go to the released prisoners. I have a job for them. We need to make sure the humans in the Plains don’t join the fighting. 

      He felt his dragon’s obedience and then saw Killdoor fly out away from the nearby cliff wall. Merglan focused on the hole he had bored into the center of the tree, revealing access to the magic at its core. He thrust his hand inside, feeling the overwhelming power of the true source of magic. He grabbed at it, finding it in his grip. Now, let me bend you to my will, he said, feeling it resist. He refused to let go. He had magic’s true source in his hands, and he would control it, no matter the cost. 
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      Anders ran from the grove of trees outside Brookside, Kirsten and Max’s shouts becoming muffled as he focused on contacting Maija. Touching on her and Raffa’s minds he felt their barriers and thought to Zahara, Why are their walls up?  

      Maybe they encountered more of Merglan’s monsters nearby? she answered.  

      Let’s fly, he said and in three strides he’d used a pulse of magic to power himself up onto Zahara’s back. Anders held onto the back end of her saddle and crouched as she broke free of the forest canopy. Spitting brown leaves that had managed to cling to their thinning branches, Anders pulled himself into the saddle and felt its magnetic seat lock him in. Make a pass over Rune’s place. I’ll fill Bo in so he doesn’t call out a false alarm if he mistakes us or Raffa for the enemy.  

      Zahara glided over the rooftops and circled in low around Rune’s two-story medical practice. Anders jumped from her back, landing firmly on the roof where he’d left Bo. Striding up to the peak where Max’s younger brother had been leaning against the brick chimney, Anders paused when he found a broad-shouldered man with a salt-and-pepper beard in Bo’s place.  

      “What’s got you in such a hurry?” the man asked in a gravelly voice.  

      “Where’s Bo? I’m flying out to welcome in the other rider. I didn’t want the lookout to give false warning,” Anders said, noting the way the burly man held his broadsword by resting the flat of it against his shoulder.  

      “Bo’s down helping with the ships. Apparently, the crew lost a few men,” he said, raising an eyebrow. 

      “Right,” Anders said, seeing Zahara approaching, ready now to pick him up off the rooftop. “Well, keep an eye out for us...” he trailed off searching for the man’s name.  

      “Sajaa,” the man answered quickly.  

      Anders nodded, “Raffa is red-scaled and bigger than Zahara. If you see the black dragon, then,” he started, but Sajaa cut him off. 

      “I know what Killdoor looks like young rider. Go on then,” he shooed at Anders as though he were a feral cat searching for food scraps.  

      Anders frowned as he ran a few steps, jumped out and landed on Zahara’s back. When she headed east toward where they’d felt Maija and Raffa approaching, Anders glanced over his shoulder at the bearded man named Sajaa. Adjusting in his seat, Anders tried to contact Maija again, but her walls were still up. He distinctly felt a third mind with them.  

      She’s getting better at protecting her thoughts, Zahara commented.  

      I know, Anders replied. I wish she would open up to us. I want to know who’s flying with them and whether it’s something we need to prepare for.  

      When they began to see the grassy border of the Bareback Plains, Anders finally made contact with Maija. As soon as she allowed her telepathic link to connect with his, he quickly asked, Maija, Zahara and I are coming to meet you. Are you being followed or is there some kind of danger nearby? 

      Anders, she replied with warmth. I’m with someone, kind of. You’ll be eager to talk with them. I haven’t been able to so far, but I think you might be able to.  

      So there isn’t any danger following you? he clarified.  

      Maija paused, I don’t see or feel any.  

      Anders saw the distant shape of a dragon flying in low over the plains and he suddenly felt a swarm of butterflies in his stomach. He didn’t think he’d be so nervous to see Maija again after only a few days. Anders suddenly realized that the nervousness, in part was his own, but more so came from Zahara. He’d been too distracted before to notice it, but Zahara was thrilled to be seeing them again. She’d given him his personal space when he and Maija were first together, so he decided he shouldn’t bother her about it, and said nothing.  

      Approaching one another, Anders sent Maija an image of the golden-hued hilltop midway between them, We’ll land there. 

      Seeing Maija’s tan face and amber hair brought him a sense of home. He knew she hadn’t ever been a part of his homelife before he began this strange journey, but there was something about her that made him feel secure. When she saw him waiting for her, she smiled and they rushed into an embrace. After reuniting in a way only love interests do, Anders looked behind Maija for another person, but he only saw Raffa and Zahara.  

      Maija followed his glance and chuckled, “Look at them. I’d almost say they’re happier to see each other than we are.”  

      Anders smiled briefly, then asked, “You said there was another person?” 

      “Sort of,” Maija said, looking to the side. “It’s a bit complicated.” 

      “How so?” Anders asked.  

      “It’s about Ivan,” Maija said.  

      Anders stiffened, blinking rapidly. “What? You said he’s with you?” Suddenly Anders understood that he’d recognized the familiar sense when he was searching for Maija and Raffa with his mind. He became light-headed and staggered. Maija caught him before he fell over.  

      “Anders, are you okay?” she asked.  

      Suddenly Zahara and Raffa were at their side as well, looking down at him with their massive heads, sniffing the air around him and trying to see if he’d been attacked by some kind of invisible force. He sat on the ground but could not recall how he got there. He tried to stand, but Maija stopped him.  

      “I think you’ll want to be sitting for this,” she said and walked to her saddle. When she reached inside one of the smaller bags attached to the front, Anders noticed dried blood on her rider’s coat and armor. Meanwhile, she pulled out a wooden block, perfectly cubed and unstained. She walked back to where he sat.

      His face creased in confusion, he asked, “Maija, the blood on your clothes, what happened?” 

      She sat down cross-legged next to him, holding the wooden block in both hands, “I’ll tell you all about it after this,” and she handed him the box.  

      Anders took it and a wave of Ivan’s presence filled him. He could’ve sworn that Ivan was standing right next to them. “Is there a crystal inside?” he asked, examining the wooden cube, now noticing a line where the top and bottom halves met. He gripped the two halves and tried to pull the box open. It stayed together, so he looked to Maija for an explanation.  

      She shrugged, “I tried to do the same thing when I first saw that it was a box. I couldn’t get it open.” 

      “Where did you find it?” Anders asked as he probed at the box with his mind, but he only felt resistance. 

      “Natalia gave it to me,” she said.  

      Anders looked into Maija’s brown eyes, “So you found them?” 

      Maija nodded with a smile. 

      Anders’ gaze lowered to the blood stains on her collar and leather armor. “And the blood?” he asked.  

      “That happened after I left them; I should’ve come straight here, but I was so full of hope at the time.”  

      “Why?” Anders asked, noticing that Zahara and Raffa had returned to their form of play.  

      “Because Natalia told me who was coming to our aid,” Maija said, raising her eyebrows. 

      After a moment's thought, Anders realized it, too. “She’s been in contact with Nadir,” he said.  

      Maija nodded, “He escaped Cedarbridge with some of the elves.” 

      “But it will take him a long time to run all this way,” Anders said. 

      “He met the red shirts on their return with the dwarfs,” Maija said.  

      Anders looked down at the wooden box in his hand, knowing roughly how many elves had gone before Merglan’s attack. “How many dwarfs are they?”  

      “All of them,” Maija said.  

      Anders looked into her eyes again and repeated, “All of them?” 

      She nodded, “Natalia didn’t have all of the details because they didn’t know if Merglan was capable of listening in on their conversation.” Anders questioning look caused her to add, “Because he’s in the capital and has access to the mirrors.”  

      “There are more like the mirrors Nadir had?” he asked. 

      Maija shrugged, “Maybe? That’s why they’ve only been saying what they absolutely need to in order to form a plan.”  

      “So they’re sailing here?” Anders asked. 

      Maija nodded, “They’d planned to sail to the Rollo Islands and meet there, but now Natalia’s having the Rollo Islanders who came to the Ramhorn return to send the ships here.”  

      “They did listen to me,” Anders said under his breath.  

      “Some, I guess,” Maija said. “And Natalia managed to convince the Lumbapi people to come with her. They’re headed here.”  

      Anders’ eyes widened, “That’s,” he started and Maija finished his sentence. 

      “An army big enough to fight Merglan’s.”  

      “If we can hold out here that long,” Anders added. 

      “Why?” Maija asked. 

      “Yesterday, I saw him outside the city.” 

      “What?” Maija asked, looking around as if they were no longer safe there.  

      “Thomas was with me. We saw a dragon and rider just before last light. Shortly after that, a demon attacked and killed one of the leaders of the Revolution,” Anders explained. “Zahara and I were able to chase it down and kill it, but before it died, it said that more were coming.” 

      “That was yesterday?” Maija asked.  

      Anders nodded.  

      “And he hasn’t attacked?” Maija asked.  

      Anders shook his head, “Not yet.” 

      Maija seemed to be pondering these events, then asked, “How do you know that it was Merglan you saw?” 

      Anders chuckled, “It wasn’t me or you, so who else could it have been?” He noticed her worried frown and knew that she still hadn’t told him everything. “It couldn’t be anyone else,” he said.  

      She cringed and said, “It could’ve been one of Merglan’s other dragonriders.”  

      “But he doesn’t have any,” Anders said. 

      “Unless they were in the prison and he has them under his control now that they’re free,” Maija said.  

      “But the elves don’t lock up bonded riders with their dragons in that facility,” Anders said and Maija nodded her head. “I read about it in the library there, they don’t do it for that exact reason,” he said.  

      Maija shrugged, “And that’s what Natalia told me when I mentioned how three dragonriders passed over Raffa and me when we reached the peninsula.”  

       Anders looked down at the box in his hands again and thought for several long moments. “They were going to retrieve the crystals,” he said, finally breaking the silence. “And in a few more days when they return with them, he’ll have the power to crush us again. That’s why he’s not attacking yet and sending demons to do his dirty work.”  

      Maija shook her head. 

      “What?” Anders asked. “You don’t think he’ll be able to alter them back to his mad magic?” 

      “Not if he doesn’t have them,” she said.  

      Anders furrowed his brow. 

      “He couldn't have them if Natalia took them with her,” she said. 

      Anders leaned back in surprise, “No,” he gasped. “She took them with her?”  

      Maija nodded.  

      “That means we’ll have enough to arm others,” he said, running his hand through his hair. “A lot of others, not to mention ourselves. With Natalia and Nadir, we’ll have some serious power.”  

      “It didn’t come cheap, though,” Maija said. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”  

      Anders waited for Maija to break it to him, wondering if this was why she had blood on her clothes.  

      “Solomon’s dead,” she said.  

      Anders got slightly light-headed again and blinked, “What? Dead? How?” Maija recounted the story Natalia had told her. When she finished, he said, “I met another family member without even knowing it.”  

      “It sounded like he didn’t know either.” 

      “Ivan was there, too,” Anders said. 

      “I don’t think they knew either. After Solomon left the throne he didn’t come back to Southland until after Ivan, or William, had left the capital.” 

      “And now he’s gone, too,” Anders said, looking at the box.  

      “His body might be, but his mind still lives in there,” Maija said.  

      “I suppose that’s what Natalia told you,” Anders said flatly. 

      “I thought this would make you happy, give you hope,” Maija said, putting her arms around him.  

      Anders nodded, “It does, but if it’s anything like the way Tarron is trapped in Lazuran’s sapphire, then it will take another bonding to bring him to life again and we might not get that opportunity before this is through.”  

      “That’s not a sapphire, though,” Maija said, pointing to the box. 

      “What’s inside could be,” Anders shrugged again.  

      “Which is why you need to crack it open.”  

      Anders shifted, looking up at Zahara and Raffa playing as if there weren’t a care in the world. “We should be getting back,” he said with a sigh.  

      “Let them enjoy this moment a little longer,” Maija said. “I still haven’t told you about my dealings with the kurr and people of Aquina.”  

      Anders turned and looked at her astonished, “How long were you gone again? I thought it was only three days.”  

      Maija nodded, “A lot can happen in three days.”  

      *** 

      “Focus,” Anders said. Thomas held the dimly lit crystal in his hand. Anders tried to sooth his nerves with his mind. “You can do this, if you just focus,” he said in a calm tone. 

      Thomas flicked his wrist and opened his eyes. “Did I do it?” he asked, looking to Anders.  

      Anders shook his head, “Keep trying; you’ll get it eventually.”  

      “I better. Everyone else seems to understand,” he said in frustration.  

      “Just focus on what we went over at the beginning of today’s lesson; control your mind and the energy will come,” Anders said. 

      Thomas rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the tree he was aiming at with the crystal’s powers.  

      Anders walked back to Zahara’s side and looked at the small training squad he’d managed to assemble over the last several days. Since Maija’s return, they had accepted two more of the Revolution’s soldiers into their group of crystal trainees at the leader’s request. With two elves already trained in the arts and two of Britt’s crew learning to use the magic, Tony and two of the other leaders pushed Rune to make Anders take on two of their own. Tony had insisted he come himself, but Anders knew if he found out Evans was quickly becoming his star pupil, Tony would find some reason to pin it on Max and challenge him to one-on-one combat once and for all. It had almost come to that outside Mott’s house and Anders didn’t want that kind of behavior and distrust to spread throughout Westland’s only army.  

      It will be easier when the others arrive, Zahara said, sensing his worry as he watched Evans work with Maija.  

      I hope so, Anders said. 

      With so many elves, dwarfs, and humans all in one place, Max should be able to stay clear of that madman, she said.  

      It’s not Max I’m worried about Tony seeing; it’s Evans. He’s becoming the best of them, even better than Kirsten, control-wise.  

      That’s why you’re having Maija work with him? 

      I was thinking it would help her to try to teach someone else how to use her powers. She said she almost used battle magic in the fight with the kurr. That’s something I didn’t show her.  

      She did train with Natalia quite a bit before we parted ways, Zahara said. 

      I just hope this peace lasts a few more days, until they get here, Anders said. 

      I haven’t sensed anything strange happening in or around the city. Perhaps Merglan is focusing his efforts on something else? 

      Anders leaned against Zahara’s shoulder and moved his hand to his hip, trying to rest it on Lazuran’s handle out of habit. He awkwardly fished for it before realizing he’d given it to Max, Kirsten and Sanka. A break from Tarron’s interruptions was nice, but he felt like he was missing a part of himself without the sword at his side.  

      How is Thomas doing? Zahara asked. 

      I’m afraid he’s not going to get it, like Britt said. From what Zorna said, it sounded like anyone would be able to use them, but I don’t know. He hasn’t been able to use the energy at all.  

      And you’ve had him try with and without the pink sapphire?  

      Yes, Anders said. That clearly works in a different way than these inhabitance crystals.  

      What about the box? I’ve seen you with it whenever you have a second away from the others.  

      Anders felt the constant presence of Ivan’s mind near him as he kept the box in Zahara’s saddlebags when he wasn’t holding it himself. Nothing yet. I might try taking it to the location where we burned Ivan’s body.  

      How would that make a difference? she asked. 

      Anders shrugged, I don’t know. It might help me more than anything else.  

      Zahara’s attention withdrew and he could sense her speaking privately to Raffa.  

      When she’d finished, Anders said, Things seem to be going well between you two.  

      He sensed embarrassment in her at his comment and she replied, He wants me to be his mate. 

      Oh, Anders said, not fully surprised by the idea. And that’s something you want?  

      It is, but when I am of age.  

      When is that? Anders asked, feeling ashamed he didn’t know the rituals of dragon culture. 

      It will happen when it happens, she said defensively.  

      Okay, I didn’t mean to pry. I was just wondering if I should be expecting you to be laying eggs anytime soon? Anders felt Zahara flush with embarrassment.  

      That’s not going to happen anytime soon, she said assuredly. He is simply courting me is all.  

      Good, Anders said, relieved he wouldn’t have to worry about her becoming a mother in the midst of a war.  

      I will go to him now. Call if I’m needed, Zahara said and pushed herself onto all fours.  

      Anders was nudged away from her as she stood. He quickly grabbed the box from her saddle bag and said, Okay, be careful, as she took flight. She exited through the opening in the trees she’d created during her repeated takeoffs and landings. I feel like I’m Theodor telling Kirsten to be careful on her way to town, he thought to himself. A glance at his younger cousin using Lazuran’s power to create a shield around her, Max and Sanka made him think, And now I’d warn others to be careful of her if she went off by herself.  

      Walking over to where two soldiers were attempting to set a tree on fire with the sapphire taken from Rankstine, Anders joined in. By the end of the day, he’d managed to teach the two soldiers to accurately fire a sphere of energy from the crystal at will. Thomas, however, had not made progress; he was the exception to the group. With the eight of them gathered around Anders for their end-of-the-day wrap-up, Anders finished his speech, “With a few more days of training, we should be in good shape when our forces make their move.” The group nodded in unison, Thomas still looking hopeful. “We’ll meet back here again in the morning,” Anders said. 

      One of the soldiers raised his hand and stated, “Bryant and I will be late tomorrow. It’s our squad’s turn to watch the east side of the city tonight.”  

      Anders nodded, “Then you two should take these.” Anders found the two blue sapphires laced around necklace chains and handed them to the soldiers.  

      They looked at him wide-eyed and said, “Are you sure?” 

      Anders nodded, “If Merglan’s monsters come for us first, you’ll be the first to see them and you’ll be better protected now that you can use these.”  

      “Thank you,” the two soldiers said together as they jogged off through the forest back toward town.  

      “As for the rest of you,” Anders said. “Same time tomorrow.”  

      They nodded and broke off into their individual groups. Max and Sanka handed Anders back his sword then headed back to the docks where Britt had been overseeing the send-off of Westlanders over the last several days. With Helga’s help, the crew managed to launch at least three ships a day filled with people who wouldn’t be able to fight. Kirsten threw her arm around Thomas as they walked behind Max and Sanka back to the home they shared with Bo. Evans made his way back separately from their group to avoid suspicion that he might be part of this new group of special students who were learning to wield the crystals’ powers.  

      Anders joined Maija as they slowly made their way back into the tightly knit cluster of homes that made up Brookside. Watching the sun sink beyond the horizon while outside Rune’s practice, Anders said to Maija, “This all feels strange, doesn’t it?” 

      “What do you mean?” Maija asked.  

      “Just how easy the last few days have been, I guess,” he said. “I actually feel well rested.”  

      “It’s not going to last,” Maija said. 

      “I know, but that’s the thing, why has it lasted this long?”  

      “Just take each day as it comes. That’s what you said you were going to do when you told me the others didn’t want to march out right after the demon attacked.”  

      “I know, but I thought we’d at least see some kind of action since then. I thought for sure the war was just outside our front door that night. But even with our patrols of the area, it seems clear that the demon was only a one-spy operation.”  

      “And Merglan was either just observing, which I have a hard time believing, or that wasn’t him you saw.”  

      Anders sighed, “I know what I saw, but what’s happened since then goes against what I thought would happen if it was him or one of the riders from the prison.” 

      Just then a tingle at the back of his neck sent a chill down his spine. He turned to Maija, “Did you feel that?” 

      Maija narrowed her eyebrows and shook her head, “What’s wrong?” 

      “I thought I...” he trailed off. He looked down at the wooden box he’d taken from Zahara’s saddle and thought, No. That couldn’t have been.  

      It came again, a distant voice in his mind calling his name. He shot his eyes up to Maija. Maija stared at him, worry crossing her face. “I heard it again,” he said. “I think he’s calling my name?” He lifted the box and held it between them. He listened again, and this time saw Maija react in surprise.  

      “I heard him say my name, too,” she said.  

      Then Anders thought he heard Zahara’s voice calling his name. That doesn’t sound like Ivan, he thought to himself.  

      “Wait, Raffa is calling us,” Maija said.  

      Anders lowered the box and said, “I just heard Zahara, too.” Quickly Anders reached and found her with his mind. She sounded slightly panicked, Anders, there’s something in the forest. Raffa and I felt it for a moment, but it’s masked its presence. I didn’t like the way it felt at first. I think it’s one of Merglan’s monsters. 

      Anders could see that Maija had just been told a similar story. Without saying a word, they both started running toward the east end of the city in the direction of Raffa and Zahara. Maija beat Anders to the outer edge of Brookside where the Revolution had a squad of soldiers posted as guards. He looked up and saw Zahara and Raffa coming in low over the treetops.  

      Bryant and Dawks, Anders thought, wondering if they’d begun their shift. He searched through the dimly lit faces of the soldiers within sight. Catching a faint blue glow around one of the soldier’s necks, Anders shuffled toward them.  

      “Anders, this way,” Maija called to him and motioned for him to follow her. She was leading him to Raffa and Zahara.  

      Anders glanced back to where he’d seen the blue glow and couldn’t find it among the shifting members of the Revolution’s Army squad. They’re not ready yet anyway, Anders thought and pulled himself away from the idea of taking them along on this scouting mission. He followed Maija to their dragons. “Did you talk to the squad leader?” Anders asked as he climbed into his saddle.  

      Nodding, Maija said, “He knows what we’re doing. He sent a runner to alert the others.”  

      Just then Anders heard shouts coming from near the docks and knew the alarm had been raised. “Right,” he said. Come on Zahara, take us to where you last saw this monster. 

      Zahara responded by leading Raffa back into the air and soaring out over the forest. They flew in the early evening light, still able to see some of the details in the forest below. She led them northeast out of town and into the heart of the Riverlands. Anders swept the area with his mind searching for anything that might give away whatever was hiding in the darkness below.  

      Anders, Maija caught his attention with their telepathic link.  

      Anders spun his attention to where she directed him. Through the trees Anders could see a black shape moving quickly in the shadows. Just like the demon, its black body was darker than the night surrounding it.  

      What is it? Maija asked. 

      Anders shook his head, We’re about to find out. He and Zahara swooped down, dropping through the trees and landing fifty yards in front of the dark shape. Squinting through the darkness, Anders could see the low profile of the black shape. It wasn’t the same as the humanoid-looking demon with the red eyes. If this creature had eyes, he either couldn’t see them or they were as black as the rest of its body.  

      “What are you?” Anders whispered as the shadow creature stood perfectly still. He probed at it with his mind, but couldn’t sense anything there, much the same as when he was fighting the being that controlled Ivan’s body. His probing provoked a response and the low-profile shadow grew. Just like watching Zahara move from all fours to standing tall on her back legs, Anders watched the bearlike shape rise into a two-legged animal with long arms. Where the demon was lanky and tall, this creature was thick and just as tall or taller than the twelve-foot winged monster from before.  

      Suddenly the dark, long-armed mass released a roar to match that of a dragon. It fell back down onto all fours and began running at them like a bear. Anders felt the heat swelling inside Zahara and a moment later she released a stream of fire, pointing it directly at the charging beast. Anders saw a shimmer of light ripple around it just before he lost it in the flames. Before he could prepare a defense, the creature barreled through the fire unscathed and slammed into Zahara’s chest.  

      Anders held onto the saddle as she reared back, trying not to fall back onto him from the impact. He couldn’t see the beast from behind Zahara’s thick neck but could hear its growls as it beat at her thick scales. Suddenly he and Zahara were airborne again and he looked back to see Raffa and Maija descending on the place where they’d just been.  

      Go back, Anders said to her. A fear for Maija filled him and he sat with his eyes fixed on the patch of forest where Maija and Raffa had entered. Flames from Raffa burst in spurts and the beast’s roar echoed through the night.  

      Diving back into the forest where the red-scaled dragon and Maija fought the creature, Anders jumped from Zahara’s back with his sword in hand.  

      Anders, you’re exposing yourself, Zahara said. 

      She’s right, it’s better to work as a team, he heard Tarron’s voice say.  

      Anders ignored them and ran toward the slashing dragon. Just before he and Zahara reached the fighting, Raffa settled. Anders quickly glanced to see Maija no longer in the saddle. When Raffa folded his wing, he revealed a grizzly scene. Maija stood over the large dark form of the creature who’d attacked them. She was wiping her blade clean on her sleeve when Anders approached.  

      “Looks like some kind of overgrown fairnheir,” she said when Anders came to stand near them.  

      “It had magic,” Anders said.  

      Or some form of it, Tarron spoke into both of their minds.  

      “I don’t see a crystal anywhere on it,” Maija said.  

      Anders shook his head, “Whatever it is, it’s ancient if Tarron can’t tell us what it is.”  

      You say that like it’s a bad thing, me being old, Tarron said.  

      “So you don’t know what this is?” Maija asked.  

      Like you said, it looks like an overgrown fairnheir that can summon an energy shield and mask its presence to sorcerers.  

      Anders knelt next to the dead creature to look it over more closely. He saw the ground where it lay was dimpled with fresh tracks. Using the light from his sword pummel, Anders could see they were all the same track. “Look at this,” he said, pointing the light blue glow over the freshly trampled ground.  

      “Are those wolves?” Maija asked.  

      “They’re too big,” Anders said.  

      Zahara sniffed at the ground and said, Fairnheir.  

      “What was this one doing so far behind?” Anders asked.  

      Before Maija or Tarron could offer a response, they heard screams coming from the direction of Brookside.  

      “Looks like we don’t have time to find out,” Maija said while moving with elf speed back onto Raffa’s back.  

      Anders took a moment to check Zahara’s chest for damage from the beast’s attack. After seeing nothing beyond superficial scratches, Anders followed Maija’s lead and climbed into the saddle. Together they took to the sky again. Looking out toward the distant glow of Brookside, Anders saw a light blue flash sparking through the trees just east of town. Urging Zahara to fly faster, he leaned against her neck and pulled in front of Raffa. He hoped the two soldiers could hold off the fairnheir until they got there.  
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      Landing within sight of the homes along Brookside’s east end, Anders searched through the flickering light. He’d felt the fairnheirs’ presence just moments before. Three lay dead with their red eyes open as if they were staring at the soldiers from Bryant’s squad that they had killed before their own deaths.  

      Zahara, are there any left alive? Anders asked, unable to sense anything other than the soldiers frantically searching for their compatriots and any more invaders in the trees.  

      Three dead, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t more like the one we tracked down. They could be masking themselves so we can’t tell whether they’re out there.  

      Looking around through the light of several burning trees, Anders said to Zahara, It looks like Bryant and what’s-his-name put those crystals to use. I can’t feel them either, can you? 

      Zahara sniffed at two fairnheir piled over a group of soldiers, That’s because they’re no longer here. 

      Anders looked down at them, seeing a soldier’s arm sticking out from under the gigantic hound-like body, a blue light smoldered in his clenched fist. Anders cursed, jumping down from the saddle and pushing the black beast off the top of the pile. Bryant’s gaunt face looked up at him. Reaching for the dead soldier’s hand, Anders saw the fatal blow the beast had delivered, ripping through his armor and clawing across his chest. Prying the crystal from his grip, Anders returned to Zahara’s side, tucking the sapphire into her saddlebag next to the wooden box.  

      Raffa and Maija landed as Anders climbed back onto Zahara’s back. “Are we too late?” Maija asked.  

      “Too late to spare Bryant’s life,” Anders said, staring down at the pile of soldiers killed by the gigantic hounds.  

      “I saw soldiers running to the south,” Maija said.  

      A flash of blue light exploded to their right in the direction the soldiers were headed. Anders urged Zahara and she leapt into the air, gliding over the trees. Flames rippled up a tree in front of them; Zahara dove toward it. Anders drew his blade, expecting a fight. Shouts from the soldiers nearby sounded and Anders tried to sense what was attacking them. He caught sight of it before he felt it with his mind. A human or elf figure walked naked among the glow of the flames. As they tore through the branches to land, Anders saw its skin wisping off on its shoulders and back, as though the creature was made of smoke. Its dull gray skin and absence of eyes or nose gave it a horrifyingly alien look. 

      Maija landed next to Anders and Zahara. Anders glanced at her and they shared a confused look before the mob of soldiers cowering at their backs shouted for them to kill it. Summoning magic, Anders trained his sights on the wisping figure slowly walking toward them. Before attacking, he shouted, “Stop or we will destroy you!” 

      To his surprise the thing stopped. Anders probed at the strange creature with his mind, but felt nothing.

      How is it doing that? he asked Zahara.  

      It doesn’t have a mind, Tarron said.  

      You know what this is? Anders asked. 

      It’s a wraith, he replied seriously. 

      How do I stop it? Anders asked.  

      As he did the wraith started to move forward again. Anders instinctively reacted, sending a sphere of energy out from his palm. The phantom being dodged to the side, leaving a trail of itself as it moved lightning fast out of the way. Ander’s energy burned through the wraith’s trailing, causing it to scream a high-pitched wail. The sound crippled the soldiers, while Anders used magic to shield himself, deflecting the noise away from Zahara, Raffa and Maija.  

      Before he could do anything else, Maija jumped off Raffa with her sword in hand and shouted at him, “Anders, help them!”  

      Looking over his shoulder, he moved into action, seeing the wraith had passed around them to attack the soldiers. Maija reacted with elven speed, reaching the creature first. Trying to rush to her aid, Anders saw her block the wraith’s arm as it streaked down at soldiers. Somehow in the time he’d summoned the shield, the thing had attacked and killed three men. Maija blocked it from killing a fourth. Shaping its arm into a sword, the wraith used it as a weapon to attack Maija with relentless force.  

      Anders screamed as he hacked Lazuran at the wraith. Where he once saw an opening, it had closed by the time his blade came down on the creature. Morphing its other arm into a blade, the wraith blocked its side from Anders’ sword. Fueling his attack with magically enhanced energy, Anders let Tarron guide his blade to drive the wraith away from the soldiers. Working faster than Maija could, he created a gap between the soldiers behind him, allowing them time to escape. Fighting one sword against the wraith’s two, Anders quickly realized he needed help. Sending a pulse of energy into his sword, he swung Lazuran into the wraith’s defensive block, launching it back across the forest floor.  

      Suddenly a burst of dragon fire erupted in the darkness with bright light and intense heat. Anders shielded himself from the burn as Maija came to his side, tucking in behind his shield. From behind their energy barrier, Anders saw the wraith began to move, leaving a trail of smoke-like essence as it began to out-maneuver Zahara and Raffaguan’s flames. The creature moved faster than an elf. Anders lost it in the ensuing chaos. 

      When the flames subsided, Anders and Maija stood behind the shield barrier looking through the flaming trees where the wraith had been. Unable to trace the creature with magic, Anders felt reluctant to chase after it. He saw no need to expose themselves and allow themselves to be drawn away from the others. Anders had to remind himself that he’d sworn to protect the people. By allowing the fairnheir to escape them, soldiers had died, something he possibly could've prevented if they’d stayed with the others to protect the city.  

      “Shouldn’t we go after it?” Maija asked.  

      Anders shook his head, “More people have already died than should have because of our absence.” As he finished speaking Dawks, the soldier who Anders had trained with Bryant, sprinted past them, a group of screaming soldiers at his heels. Cursing, Anders and Maija started after them.  

      “Dawks! Stop!” Maija shouted.  

      “Come back! It’s not safe!” Anders called after the soldiers.  

      Anders pushed energy down into his legs making them work faster than any normal human. He nearly matched Maija’s speed for the first time, but she pulled ahead. In less than a few seconds they’d caught up with the soldiers, but they were already too late. The wraith was waiting for them. By the time Maija reached them, all but one had been slain.  

      Dawks bravely fired a pulse of energy at the wraith but aimed blindly. Maija was able to spin away from it, but Anders reacted with magic. He saw the ripple of light form just a fraction of a second before the energy from the crystal slammed into him. It exploded against his shield sending a shockwave out. Anders was flung from his feet as he watched the shockwave knock Maija to the ground. It slammed him onto his back on the forest floor and knocking the breath from his lungs. Anders suddenly saw a smoke-filled column shoot into the air with a blue hue at its core.  

      By the time Anders was on his feet, gasping for air, Zahara and Raffa were on the scene. He saw Maija swing her leg into the saddle and call down to him, “It took Dawks and the crystal. What do you want to do?” 

      Hauling himself up onto Zahara, Anders found his breath and said in a hoarse voice, “Follow the trail of smoke and retrieve the crystal.”  

      Zahara beat her wings and they began their pursuit. 

      How far can they go? Anders asked Tarron, seeing the smoke trail disappearing into the distance.  

      With the crystal, all the way into the mountains, he replied. 

      Without? Anders asked, seeing the blue glow streaking for the Frozentip Mountains.  

      Miles with one leap, Tarron answered. 

      He kept his eye on the crystal’s light as they gained on it. The wraith’s distance might’ve been enhanced by the crystal’s energy, but its speed wasn’t. He and Maija tracked the smoke trail over the Riverlands and into the mountains. As the blue glow faded behind a peak, Anders held onto Dawks’ presence. As long as Dawks remained alive, Anders and Maija could find them.  

      I don’t like this, Anders told Zahara. We’ve been gone for too long. The entire town could have been rolled over by fairnheir and whatever else was with them.  

      The danger left with us, Brookside is safe, Zahara said. 

      Anders looked over his shoulder and saw the distant town, glowing dully with lantern light. The fires outside the city were out, or else he just couldn’t see them from so far away.  

      Anders, I lost the trail, Maija said frantically through their link.  

      He felt for Dawks’ mind but couldn’t detect it. Cursing, he said to Maija, We’ll need to land where we last saw it. Maybe it will have left a trace or something we can pick up on.  

      Shouldn’t we be getting back to Brookside soon? I don’t feel right abandoning the people like this.  

      Me neither, but I can’t just give up on Dawks and the crystal. There could still be hope, although as he said the words, he knew that because they couldn’t feel Dawks’ body signature, the soldier had been killed. Follow us to the ridge. We’ll take a look from there and if we don’t see anything, you two will go back.  

      You won’t come with us?  

      If we don’t see anything, I’ll take a closer look to see if I can find the crystal or his body.  

      Coming down on the front of the Frozentip Range, Zahara and Raffa landed atop a saddle between two mountains. Anders searched among the snowfields and down into dark forested canyons below with both mind and sight. Seeing no trace of smoke or blue light, he turned to Maija and said, “You should go back. I’ll see if I can find the body.”  

      “What if you find that thing?” she asked. 

      “If we come across the wraith again,” he shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”  

      Maija hugged Anders, kissing him before she and Raffa set out toward Brookside. Be careful, she said one last time into his thoughts. 

      You, too, he replied.  

      With a deep sigh, Anders asked Zahara, Are you ready to go down there? 

      Yes, and if we see that thing again, I’m burning it to the ground.  

      Come on, he said, and they dove off the ridge, speeding down toward the canyon below. Anders and Zahara passed over the tops of the trees looking for any sign of Dawks or the wraith. Extending their search over the peaks and crags along the mountain front, they failed to find any sign.  

      It’s almost dawn; let’s turn back, Anders said.  

      Zahara turned and began climbing into the sky over the mountains. Anders felt a touch on his mind, faint and distant. He might have missed it, but he’d been paying close attention to every tingle he felt since receiving the wooden box. Before thinking it was Ivan, Anders looked over his shoulder to double-check that he wasn’t being followed. In the dark cloudless sky behind him, he saw a violet-scaled dragon. Zahara instantly swung back around to face it. She stopped, hovering in the cold air and they stared at the unmistakable figure sitting on its back.  

      Alright, Zahara. Let’s not let him get away this time, Anders said, and she lunged forward.  

      Flying at top speed, Anders suddenly realized the dragon and his rider were not running away from him, they were hovering and waiting. Anders and Zahara walled off their minds, protecting themselves from a mental attack. Drawing closer to the dragon, Anders touched on magic flowing within him and felt the warmth rise into his chest. He prepared to use a number of different methods of attack or defenses as he came within range of the other rider.  

      Why aren’t they attacking? Anders asked Zahara. 

      Or fleeing? she asked, just as confused. 

      They slowed to a hover, close enough to fight with magic, but far enough away that Zahara could outmaneuver the dragon if they came at them. Though it was dark, Anders could see the rider wore battle armor and a helmet masking its face. The rider seemed small in stature, but that perception could’ve been skewed by the dragon’s size. The armored rider sat straight in the saddle presenting a stern presence. In one hand, it held a round shield and spear, similar to those used by many of the Rollo warriors. Anders noticed that a sapphire at the shield’s center did not glow. The dark purple dragon hovered effortlessly as it eyed them.  Their mental defense was as solid as any Anders had felt. He could tell that Zahara couldn’t get a good read on whether they were going to attack or not.  

      Anders yelled across the space between them, “Who are you?!” 

      The rider did not reply. He sat motionless on his dragon not breaking from the statuesque pose. After several tense moments, the rider moved his free arm slowly out in front of his body. Anders started for Lazuran, keeping his magic at his fingertips, but stopped when he saw a limp body rise from behind the two horns extending out of the back of the dragon’s head. Anders squinted. He could just make out that it was the soldier he’d been looking for. It was Dawks, his body anyway. Anders instantly jumped to the conclusion that the rider had killed Dawks and summoned a swell of energy from within.  

      Do not attack him, Tarron said emphatically. 

      Why not? He killed our man. 

      I don’t believe so. Why would he return the body to you if he meant us harm? Tarron suggested. 

      I think Tarron is right; they are making a show of peace, Zahara weighed in. 

      Anders mulled over the idea, then thought, Where did they come from and why are they doing this? 

      You’re going to have to take a chance to find out, Tarron said.  

      Anders motioned for Zahara to move closer. She slowly came closer to the purple dragon and his rider. The armored rider held his spear sideways, motioning for them to stop. Apparently, the pair was just as wary of Anders and Zahara. The soldier’s body floated between the two dragons, suspended by magic. Anders used his to cradle Dawks’ body, momentarily bumping up against the other rider’s magic. It was strong, as strongly powered as his. The rider withdrew as soon as Anders touched it.  

      Bringing the soldier’s body in and down across the saddle, Anders stared at the dragonrider. Shouting at him again, he asked, “Who are you?” The dragonrider did not respond. “Where did you come from?” Anders asked again. 

      The dragon flapped twice more and turned to fly back across the mountains to the north. As they turned, Anders saw the blue glow of a crystal shining from an exposed crack in the rider’s saddle bag. He took our crystal, Anders said to Zahara.  

      She’d been noticing the same details as he unconsciously pointed them out to her as well. Zahara started out after them.  

      Don’t do this, Tarron warned.  

      We can’t let them get away from us, Anders said.  

      The purple dragon and rider noticed they were being chased at once and dove down into the mountains. Curving hard to the left and following them down toward the canyons below, Anders had to hold onto Dawks’ body to keep from losing it. Keeping the pair within sight, Anders continued to trace the rider’s presence with his mind. Though the rider had blocked his mind, Anders could still feel the void of space where their bodies should be. The rider rounded a massive cliff wall before them. They disappeared out of sight around the sheer mountainside. When they flew around the cliff, Anders felt the rider halt. The dragon and his rider’s presence suddenly melded into a crowd of others just like it. 

      Pull up! Anders shouted telepathically.  

      Zahara turned abruptly and Anders felt the soldier’s weight slipping from his grip. His limp body slid around Anders and fell off. He reached back trying to grab hold of him, but it was too late. Dawks rolled, tumbling down the length of Zahara’s back and out into open space.   

      Zahara’s climb arched back around as she, too, felt the dead soldier fall. As she tucked under the falling body, Anders guided him back onto the saddle, holding him firmly with magic as Zahara quickly spun around again. When she banked through her turn to flee, Anders looked over his shoulder. Along the snowy mountainside where the lone rider had gone, he could see a group of other riders surrounding him. All dressed in similar plate armor, Anders guessed there must have been twenty or more. Staring in shock, he expected to see them chase after him, but as Zahara carried them through the turn around the cliff wall and out of sight, not one had moved to fly after them.  

      Flying as fast as she could for fear they would come hunting from within the mountains, Zahara sped over the Frozentip Mountain front and down over the Riverlands. She stayed low near the trees while Anders continually glanced over his shoulder. The light of a new day cracked over the horizon, but the group of riders never came after them. With a large group of soldiers guarding the town’s perimeter, Anders and Zahara returned safely to Brookside. She landed behind the wall of soldiers where Maija, Raffa, and the other leaders of the Revolution stood waiting for him.  

      Jumping down with Dawks’ body, Anders was met by Maija and Rune’s concerned faces. “You came in like damnation itself was chasing you. What happened out there?” Rune asked, kneeling down and checking the dead soldier’s body. 

      With a sigh Anders said, “Sadly, you won’t be saving him. Besides, we have much bigger problems to address.”  

      “What did you see out there?” Helga asked, coming to stand between Maija and Hensal. 

      “I met another dragonrider,” Anders said flatly. 

      “You saw one of Merglan’s riders?” Maija asked.  

      “Not just one, a couple dozen at least.”  

      They gasped and Rune stood looking serious, “We’re lucky this wasn’t worse. When can we expect their next attack?”  

      “The riders weren’t related to the fairnheir and wraith’s attacks,” Anders said. “At least I don’t believe they were coordinating with them. These riders seem to be independent. I don’t know where they came from, but they didn’t attack me when we saw them and one of them returned him to me,” he nodded at Dawks’ body.  

      “And the crystal?”  Maija asked.  

      Anders shook his head as Bert, Alistair and Tony, the remaining leaders, pushed their way through the soldiers to the impromptu meeting. Anders could tell by Tony’s glare and Bert’s frown that they weren’t in a mood to believe anything he said. At their demands, however, he and Maija described in detail all that had happened since the moment Zahara and Raffa warned them. 

      Tony spat at Anders’ feet when he’d finished, “And it was just a coincidence then that the two soldiers who were assigned to your squad just happened to be on guard when the attack came.” 

      Before Anders could defend himself, Bert added, “And both of you left the soldiers to defend themselves against a pack of evil beasts.”  

      “We did what we could,” Anders growled. “If it weren’t for us, the wraith would have killed them all and probably gotten you next.”  

      Tony stepped toward Anders with balled fists. Anders had had enough of the disgruntled leader. He summoned a surge of magic and pushed it into his hands, causing them to glow an electric blue. “Don’t test me,” Anders said through gritted teeth. He could see fear in Tony’s eyes and knew the man wouldn’t follow through with his actions.  

      Rune pulled Anders back, “Calm down, you two. There are plenty of soldiers to back what the riders are telling us. Keep in mind it was our decision to stay when Anders warned us what was coming. This is still just the beginning.”  

      Tony rolled his shoulders, backing away from Anders and said, “We can’t stay here any longer. If there is more of his filth out there, we must get on the move. I say we start toward the heart of the plains at once.”  

      “We agreed we wouldn’t begin our march until the others arrive,” Helga said. 

      “Which could be days from now. Who knows how the ships are faring? We might be ash by then,” Bert said, stepping to Tony’s side. “I say we move out today.”  

      “And what of the rest of the citizens still arriving to board ships to flee to safety?” Rune asked. “Are we going to abandon them?” 

      “We’ll leave enough people behind to see them off,” Hensal said. “I think we’ve waited out this storm long enough. It’s coming to our borders faster than we anticipated. It’s time to move before the evils strike again.”  

      Anders looked to Rune, who sighed. “Who else thinks we should start our move to the heart of the plains?” he asked.  

      Tony, Bert and Hensal raised their hands. Anders watched Hensal give Alistair a nudge and he slowly raised his hand as well. Rune looked to Helga, “What do you think?”  

      Helga shrugged, “We’re not in any less danger by exposing ourselves in the plains, but at least we’ll see them coming from a ways off and have time to form a defense. It’s too easy for them to sneak through the trees and be on us before we know it here. I’m with them; it’s time to go.” 

      “But the reinforcements will be here soon, if we can just hold on a little longer,” Anders said. 

      “Why, so you can bring your rider friends in to burn us down and finish us off all at once?” Tony said with a glare.  

      Anders scowled, “Someday soon, Tony, you’ll get what’s coming to you.” He turned to leave, nodding for Maija to join him.  

      “Did you hear that?” Tony called out as they left. “The truth comes out. He admits he’s against us.”  

      Anders climbed onto Zahara and heard Rune say, “Stuff a sock in it, Tony, and get these soldiers organized.”  

      Zahara and Raffa climbed over the rooftops and began searching for Kirsten, Thomas and their friends. As they flew, Maija touched on his thoughts, What are we going to do now? I won’t leave without my sister. 

      I know. We’ll let them go; they can get a head start. One or two days won’t make much difference in the end. I’ve had enough of these people and their ungrateful attitude toward us.  

      One subject’s opinion does not reflect that of the whole people, Tarron stated matter-of-factly. 

      He's right, Maija added. Whether they know it or not, you need to lead them. You're their King now. 

      Don’t I have a choice? What if I don’t want to be their king? Ander asked.  

      We have an obligation to them, Anders, Zahara said. We can’t give up on them now.  

      “I hate it when you’re all right,” Anders muttered under his breath.  

      We heard that, Tarron and Zahara said simultaneously. 

      Alright, Anders answered reluctantly. Maija, you stay behind to guide the arriving forces and I will go with the Revolution.  

      If it even comes to that, Raffa said in his low mental voice. Look, he projected a line of sight from his point of view into their minds.  

      Following Raffa’s directions, Anders looked out across the ocean horizon to see ships headed their way and he felt a weight lift off his shoulders.  
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      Retreating into the recesses of his mind, Anders began to channel his source of magic. Pulsing waves of tingling warmth ran through his body, starting in his core and extending out to the tips of his limbs. Harnessing the flow, he channeled the energy at the seemingly simply designed wooden box. Prying with his hands he attempted to force open the thin line separating the box’s two halves. Just as during his earlier attempts, he felt resistance, like trying to force a knife through granite. Anders found the box containing his father’s soul resistant to his magic. In a final act of frustration, he pulsed a wave of energy from his hands onto the box. It shot out of his grip, flying into the air as the side of it glowed white in deflecting the magic. With a hollow knock, the mysterious cube hit the ground and tumbled to a stop. Its white flare had vanished; it was once again sand-colored wood. Any normal piece of wood would’ve splintered into bits, but this box showed no signs of wear. 

      Grunting, Anders uncrossed his legs and quickly stood from his perch overlooking Brookside’s port. He unsheathed Lazuran and raised the elven sword high over his head, intending to strike the box open with brute force, if necessary. 

      You know that won’t achieve anything productive. You’re more likely to cut your foot off when the box deflects your blade, Tarron said, interrupting Anders’ concentration. 

      Ignoring the sapphire soul’s advice, Anders heaved the sword down at the wooden box. Just as with the energy he’d used, the box flashed white the instant his blade struck. Lazuran bounced off the wooden cube, sending a bone tingling vibration into Anders’ hands. He grimaced at the uncomfortable feeling and cursed under his breath. 

      See, I told you, Tarron said mockingly. 

      I thought I told you not to bother me unless you have something useful to say, Anders complained as he sheathed his sword. 

      There you go again, always telling me to be useful and never wanting to have a normal conversation. It's either, help me with this spell or try to figure out why I can't talk to my father's spirit. I already told you that if it's anything like the sapphires, you'll need to be in the presence of a bonding. 

      Anders knew that the ancient rider’s statement was true. He also knew that he took the unusual being for granted. I'm sorry, Tarron. It's just that I get frustrated when things don’t go my way. I guess with the pressure mounting, I’m just becoming more stressed by the minute. 

       At least you don’t have to worry about help not arriving.  

      Anders glanced at the ships now nearing port. Natalia had taken ships from Southland that carried the entire Lumbapi Army and they’d picked up the bulk of the Rollo Island warriors on the way. Her original fleet had turned into an Armada. Even if the Revolution could assemble and march by nightfall, we would catch them on the Plains. What’s got me so worried is why that group of dragonriders didn’t come after me, he said. 

      As Maija suggested, they’re most likely freed from the elven prison. 

      That doesn’t make sense to me. If they were, why would they have killed the wraith and taken the sapphire? 

      They probably don’t like Merglan either, which would explain why they didn’t attack the first time you saw them and why they would have killed the wraith. Perhaps they are just waiting for things between you and Merglan to fall out before they get involved? 

      Anders thought about this for a moment before replying, I could see Asmond hiding a couple of dragonriders in the prison from the elves, but not more than a few. Maija saw three who were on their way to Southland. There isn’t much room for speculation against that theory, which means Merglan managed to capture their loyalty. 

      I see your point, Tarron said. 

      And if they aren’t from the prison, where did they come from and what are they waiting for? 

      Times have changed since I was a rider. There were lands to the east that we did not deal with. Maybe dragons went there when Merglan pressured them out of Nagano?  

      And they bonded with two dozen dragons in that quickly? Anders asked. Even the forced bonding pairs during The War of the Magicians didn’t have that much success. 

      I was just offering a suggestion. You would know more about current populations than I would. After all, you’re a king now and you should know the extent of your rule.  

      Anders picked the wooden box up off the ground and walked inside Rune’s practice. The office was empty as Rune and the other leaders were out organizing their troops for the march into the Plains. He placed the box on the table and sat down in a chair. Zahara would alert him if she sensed any more attacks, or if the riders came for them. Wondering what would happen if he did bring an end to the war, he asked Tarron, What if I wasn’t next in line to take the throne?   

      You would have to have siblings older than you for that, unless your father had a younger brother? Tarron asked.  

      Anders could feel Tarron prodding him to admit his deeper thoughts.  

      Oh, you’re thinking about what Merglan said to Ivan, he said, finding the memory Anders had been mulling over.  

      If I did have an older brother, he would have had to survive the shipwreck that took my mother’s life. I know Ivan kept the fact that he was King and my father a secret, but he did it to protect me from Merglan. That didn’t do him much good in the end.  

      He never mentioned your mother? 

      Ivan might have lied about some things, but he wouldn't about that. He believed she was dead. 

      But if you survived the wreckage, they could’ve survived as well.  

      Why can’t I just live my life as I wish without this massive responsibility looming over me?  

      You forfeited that right the moment you bonded with Zahara, Tarron said. 

      Anders knew Tarron was right. He owed it to society to use his superior skills to make it a better place. I wish I could talk to him, you know? Anders said, thinking of his father. Just when I learned who he was, I lost him. 

      Like I said, I don’t know what Merglan’s done to enchant that box, but if you give up on it, you’ll never know if there was a way in. 

      Footsteps sounded and the door to Rune’s practice burst open. Anders bolted from the chair, his hand reflexively going to the hilt of his sword.  

      “Calm down, it’s only me,” Kirsten said, seeing his reaction. 

      Relaxing, he asked, “Didn't anybody teach you how to knock?” 

      “We grew up in the same house; you know I never knock.” 

      “What’s going on? Is it about the last night?” he asked. 

      Kirsten shook her head, “No, but we need your help recharging the crystal. Evans and I burned through it pretty quickly.” 

      “Are you serious? It was supposed to last all of you through the end of the day.” 

      Kirsten shrugged, “Well, Thomas is the only one who still can’t use his, but the rest of us are getting pretty good.”  

      “You should be practicing using only what you need,” Anders said. 

      “We need a teacher for that,” Kirsten said, folding her arms.  

      “Alright,” he said, grabbing the wooden box off the table. I guess I should’ve gone back once I saw the ships weren’t docking, he thought. 

      “Do you need to take that thing with you everywhere?” Kirsten asked, pointing to the box. 

      Anders looked down at it, “I don’t want it falling into the wrong hands.”  

      “What’s in it, gold?” she asked. 

      Anders shook his head, knowing he didn’t want to get into the details of why he was carrying around a box that held his father’s trapped consciousness. “When I figure out how to open it, I’ll let you know.”  

      “Does it have something to do with you being King?” she asked, walking out of the office.  

      Anders stopped halfway through the door, asking forcefully, “He told you?” 

      “I'm a little hurt you didn’t confide in me, too,” she said sarcastically.  

      “Kirsten,” Anders started.  

      “Don’t worry. Unlike Thomas, I won’t tell anyone unless you give the okay,” she said with confidence.  

      I’m going to start a war between the three human nations before this is all over, he thought imagining how fast the rumor could spread if it got out now that the Lumbapi and Rollo Islanders were nearly on their shores.  

      Anders walked into the small opening among the trees. Max, Evans, Thomas and Sanka waited for them. Kirsten joined the others to form a half circle facing Anders. Evans held out the tapped crystal and said, “Is recharging something we could do ourselves?” 

      Anders thought for a moment, then shrugged, “If you can burn through a crystal this fast, then it wouldn’t be a bad idea to try and show you how.”  

      “I saw you after the battle,” Max said. “Does it require taking the energy from a life form to do this?” 

      Shaking his head, Anders said, “No, that’s not the only way, but it is the fastest way to do it.”  

      Thomas cringed, but the others seemed more accepting of that reality. 

      “Zorna, the rider from the elven prison who helped us capture Merglan, showed me how to access the crystal’s inhabitance attributes. When I teleported from Southland, I used all of the energy inside Lazuran. In addition to the largest sapphire at its pommel, the sword has smaller crystals along its handle,” he motioned to his hip. “Each crystal is different. There is a way to access multiple crystals at once, but I haven’t learned that skill. Zorna knew, but she is dead now along with the rest of those who Merglan killed when taking over Cedarbridge. Here is the tricky part about the crystals, you need to use magic to access in the way I’m going to show you. These crystals have a certain phrase or essence that they respond to. If you can find and touch on the right essence, you can use the ancient language of the dragons to open the inhabitance crystal’s powers.” 

      “How can we do that if we need magic to access it?” Evans asked. 

      “You might be able to use the magic from the crystal to fuel the magic needed to access another.”  

      “And if it doesn’t work?” Max asked. 

      “Then you’ll be in the same position you’re in now,” Anders said. 

      “It’s worth a try,” Max shrugged. “I’m ready.” 

      Using a stream of magic, Anders spoke the words and opened the crystal. He passed the tendril of energy he was using from Lazuran’s hilt into the only crystal they had left for practice. “Did you all catch that?” he asked, referring to the phrase he’d spoken before recharging the crystal.  

      They all nodded.  

      “Now, try to use the energy inside to see if you can access the crystal in this way. You’ve only used the energy as a weapon, but they were actually designed to be used as tools,” Anders said. 

      “And how would we use it to take the energy from a dying orc and turn it into the crystal’s energy?” Evans asked. 

      “If you can open the inhabitance crystal, then I’ll show you how to do that. I expect you’ll have a difficult enough time managing this.” Anders turned to leave the grove. He was sure this time he’d given them enough to keep them busy through the remainder of the day. Footsteps sounded from behind and he glanced to see Max.  

      “Hey, Britt told me about what happened last night,” Max said.  

      Anders shook his head, “It’s hard to believe, but what I saw was real.”  

      Max rubbed at his shoulder and said, “Demons, monster hounds, a wraith and now two dozen more dragonriders. I remember when the idea of facing down orcs was terrifying.” 

      “We’ve come a long way since that night you and Ivan saved me from capture.”  

      “It will be strange when it’s over. If we live to see the end of this war that is,” Max said. 

      “With the crystals onboard Natalia’s ships, we at least have a fighting chance. Come tomorrow morning, we’ll be heading out for Aquina,” Anders said with a nod toward the east.  

      “One last adventure,” Max said. 

      “Are you still up for it?” Anders asked. 

      Max straightened and nodded, “I always said I wouldn’t turn down a good adventure. When this is over, I might say no to the next one you offer.”  

      “So there actually is a limit to what you’ll endure,” Anders said. “Or, is the idea to spend more time with a certain Captain after this?” 

      “The future will tell,” Max said with a smile.  

      Anders nodded, “It will indeed. Hey, make sure Kirsten and Evans don’t burn through all the energy in that crystal before day’s end.” 

      “Will do, Anders,” Max said, spinning on his heels and jogging back toward the others.  

      Anders reached out with his mind, finding Zahara and forming a communicative link. Are they coming ashore? he asked.  

      The humans are not yet close enough to anchor, she replied. 

      And how are the Revolution’s forces coming along? 

      They are heading out to set up camp on the Plains. When the others make it to shore, I think it would be best for them to join them. Brookside is small and can’t really house that many people. The edge of the Plains is not too far for them to reach by walking, and they’ll need to stretch their legs.  

      That’s a good idea. I’ll tell Maija and Raffa. Is she still out on Natalia’s ship? he asked. 

      Yes, and Raffa is waiting near the aviary, ready to bring her back when she’s done.  

      I wonder how many sapphires they have onboard? 

      Plenty; I can feel them from here.  

      Why didn’t Merglan go after them?  

      Maybe that’s what the host of riders is waiting for? 

      I hope not, Anders said, looking to the distant mountains. Nothing he felt or saw suggested they were going to attack, but he hadn’t felt the fairnheir until it was too late.  

      *** 

      Anders stood watching from shore as the Rollo Islanders rowed their shallow-hulled ships toward shore. As the first of them made landfall, the bulkier ships from Southland began navigating their way into Brookside’s port. With only a few ships remaining in the port’s deep waters, the less-experienced navigators would have an easier time making their way to the docks and loading areas. As the Rolloan ships continued to beach, Anders saw Britt and several members of her crew walk out onto the sand. Max and Sanka remained at the grove with the others and Anders could see that the Southland ships would need more time before they could begin offloading Lumbapi.  

      Anders turned and looked up at Raffagaun, I’m going down to greet the Island warriors. Maija will be with them if you want to join. 

      Raffa snorted, I can smell their fear of me from here. I think it would be best if I joined Zahara now.  

      Anders nodded and started off toward the warriors who were now gathering on the beach. Jogging to catch Britt and her crew, Anders was eager to see Maija’s sister again. Though Natalia was rough around the edges and spoke her mind plainly, Anders was excited to have another rider to relate to.  

      Britt and her crew met the first members to reach shore with a loud greeting. Anders thought Red would want to be the first to land, but he didn’t see the burly and surly warrior among the early arrivals. He began to speculate that Red might’ve been denounced as leader. The long line of long ships continued to skim onto shore. Anders began to search the crowd around each ship for Maija or Natalia. On the third ship to reach port, he saw the shiny brown hair of the two elf sisters. They were carrying what appeared to be heavy boxes. Three warriors with heavily tattooed arms trailed behind them lugging similar loads.  

      The crystals, he thought, seeing Natalia hand a crate down to an awaiting Rollo warrior.  

      He separated from Britt’s group and walked briskly across the wet sand to their ship. As the elf sisters off-loaded crates to the care of the warriors on the beach near their ship, Anders entered the line, politely inserting himself next to take the haul. He grinned as he looked up the side-paneling of the ship and waited for Natalia to hand him a crate. When he reached up and took the box from her, he saw her recognize him and look away to prepare another crate. Instantly she twisted back and looked at him again.  

      Smiling, she exclaimed, “Anders!” 

      Anders passed the box to a warrior who he’d budged in line and backed away as she jumped down from the ship. Natalia had her hand extended for a handshake by the time she landed on the sands. Anders shook his head, pushing her arm out of the way and taking her in for a hug.  

      As she returned the embrace, she said, “I wasn’t sure how we did that, now that you’re with her.”  

      Anders glanced at Maija, releasing Natalia from his hug. He kissed Maija on the cheek and said, “With friends, I’ll take a hug over a handshake anytime we reunite.” Pointing at the crates the crew continued to unload, he asked, “Those are the crystals?” He didn’t need to confirm because he could feel the power source radiating from the crates, but he wanted to make conversation.  

      “Sure are,” Natalia said.  

      “There are a lot,” Maija said nodding. 

      “Should be enough for all of us,” Anders said. 

      “Maija said you have several people here who can use them already?” Natalia asked. 

      Nodding and leading them up onto the beach and out of the way of other soldiers carrying gear off the boats, Anders said, “I just had to add more energy into the crystal they have been practicing with.”  

      “They burned through it already?” Maija asked. 

      “I guess it was mostly Kirsten and Evans, but yeah. I just tried to show them how to recharge them.”  

      “Don’t you have to have magic to do that?” Natalia asked. 

      “That’s the hiccup, but in theory if they used the power source in the crystal before it’s empty, they could recharge it that way.” 

      “It should be enough to keep them busy for a while,” Natalia said. “Why do you have them only using one anyway? I thought you had more?” 

      Anders glanced to Maija, “You didn’t tell her?” 

      Maija shook her head bashfully, “I thought it should come from you.”  

      Natalia frowned and asked, “Well, now you have me interested. You’d better tell me before I go digging into that mind vault of yours.” 

      “You’d have trouble there,” Anders said playfully challenging his former instructor.  

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” Natalia said, raising an eyebrow at Maija.  

      “That won’t be necessary anyway,” Anders said, drawing her attention. “We lost one of the crystals last night to a wraith.”  

      “A wraith?” Natalia said. “They haven’t been seen in Kartania for hundreds of years.”  

      “I know,” Anders said. “Zahara and I tracked it back into the mountains where another surprise waited.” Natalia tilted her head in curiosity. “Another dragonrider had killed the wraith and taken the crystal.”  

      “One of Merglan’s?” Natalia asked.  

      Anders shook his head, “I don’t think so. When I tried to get it back, he retreated to his bunch of riders.”  

      Natalia stopped him, “Whoa, whoa, whoa. A bunch of dragonriders?”  

      Anders nodded and was interrupted by a familiar man’s thick accent and boisterous tone. “Anders, look what I have done for you!” Red called out, approaching from his left.  

      Anders swiveled to see the huge man with dark curly hair and thick black beard approaching. He wore a seal skin cloak that concealed his tattooed skin and muscular body. “Red,” Anders said nodding in acknowledgement.  

      “Would you excuse us for just one moment,” Natalia said to the Warrior Chief. 

      Red’s forced smile faded quickly into a scowl, “No,” he stated adamantly. 

      “What?” Natalia asked, stiffening.  

      “I am Chief, and I will do what I please. I don’t take orders from a filthy elf,” Red spat, placing his hands on his hips and planting himself in the sand next to their small group. 

      Anders saw Natalia’s face burn red and thought the situation was about to escalate to a violent degree when he heard another familiar voice interject from behind him.  

      “Red, what are you doing now to destroy our working relationship with our allies?” Britt asked, stepping into Anders’ view.  

      Anders suddenly found that they were all caught in the middle of what could be even more deadly crossfire. Adding Natalia’s hot temper to the mix could be the spark that would cause an explosion. He grabbed Natalia by the arm and spoke into her thoughts, I’ll explain the details later. He felt her emotions disagreeing with him so he added, We can’t afford to start another war.  

      Natalia jerked her arm free of his grip and scowled at the Warrior Chief, but Red had turned to focus on Britt.  

      “What is she doing here?” Red asked, staring at Britt but directing the question to the others.  

      “I could ask you the same,” Britt said folding her arms. 

      “I am Chief here, not you. I banished you from the Islands,” Red said with disdain.  

      “We’re not on the Islands,” Britt responded coldly. “And based on the actions of our people, they’ll go to war without your say in the matter.”  

      Red clenched his jaw and glared at her as if he might pull steel on her right then, but after a moment of tension, he relaxed slightly and said, “I approved sending the ships to Southland and it was my idea to come save all of you from the orcs.”  

      “That’s mighty generous of you,” Natalia said still glaring at him.  

      “Yes, it is,” he replied curtly. “You’re lucky I am so nice and willing to save your nation.”  

      “Red,” Anders said in warning. 

      “No, no. It’s fine. I’ll be glad to show him who needs saving by the end of this,” Natalia said. “It would be my pleasure to see my people save the Island Warriors from utter annihilation for the second time this year.”  

      Before Red could respond, Britt said, “Our people will gladly work alongside the elves and other nations to defeat our common enemy.”  

      Anders saw Natalia turn a shade redder when she realized her comment had attacked all Rollo warriors generally.  

      “I make the decisions for our people,” Red said. 

      “Really? Is that why they disobeyed you to come to the Lumbapis’ aid on Anders’ plea, or are you going to continue to pretend that was your idea. Who do you think you’re fooling?” 

      “Silence,” Red spat.  

      “Look around you, Red; this was all our doing, not yours. You have lost control of them. The people are finally seeing you for the selfish braggart you really are.”  

      “Enough, I said!” Red bellowed and Anders saw him reach to his side.  

      Anders, Maija, Natalia and several of Britt’s crew who’d seen the exchange begin formed around Britt, their hands on their swords already pulled part way from their sheaths. Red stopped, seeing he was vastly outnumbered.  

      “This isn’t over, Captain,” Red barked and stormed off the way he’d come.  

      When he was well out of hearing range, Natalia finally broke their uncomfortable silence by saying, “What’s his deal?” 

      “Corrupt, indignant, narcissistic,” Britt said. “The list goes on...” 

      “I hope I won’t be seeing much more of him,” Natalia replied. 

      “He’ll be at the meeting tonight, but after that we’ll keep the elves and Rolloans separated. He’s not the only one who wants to pick a fight with your people,” Anders said. 

      “It’s something I’m working on to change their opinions,” Britt said.  

      “I wish you were their Chief and not that guy,” Natalia said. 

      “Me, too,” Britt said coldly.  

      After a few deep breaths during which they all stared after Red, now moving away down the beach, Maija returned their conversation to the incident that had occurred the night before. After a brief retelling, Anders realized the Lumbapi people were disembarking from their ships and onto the docks. Seeing no one was there to welcome them, he excused himself. “Britt, you’ll make sure Red is at Rune’s by sundown?”  

      She nodded, “I’ll make sure he gets the message.”  

      “Thanks,” he said, then looked to Natalia and Maija. “The crystals can go up near the port. We’ll divvy them up after the meeting.”  

      “Where are you going?” Maija asked. 

      “To greet the Lumbapi,” Anders said, motioning to the Southland natives now swarming the docks.  

      “Can I come? I heard so many stories when I lived on the Kewians, but never got to travel to the Ramhorn or the Drakeshead.” 

      “Sure,” Anders said, and they started out toward the docking area.  

      Walking out onto the cobblestone street where the docks made landfall, Anders spotted Princess Inama from among the group in the street, staring at the portside town. Her sinewy form stood taller than most women and her tattoos and piercings would also have drawn attention had the town still been occupied with citizens. The colorful clothing she wore the first time they’d met was, for the most part, similar enough to seem unchanged. Coming to stand before her, Anders said, “Inama, when I heard you and your people were coming to our country, I was so relieved to have so many skilled fighters join our struggle.”  

      “Anders, I am glad to be here,” she said, greeting him as the native Southland people did.  

      When she leaned in to kiss him on the cheeks, Anders realized he hadn’t mentioned to Maija how they did things in the south. Maybe she already knows? She is from near there, he thought. Blushing, he glanced at Maija and said, “Inama, this is Maija. She is the other recently bonded dragonrider.”  

      Maija stepped toward her and leaned in, exchanging pecks on the cheeks in the native tradition.  

      Oh, she does know about it, Anders thought with a wave of relief. Then he began to kick himself for not mentioning that they were together. As she stepped away from Inama, Anders added, “We’re um, together.”  

      Inama didn’t bat an eye at the information and said, motioning to the town behind them, “I had hoped to see more of the Westland people. This town is so empty; is it always that way in your culture?”

      “We’ve shipped anyone who might be in harm’s way out of the area in case the fight came to Brookside. Those in charge thought it best that innocent people be far from any battle,” Anders said. 

       Inama nodded, “I was told not all of your people are experienced in the arts of war. Surely in this time of struggle, you would’ve welcomed their willingness to fight.”  

      “It would’ve been welcomed,” Anders said, avoiding the slight, not sure if it was meant to be confrontational. Quickly deciding she meant no harm by it, Anders said, “The Westland Army has been moving out to a camp on the Plains southeast of town. They’re making ready to march tomorrow.”  

      “I will have my people join them. We have been cooped up on these wooden houses for too long. They will be glad to know we are marching soon. How far is the camp?” 

      “A few hours’ walk along the path at this end,” Anders said pointing to the aviary. “You can start on it there by the tall caged structure.”  

      “Thank you. I’ll have them walking on it soon.”  

      Anders was about to leave when Maija nudged him, “Aren’t you going to tell her about the meeting?” 

      “Oh, shoot,” Anders said under his breath. “And Inama,” he called before she had gone too far. She looked back and he said, “We’d like you and your father to join in our meeting of leaders here this evening at dusk. We’ll be going over a plan here in this building.” Anders pointed to Rune’s practice, one of the buildings directly behind him.  

      Inama nodded and returned to her people.  

      Maija nudged him again, and he looked at her expectantly, “What? Did I forget something else?” 

      She shook her head, “No, but why were you so weird about introducing me.”  

      Anders flushed, “I didn’t know if you knew how they greeted in Southland.”  

      “I was raised there; of course I know how they greet each other,” she said.  

      “When I saw you knew, I got flustered that I should tell her we were together,” he said. 

      “I know. That was weird,” Maija said. 

      Anders looked to the side embarrassed. 

      “But cute,” she added. “Next time you introduce me to someone of political standing, you can leave out that we’re together if you want. I don’t need people assuming I’m not independent.”  

      “Okay, good. I will keep that in mind.”  

      “Should we help my sister with the crystals?” she asked. 

      Anders nodded, “Yes. We’ll need them divided and ready when the elves arrive.”  

      “Or if we’re attacked again,” Maija added. 

      Anders touched on Zahara’s thoughts to check the status of the surrounding area. She and Raffa didn’t sense anything approaching, but they were also actively patrolling the sky along the path to the Plains as well as the edges of town.  

      “Hopefully we’ll be out in the open and can see them coming soon enough,” Anders said, joining Maija as they walked to the beach to help carry crates up to Rune’s place.   
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      “Kirsten,” Thomas said, pulling on her sleeve.  

      Kirsten jerked her arm out of his hand, “What is it!?” she barked. Immediately, she felt a pang of regret at being so terse with him. The strain she’d caused between Max, Britt, and herself still lingered awkwardly among them. Although they had attempted to deal with the situation head on and had cleared the air, Max still couldn’t seem to hold a conversation with her. And the moment all three were together, Britt would become rigid and cold. The thought of losing two of her closest friends set her on edge. As a result, she couldn’t handle her brother’s nagging. 

      Thomas pulled his head inward and raised an eyebrow at Kirsten’s fiery response. “Look,” he said, pointing through the trees toward the coastline.  

      Kirsten dropped the pack she’d gathered shortly after Anders ended their practice with the crystals. Straightening, she peered over the houses following Thomas’ direction. Though the evening light was dim, she could still clearly see the white and silver sails nearing Brookside’s port. She didn’t recognize them, but their design was similar to the Rollo Islanders’. “Are those…?” she began to ask.

      “Elven royalty,” Thomas said, finishing and answering her question in one breathy exhale. 

      “And elves. And dwarfs,” Kirsten added.  

      Thomas nodded, keeping his gaze on the ships, “I can’t believe we will actually meet a king.”  

      “Anders is a King,” Kirsten stated simply, “and Ivan.” 

      “Shhh,” Thomas said, nudging her and looking over his shoulder for Bo. He’d refused to march with the others while his friends were still in Brookside. “Not so loud,” Thomas whispered. “You know what he said about keeping that hush-hush.”  

      “I don’t know why,” Kirsten said, swiveling. Bo continued to trail behind by a short distance. “If I were Anders, I would announce it to the whole army. Maybe that way some of those stubborn people who have been elected to lead would actually listen to him instead of questioning his intentions on every point.”  

      “Who are you talking about?” Bo asked, suddenly alongside the siblings.  

      Thomas leaned back, looking past Kirsten to address Bo, “Anders, but that’s beside the point. The Elf King has just arrived in Westland for the first time in over a hundred years.” 

      “Oh, so that’s why you’re all dreamy-eyed and starstruck,” Bo said. 

      Kirsten chuckled and nudged her brother, “Just try to avoid swooning like this if we end up meeting him.” 

      “I’m not swooning,” Thomas said defensively, pushing his sister back lightly. “It’s just that when we saw them last, I only got a glimpse of the Prince and now he’s King. I was just telling Kirsten how I haven’t been in the presence of proper royalty yet.” 

      “Yeah, I guess Anders doesn’t count,” Bo said nonchalantly. 

      Thomas’ eyes bulged. Kirsten tried to avoid it, but she failed to escape Thomas’ punch to her shoulder. “You told him? After he explicitly asked us not to tell?” 

      Kirsten winced and rubbed her shoulder, “Hey! Come on; it’s Bo. He won’t tell anyone?”  

      “You don’t have to worry, Thomas. I can keep a secret,” Bo said. 

      Thomas snorted as he considered what to say next. After a moment, Kirsten said, “Bo has been with us since the beginning. He went through the same horrors and helped keep me alive, the same as you. If we can’t trust him, then who can we trust?”  

      Thomas nodded, “I guess that’s true, but that’s not what Anders asked from us.”  

      “If she didn’t tell me, Max would have,” Bo said. “He was about to. Max was beating around the bush when I figured out what he was mumbling about, so I told him I already knew.” 

      “See,” Kirsten said. “Not my fault. Now what was it you were about to tell me about this elf that you’re so excited about?” 

      “Elven royalty is the real deal, Kirsten,” Thomas started. “You should know this from the books in father’s library.”  

      “Those weren’t exactly the kind of stories I enjoyed reading,” Kirsten said. 

      “Well, if you had, you would know that they are high class nobility. They dress in lavish attire woven from the finest silks and stitched to perfection with a floral design more beautiful than the flowers themselves. And jewelry, to die for,” Thomas said, closing his eyes and sighing pleasantly.  

      “If you’re into jewelry, the dwarfs are the best smiths in the world,” Bo said.  

      “Well, the elegance of the elven royalty and their High Council was described to be more regal than anything we humans have achieved.”  

      “I bet if we stuck around after they give us the crystals, Anders would introduce you when they land,” Kirsten suggested. 

      Thomas’ cheeks flushed, and he stammered, “I don’t know about that? With the battle looming and all, I doubt he would have time to even acknowledge me.”  

      “Nonsense,” Bo said. “Max told me that King Nadir is all kinds of friendly. Very easy to talk to. I bet he would love to meet Anders’ family.”  

      Thomas shifted nervously and stared down at his feet.

      “Oh, come on,” Kirsten said, retrieving her pack and grabbing him by the arm. “Let’s go. They’ve nearly landed. By the time we get down there, they’ll be here.”  

      They resumed their walk down the cobblestone street toward the assigned meeting point where Anders was to give them their crystals. Max, Evans and Sanka had continued down to the docks while Thomas and Kirsten stopped to grab their packs from the house.  

      The three walked together in a line as the sun began to set. As they walked, Bo asked, “Thomas, do you still have the poudrettite?”  

      Thomas pulled the sapphire necklace out from under his shirt and said, “Never let it out of my sight after that demon incident. Why? Do you want it back?” 

      Bo shook his head, “No, it’s your family's; you keep it. I’ve healed up good enough. I just wondered if it helped in the training?” 

      Thomas looked down at his feet and said, “Not yet.” 

      “Anders said you don’t even have to be a part of the fighting if you don’t want to,” Kirsten chimed in. “He told me Rune and his assistant will need as much help as possible. The camp had three other doctors before the last fight, but they died and now Rune’s the only one who knows anything about surgery. We already know the poudrettite has healing properties. Why don’t you help them there?”  

      “We’ll need all the help we can get with the fighting. Bo saw what this thing did to scare off the demon,” Thomas said. “And I’m still good with a bow.”  

      “With Anders and all the others using magic during the fight, we’ll need healers who can offer any extra advantage,” Kirsten persisted. 

      “The elves probably have some; there were a few in the camp the last time,” Thomas said. 

      “Just think it over,” Kirsten said.  

      Thomas shrugged, “eh,” then pointed to the docks at the end of the street. “Hey, I think the elves are landing. I bet the King is in the boat that landed first.”  

      Kirsten nodded, “Anders and Zahara are landing on the beach. If we hurry, we can still make it.” Without another breath, she took off running. Bo sprang quickly after her, and she heard Thomas calling for them to wait as he jogged to keep up.  

      *** 

      Zahara glided in over the elves and dwarfs huddled on the ship decks below. To the east, Anders could see the ranks of Westland’s Army gathering. They were nearly ready to march toward Aquina, the city on the Plains. The three thousand foot-soldiers grouped away from the trees, out in the open. 

      Where are the Lumbapi? They should have joined the others by now, Anders thought. 

      They are in the trees, Zahara said. 

      Anders searched the forest with his senses and felt the Southland natives huddling just inside the tree line. The one thousand strong army had arrived ready for battle. They’d already established camp in the forest.  

      If they’d been here last night, they might be joining the others out in the open, Anders thought. 

      They are used to living in Southland’s forests; maybe the trees comfort them, Zahara said. 

      Looking down, Anders saw the Rollo Islanders still camped near the beach. He’d discussed his idea with Rune and Helga and stopped them from following the other forces onto the Plains. The Rollo Island Navy was three thousand strong. Their ships remained ready to set sail at any moment. Their shallow-hulled ships could sail up a river. Now that the elves and dwarfs had arrived, Anders felt his confidence growing.  

      Zahara dropped, landing on the beach down from the last of the Rollo ships. Anders remained in the saddle while he waited for the first of the elves to come ashore. From the corner of his eye, Anders saw a small group of Rollo Islanders standing with their arms folded, staring at the approaching ships. He hoped they wouldn’t start any trouble when the elves landed. Past the group of tan men, Anders saw three people running and shook his head when he recognized, Bo and his two cousins. Climbing off of Zahara, he was joined by Raffa and Maija, all ready to greet the elves. 

      “Is Natalia coming?” Anders asked Maija. 

      She nodded, “She was about to come down for the meeting, but said she’d come sooner when I told her.” 

      “Is Maylox still with the Lumbapi?” 

      She nodded. 

      “I’m sure Remli will be thrilled to see her,” Anders said just as he felt a tap on his shoulder. Looking back, he saw Kirsten, Thomas and Bo, damp with sweat and breathing heavily. “Shouldn’t you three be heading out with the ranks soon?” he asked. 

      Kirsten nodded and said, “Couldn’t go without our crystals and when we saw the elves had made it,” she looked at Thomas and smiled, “we just had to meet the King.”  

      Anders frowned and saw that Kirsten’s hand was held on her chest, inconspicuously pointing at her brother. He quickly eyed Thomas and saw that he was standing on his tiptoes in his attempt to see the elves. Anders rolled his eyes and asked Bo, “What about you? I thought you were already out there, too.” 

      “He’s ready just the same as we are,” Kirsten answered for all three.  

      Bo shrugged, “I’m just following her.” 

      “Anders,” Maija said, interrupting them. “They’re approaching.” 

      “Right,” he answered before turning back to Kirsten and Thomas. “Go back to the docks. I set aside your crystals there.” He looked back toward the ships to see Nadir and Remli, the Dwarf King, step down from their ships.  

      “Anders, wait,” Thomas said, stepping closer to him. In a bashful tone, he nodded toward the two foreign leaders and asked, “Do you think you could introduce us?” 

      Seeing there wasn’t time to argue, Anders nodded, “Yes, I can introduce you.”  

      At first glance Remli and Nadir appeared in decent shape for having survived the overthrow of their kingdoms. As they drew closer, though, Anders could see that their plate armor bore fresh dents and gouges. They’d been washed clean of blood, but they now appeared more tarnished than those of the Revolution’s Army. Nadir’s normally straight hair looked wavy and a bit greasy from so much time near saltwater, but his noble demeanor had not changed despite the recent defeat. Anders instantly noticed Remli’s armor appeared to fit his body better and part of his beard looked to have been cut out. Anders could almost see his jawline on the left side. 

      Breaking from the controlled walk, the dwarf rushed toward Anders laughing. With his arms spread wide, he launched into Anders. Anders had to crouch to receive him but embraced the Dwarf King with a brotherly hug.

      “Anders,” Remli nearly shouted, “it’s good to see you alive!”  

      “And you as well,” Anders said with a chuckle, releasing his hug. “But what happened to your beard?” he asked, pointing to his own jaw. 

      “Going back for my queen’s shield,” he said, feeling at the gap in his whiskers. “Dragon fire nearly got me, but I managed to escape with most of my beard.”  

      “What about the shield?” 

      “See for yourself,” he said, pointing back toward the ship he’d just left. 

      Anders saw the queen helping others step down from the elven ship. She wore a ruby-crested shield on her back. He nodded and stepped to Nadir, who’d come to join them. “Nadir,” Anders said taking his hand and shaking it firmly in both of his.  

      Nadir gripped back and said, “I thought the next time I would see you would be before the High Council and that they would be thanking you and Maija for extinguishing our world’s greatest threat.”  

      “I should’ve killed him when I had the chance,” Anders said.  

      Nadir shook his head and broke from his stoic expression, “What’s in the past will stay there. I should have ordered his execution after we captured him. At least then he wouldn’t have taken the city.”  

      “What’s done is done,” Remli said, clapping his hands together. “I want to know what we’re going to do about Merglan now.”  

      Maija stepped forward and paid her respects to Nadir with a hug. “Remli,” she said, turning to the dwarf and giving him a hug as well.  

      “My word,” Remli gasped, looking from her to the second dragon seated nearby. “Is that the red dragon from the boulder garden?”  

      “If you can call that a garden,” Maija replied with a nod. 

      “And have you bonded?” he asked. 

      She nodded again and Nadir raised his eyebrows in admiration, too.  

      “What a wonderful bit of news.” 

      “We have much more to discuss. Your timing is perfect as we were about to hold a strategy session with all leaders,” Anders said. 

      Remli nodded, “Good, good. I’ll have Roarhorn sit in for me. He’s the one with the bushy red beard,” he said, pointing absently behind him at the group of dwarfs. “As for me, I must find my daughter.” 

      Anders pointed to the aviary, still visible in the fading light, “The two armies have already made a camp on the Plains. From the aviary, you’ll find the trail leading out to the camp. It’s not more than a few hours’ walk.” As Anders finished his sentence, Remli shouted over to his queen. He jogged toward her and the two of them took off toward the aviary. Anders saw several dwarfs chase after them, shouting, “Wait! Your Majesties, wait for your escort!”  

      Nadir started to laugh as four dwarfs chased after their King and Queen. “I don’t know what it was about him that my father didn’t like?”  

      “He’ll want his representative present for our meeting,” Anders said. “I told the others we’d begin at dark.”  

      Nadir nodded, “Windminer Roarhorn is on his way. Remli has full confidence in him.”  

      “Good. We’ll wait and walk together. In the meantime, I'd like to introduce you to my family.” When he motioned to them, Thomas immediately jumped forward. “King Nadir, these are my two cousins, Kirsten and Thomas.” 

      Thomas bowed and said, “It’s an honor to be in your presence, your Majesty.” 

      Kirsten stuck her hand out and shook Nadir’s as she would greet any man, “Welcome to Westland.”  

      Anders saw Thomas glare disapprovingly at her, so he quickly directed the attention to Bo, “And this is Max’s brother, Bo.”  

      “Ah, yes, he was so fascinated by the mountain trolls of the Eastland Mountains,” Nadir said.  

      “Trolls?” Maija asked.  

      Nadir smiled, “Yes.” 

      “Are they big?” 

      “Bigger than most humans and elves, yes,” Nadir said, then tilted his head, “Why do you ask?” 

      “It’s not important,” Maija said, shaking her head. 

      Anders eyed her curiously and she said into his thoughts, I’ll explain later.  

      Anders saw Thomas staring at him expectantly. Before he could ask him why, Thomas said, “I’m sure the King is tired from his journey and would like a proper meal and refreshments.”

      Anders blinked at Thomas in surprise and Thomas added, “It is customary and expected when royalty arrives.” 

      “I see your cousin knows how to treat his guests properly,” Nadir said. “Thank you, Thomas. It’s nice to be received with such warmth after our hardship, but I would rather get down to business. Perhaps after the meeting I’ll take my meal.”  

      Thomas blushed, and bowed gracefully again. 

      Roarhorn joined them and Anders led the group down the beach toward Brookside. As they walked, Nadir asked, “Natalia told me about what happened to your father. I’m sorry.” 

      “Hopefully I can figure out how to speak with him soon,” Anders said.  

      Nadir frowned, “I don’t understand.” 

      Anders explained about the box and Ivan’s soul being present. “I know it’s hard to believe,” Anders said.  

      “I’ve heard stranger things,” Nadir said. “So, you are now King and a dragonrider king at that.” 

      “You knew then?” Anders asked. 

      “I knew he was Kaufen’s son,” Nadir said. “But that you were his son, I didn’t know until you came to train at the riders’ facility. He told me he wanted to break the news, but in his own way.” 

      “Did he tell you why he never took the throne?” 

      “His reasons for not accepting his role he kept to himself.”  

      “We might never know.” 

      “When you speak with him next, you can ask him yourself.”  

      “That opportunity appears to be closing with each passing day,” Anders said.  

      “But you’ve told the other leaders of your birthright?” Nadir asked. 

      Anders shook his head, “Not yet.”  

      “Why not?” Nadir asked. 

      “I can’t bring myself to accept that it’s true. The people here aren’t used to a dragon helping them and I’m afraid that if I claim the throne, they won’t accept me and I’ll lose their loyalty. I’ve already had to fight to prove I'm not here for a hostile takeover.” 

      “Well, it’s not my place to tell you what to do, but I think you know what I think you should do.”  

      “Exactly, I want to do what you did to prove to your people that you were meant to be their leader,” Anders said. 

      “It worked for me; If Merglan hadn’t gotten in the way, I would be loved by all.”  

      “Merglan is in my way and I have to focus on him before I can address my role in the people's leadership.” 

      “You are just like him,” Nadir said. 

      “Like who?” Anders asked. 

      “Ivan. You push away the title, but act as a leader without blinking an eye.” Anders furrowed his brow as Nadir continued, “Take a look around, Anders. You have managed to get all five nations of Kartania together and fight for the same goal. No king or queen of any race has managed to do that. Leadership is a natural fit. People will follow you whether you tell them to or not.” 

      “They’ve come to fight the one person who’s trying to destroy all our homes. I’m sure they would’ve come together without me.” 

      “That’s not true and we have thirty years’ evidence of fighting the sorcerer to prove it,” Nadir responded.  

      Anders decided he wasn’t going to change Nadir’s mind and did not reply. Though he was happy to have his elf friend present, he didn’t show it until they reached the cobblestone street. “Welcome to Brookside, Nadir,” he said.  

      Nadir looked at the single and two-story buildings and nodded. The dwarf who had trailed along did as well, adding, “For being above ground, it’s a fine place. Lots of stone underfoot.”  

      Anders could see that people had already gathered in Rune’s shop and said, “Follow me this way and we’ll begin our strategy session.” He waved Maija to follow him, but told Thomas, Bo and Kirsten to wait outside.  

      Walking through the doorway, Anders noticed a hush fall across the room. The Revolution’s six remaining leaders sat dressed in their gray wool under armor stitched with batting to increase protection. The drab colors were a contrast to the others who joined them. Sitting next to Max, Britt, Red and Sanka’s tanned and tattooed skin matched the leather armor they wore. With equally dark shades of hair and black ink etched in tribal designs on their skin, Princess Inama and King Puco represented the Lumbapi in their brightly colored clothing. Inama’s septum piercing drew the eye of more than one Westlander seated at the table. Despite his short stature, the thick red-bearded dwarf Windminer Roarhorn, taking King Remli’s place, stood out among them while he maneuvered his way to the table. Nadir joined Natalia, whose pointed ears marked them as one of three elves in the room. Nadir’s vine and leaf patterned silk tunic matched the more worn versions on Natalia and Maija. Anders joined them. At last, all of the nations in Kartania were represented under one roof.  

       Anders felt all eyes in the room fall on him. Clearing his throat, he began, “We are all here for one reason, to put an end to the destructive terror that one sorcerer has foisted upon us. There’s no denying it’s affected us all and I ask that you all keep in mind that we are all fighting the same enemy. Now we might be outnumbered by his forces, but our armies are far more fearsome that Merglan’s rabble.” 

      “How can you know we’re outnumbered?” Tony asked, as always glaring at Anders.  

      “I’m basing my guess of their size from what I’ve seen firsthand and what I've been told by trusted sources,” Anders declared. He could tell Tony was about to say something, so he quickly added, “I know many of you among us can also attest to my assessment of Merglan’s forces.”

      When Tony’s smug expression weakened after seeing numerous heads nod around the room, so Anders continued, “Ten thousand orcs sailed from Southland, thousands of kurr swept into the Everlight Kingdom, fairnheir are coming from the east as well as more orcs and any other humans Merglan may have collected from the far east.” 

      “And the dragons,” Roarhorn said, adding to Anders’ list.  

      “And the dragons Killdoor has recruited from Nagano,” Anders said, nodding. “We know there are more wraiths, demons and other creatures Merglan released from the prison as well.  

      “That doesn’t weigh the odds too heavily against us,” Puco said, looking to the others.  

      “If it were just the orcs, fairnheir, and humans, I would agree,” Nadir said. “But kurr are unlike anything you have faced before.”  

      “We have the two dragonriders,” Red said, taking Poco’s side. 

      “Against nearly a hundred wild dragons,” Roarhorn said. 

      “And that doesn’t take into consideration Merglan or the three dragonriders we now know he has,” Anders said. 

      “And there are another twenty-five dragonriders whose allegiance we have not yet determined,” Maija said absentmindedly.  

      Anders saw those in the room who hadn’t heard about the unknown riders lean forward and say almost as one, “What!?” A ruckus broke out and it took Red’s shouting for them to quiet down to become silent again.  

      “How long have we known about them?” Nadir asked once those in room regained their composure. 

      “A little over a day,” Anders said. 

      “Are they dangerous?” Red barked. 

       Natalia stood from her chair and said loudly, “All dragonriders can be dangerous, but they saved Anders from the wraith. I’d say that goes to show they are on our side. Why else would they spare him?” 

      “How do we know these dragonriders won’t take over?” Tony asked.  

      “Yes, who is to say they are not just sitting back, waiting for us to destroy one another so they will have an easier time forcing us to our knees?” Red asked. 

      “They saved him. If they planned to take over, why would they pass up the opportunity to take out one of their bigger threats? What did they have to gain in letting him go?” Rune asked. 

      “I’d wager that they are waiting for him to take a crack at the evil one, just to see how he does. Then when we have Merglan out of the way or weakened, they could come in and take over,” Puco said as he nearly jumped out of his chair. 

      “Father, be quiet. You don’t know these people,” Inama said, pulling him back down into his seat. 

      The dark-skinned man pulled his massive arm away from his daughter while Anders responded, “Our focus is on Merglan and figuring out the best way to defeat his army. Right now, these unknown riders and their dragons aren’t involved. We need to focus on the threat that’s in front of us.” 

      When nobody interjected further, Anders knew he’d regained their attention. “From what we know, the orc army will attack Aquina first. With the Aquinians out of the way, there will be nothing to oppose them as they continue west toward us, which is why our army has been making ready to march as we awaited your arrival. They are now on the move. If we want to have the best chance at defeating the ground troops, we need to add cavalry. Aquina’s fighters are said to be the best on horseback. They have the numbers to turn the battle in our favor.” 

      “Why are they not with us now? Why not fight them here? We could save strength and make the enemy march across the grasslands,” Roarhorn suggested.  

      “We tried to persuade them to join us,” Maija said, “but they were confident they could hold off any aggressors on their own.” 

      “Must be some cavalry,” Red muttered. 

      “They wouldn’t leave their city, but that doesn’t mean we can’t go to them again,” Anders said. “If we are the first to arrive, then we can help them fight Merglan’s army on the Plains.” He could see that all in the room were now nodding along with him. “The Rollo Islanders can help by sailing around the peninsula to the mouth of the river that flows through the Plains.” Anders could see Red nodding along still, so he went on to finish, “We can stock Aquina with our supplies and create a stronghold there on the Plains. Aquina could serve as a stronghold that we could retreat to if necessary and it would be a central location to shelter the wounded.” 

      “If we can stop him on the Plains, then we can save innocent people from the horrors Merglan would bring to the rest of Westland,” Natalia said in a show of support. 

      “If Merglan learned of our plan, couldn’t he just burn Aquina to the ground?” Roarhorn asked. 

      “Not if Maija and I can stop him. We are stronger now that we have his magic reserves. With the others who now know how to use the crystals’ powers, we might be able to hold him off,” Anders said.  

      “But the dragons, even if you can stop him. There will be so many, they'll burn the city to the ground for sure,” Roarhorn said. 

      “This is the best plan we have at present,” Anders said. 

      “What if some turn against us during the fighting?” Red asked, looking at Nadir. 

      “When the fighting starts, we will forget all other loyalties other than who is at our side,” Britt said and Red scoffed. 

      “Some of us are not so forgiving,” Tony said, glaring in Max’s direction. 

      “The Rollo Islanders will do as we’re asked. We won’t cower in the face of danger and will gladly take the responsibility of securing the city for the army,” Britt said. 

      Red looked as if he might strike Britt right then, but restrained himself and said, “The warriors are the best among us and most suited for the job.”  

      Before anyone else could argue that their soldiers were better fighters, Anders said, “Then we will march at dawn and the Rollo warriors will sail to the river. Maija and I will stay with the army, but we can fly out to make sure the Rollo ships are greeted peacefully.” 

      “If the city isn’t overrun already,” Tony said. 

      “If it is, my people will gladly lead the charge to take it back,” Puco said.  

      “The dwarfs have no home to return to and I was told we’ll do what the dragonrider asks us to do. We’ll fight with Lumbapi again and anyone else who will see this evil eliminated from the earth,” Roarhorn said. 

      “Westland’s army was already planning to go. We’re grateful for the help,” Rune said, nodding to each of the others in turn. All nodded in agreement, save for Tony.   

      “The elves look forward to fighting alongside such esteemed kings,” Nadir said and looked to Anders.  

      For a moment Anders thought he might give him away, but the elf didn’t. “Good,” Anders said, looking around the room. From the look of the faces filled with pride that stared back, he felt as if he were truly leading them. Anders nodded and left the room. When he opened the door to the evening air, he saw Kirsten and Thomas standing at the window. Bo was still looking through it, but quickly stopped when he saw the others beginning to leave the room.  

      “Everyone is all in?” Kirsten asked. 

      Anders shrugged, “For now.” 

      “So,” Kirsten said, rubbing her hands together and grinning in anticipation, “How about them crystals?”  
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      Max leaned against the trunk of an oak tree, watching the beach where the Rollo warriors were boarding their ships. He caught sight of Britt, highlighted in the early morning light as she stood out in front of the ships. She leaned on an axe and watched over them like a shepherd with a flock. The ships’ afts bobbed in the rising tide as crewmen fixed oars in preparation to leave. Looking over his shoulder to make sure nobody from the camp on the Plains had followed him, Max took a deep breath and thought again about what he would say to Britt. He knew she would tell him the same thing she had said last night: serve where you’re needed the most. Having been selected and now trained as a crystal bearer, Max and the others he trained with would be needed at the front lines. Britt’s words told him to stay with the Army, but her silent tears begged him to come with her.   

      I won’t leave you, you know, he thought to himself while watching Britt. She pointed at a crewman on an adjacent ship and shouted a string of orders in their native Rolloan language. Max knew the dynamic of leadership among their clans had been mixed since they discovered Red was purposely ignoring the war being fought in Kartania. Many Rollo Island warriors had abandoned their Chief, leaving him on the island with those who chose to remain loyal. With more than half of their Navy answering Anders’ plea to fight in Southland, Red didn't have much choice when these sailors returned home and rallied the rest of the warriors to fight in Westland. Max suspected Red’s ego as the island nation’s leader drove him to follow his warriors, though he claimed it was his idea all along.  Max could see in Red’s eyes that he feared what would happen to the Rollo Islands after seeing what Merglan had done to the elven capital.  

      The opportunity Max was waiting for presented itself when Britt left her post to further instruct the crewman she’d been shouting at. Max came out of his hiding place among the trees and jogged across the beach toward the rest of Britt’s crew. From the short time he’d spent sailing with them, Max knew the other crewmen well enough to know that they would help hide him onboard. It wasn’t enough for the crew to want him, however, so he was going to have to hide among them until they were unable to turn back. Britt always stood at the ship’s stern, so as long as he kept his hood on and head down, Sanka and the others would continue rowing in silence until they were well on their way.  

      Max hurried through the sand. He kept Britt in his line of sight, hoping she wouldn’t turn around until he was onboard. Reaching the crew, Sanka was ready to sneak him on. As a true member of Britt’s crew, Sanka was permitted by Anders and others to send at least one crystal bearer on the boats. Just as they had planned the night before, those in on the secret reacted to his appearance. As Max quickly climbed into the ship, one of Britt’s new crewmen jumped down. While she was helping with the ship next to them, he slipped into their crew unnoticed.  

      Max pulled his cloak hood over his head and moved across the deck, finding Sanka and joining him at his rowing bench. Glancing over the side, he saw Britt leaving from the neighboring ship’s crewman. He sat down, blocking himself from view with the bulk of the ship’s bow. Max sat wondering if the Captain to their right was as particular as Britt. If he was, the extra crewman could give him away before they left.  

      Just keep your head down and follow orders, Max told himself. Once we’re out beyond the break I can show myself. She’ll be mad, but I know deep down she’ll be glad to have me by her side. I just hope Anders isn’t too mad when Bo tells him where I am.  

      Max helped Sanka stuff the oar through the hatch in the ship’s side and slide it into the oarlock. Britt ran up to the edge of the boat, grabbed the side and hauled herself into the ship. When Max saw her come aboard, he hunched over the oar, pretending to adjust something as she walked toward the aft. As usual, Britt started checking to see that the oars on either side of the ship were locked and ready to row. Leaning forward, Max heard the click of Britt’s boots as she approached. He wiggled the bench a little to authenticate his reason for bending over. Britt’s black boots came into view and Max felt her hand pat him on the back as she continued past zigzagging across the deck toward the rear. Straightening, Max continued to stare forward, hearing Britt’s footfalls continue behind him.  

      Max shifted to the right on his bench, making sure his face couldn’t be seen. He looked down the beach at the entire Rollo fleet. There were more ships on the beach outside Brookside than there had been when he first met Britt just a few days’ walk to the south. His eyes found the crewman who’d left Britt’s ship to join the one next to them. Noting that the other ship had several empty seats, he assumed they were glad to have an extra hand for rowing. Max saw the sailor look over at Britt and then at him. The two shared a momentary glance, nodding to one another as Britt began issuing her commands.   

      Her voice cracked like a whip over the sound of the wind whipping up along the beach, “Listen up! Those of you who were with my crew before know I’ve been away for a while, but that doesn't mean I’ve changed. Get those oars in the water! This Navy won’t lead itself, especially with our current Chief. Come on now, push off and row!” 

      Four crewmen at the bow pushed the ship off the beach and into the rising tide. Max and Sanka worked together to row on Britt’s count and in cadence with the others. With each stroke, they pulled hard to push the boat farther from shore. Max hadn’t had time to think about what he would do if his plan worked. He had only thought of how to carry it out. He held onto the hope that after he revealed himself, she would eventually forgive him. As they rowed through the breaking surf and out into open water, Max’s nerves started to buzz. He didn’t know if he should just pop up and turn around to say, ‘surprise’ or wait awhile to get her attention. 

      “Drop the sail and bring in the oars,” she ordered once they’d distanced themselves from the breaking surf. The two benches of warriors seated in front of Max cleared to open the main sail. One of them tossed Max a rope and he pulled it tight, holding the tension against the wind as Sanka secured it to the side. After the sail was set, Max helped bundle the oars and carry them below deck into the shallow hull of the ship. In the dark underside of the ship, he saw the outlines of the cannons; a vivid memory of when he and Anders had first left Grandwood flooded his thoughts. 

      “So far, so good,” Sanka said, patting him on the shoulder.  

      Max nodded.  

      “If you want to wait awhile, you could stay down here,” Sanka suggested.  

      “No, I should get the ugly part out of the way.” 

      “You’re braver than most, going against Britt’s orders,” Sanka said. “Good luck.”  

      “I hope I won’t need it,” Max replied. He took one more deep breath as he prepared to come above board and face Britt. 

      With his heart pounding and a nervous quiver in his arms and legs, Max walked up the stairs toward the deck. By now, the steering would have been turned over to a crewmember and Britt would be more attentive to the crew onboard. She typically remained at the stern, making sure everything went smoothly, especially with so many new people on her crew. If Max was correct, she’d see his face when he reached the top of the stairs.  

      He pulled back his hood and let the ocean breeze blow through his straight black hair as he stepped out from the hull. Max expected Britt to say something the moment he came out. Without his hood on, the color of his hair was the only thing he shared in a Rollo Islander’s appearance. Rolloans were bulkier and tattooed with dark-toned skin. Their hair grew thick and curly, unlike his. Max faced the ship’s stern for a moment, waiting for her to react. When nothing happened, he looked for her and didn’t see her. The mast blocked him from Britt’s view, so he took another deep breath and walked out into view. Max made eye contact with her and continued to stroll confidently toward her. He watched her eyes grow wide in disbelief and her jaw slacken in surprise.  

      “What are you...” Britt started to say and trailed off, staring at him. 

      He held his breath when he saw her look of surprise turn into a smile, then an instant later she shook her head and replaced it with a scowl. “Max!” she barked. 

      Max twitched, jumping at the sudden outburst. He stopped several paces away, thinking, I should’ve stayed in the hull. Britt stormed at him and he put up his hands defensively, “Now just hear me out.” 

      “Oh, hear you out, should I?” she growled, stopping just inches from his face. Her dark facial features hardened, and her lip quivered as he had never seen it before. After a moment during which Max thought she might headbutt him, she said, “I’m turning this ship to shore right now and dropping you off.” 

      “Britt, please don’t send me back. I belong here with you and the crew,” Max pleaded.  

      “I can’t believe you directly disobeyed my order. If we weren’t going to war right now and our speed wasn’t depended on, oh boy, you would be in for it.”  

      “I will be more effective here. If you send me back, I won’t be able to concentrate. I'll just be worrying about you and why I’m not here with you.” 

      “The crystal bearers need you with them. Anders and Maija will need all the help they can get in fighting the dragons once they reach Aquina.”  

      “And I will get there faster if I come with you,” he argued. 

      “We went over this last night,” Britt said through clenched teeth.  

      “And you were wrong,” Max stated firmly. “What if Aquina has already been attacked with magic by the time you arrive? You’ll also need people with crystals to fight them.” 

      “That’s why we brought Sanka. You were ordered to stay with the others,” Britt said. 

      “You think Sanka can hold off a hundred dragons by himself?” 

      “And you could?” 

      “We would have a better chance and at least I would be there to protect you. Look what happened to Kirsten. Do you want that to happen to you if I’m not there?”  

      “You bring her up as though she’s still at the front of your mind,” Britt said. 

      “Oh, that’s bull. You know I was never into her,” Max sighed and added, “Please, Britt, it would kill me to show up in Aquina and find out that Merglan had beat us there and something horrible had happened. Even if a hundred dragons burn all the ships when we get there, at least we’ll be together. I need to be with you in the end.”  

      Britt didn’t respond right away. Max held his breath, waiting for her to say something. Suddenly Max realized that the entire crew was staring at them. They had been hanging on every word he and Britt had said. Max had become so lost in the moment he forgot that an entire crew was witnessing their fight. 

      “Let him stay, Captain,” one of the warriors standing nearby said. 

      “Yeah, come on, he’s one of us now, even if he still can’t use a sword,” Sanka added, smiling at him.  

      Soon the whole crew began pleading with Britt to keep Max onboard. Max heard one of the warriors call out over the others, “Besides, we’ll be in the back if we turn around now. We can’t let Red beat us to the mouth of the Bareback River.”  

      Finally, Britt held up her hands to silence them, “Alright, alright. He can stay.”  

      They responded with a resounding cheer and Max felt hands patting him on the back and shoulders as if he had just won the Grandwood Games.  

      Britt emphatically pointed a finger at Max, “But don’t think you will get any special treatment. You will act as one of the crew onboard my ship. Don’t think I didn’t notice that you had to take the place of one of my men. Where is he anyway?” 

      “Onboard Cricket’s ship,” Sanka said, thumbing behind them.  

      “Well, at least Cricket could use him,” Britt said with a wry smile. Max matched her grin and she shouted, “What are you all doing standing around? Get back to work!” 

      Max and the others hustled back to their stations. While he and Sanka made necessary adjustments to the rigging, Max glanced back at Britt. She was staring at him. When their eyes met, she shook her head at him with a broad smile. He laughed and knew that he’d done the right thing in sneaking aboard the ship.  

      That night Max leaned against the ship’s stern, his arm around Britt. He looked up at the stars overhead. The sky rocked and swayed as the ship bobbed along, sailing farther south along the coast of the Bareback Plains. Britt leaned her head against his chest and whispered, “I can’t believe you pulled that stunt.”  

      Max chuckled, “I can't believe you seriously considered dropping me off on shore.”  

      “I can’t look weak in front of them,” she whispered, motioning to the other warriors who had opted to sleep on deck.  

      Max shivered and pulled Britt in tighter, “You would have to do a lot to make these men believe you’re weak. Many became fugitives and outcasts for you, and now the rest of the Islanders are following in your footsteps. These people don’t need reminding that you’re in charge.”  

      “That doesn’t reflect the popular vote,” Britt said. “You know, you were there on the beach when they decided to elect Red as Chief.”  

      “What I saw that night was a group of old men deciding to go with the past leader’s son because he was a fierce warrior. Now that this political station is becoming more difficult to navigate and the different nations of the world are having to work with one another, your people need a leader who can adapt.”  

      “I wish they all thought like you,” she whispered. 

      “I think they already do. Especially now,” Max said and fiddled with the crystal necklace around his neck.  

      “How well do you know how to use that?” Britt asked.  

      “The crystal? Or,” he nodded down. “Because if I need to remind you of that, I’m not as good as I thought,” Max said, holding back his laughter. 

      “Yes, I'm talking about the crystal,” Britt said, poking him in the side. Max laughed and Britt added, “You weirdo. I wouldn’t ask you that, I already know.” 

      “That’s right. You wouldn’t ask, you’re more of a take-action and find-out-for-yourself type.” Britt jabbed him hard in the ribs and he winced, “Ouch. Hey, you know it’s truth. I was happy to sleep on that couch.”  

      Britt shook her head, “Yeah, but when you say it like that, it makes me sound bad.”  

      “I’m pretty lucky that none of these other warriors hadn’t already swept you off your feet.”  

      Britt laughed, “You’re joking, right?” 

      “No, I’m serious. You’re a catch,” Max said. 

      “I’m too much of a tomboy for these men. They like soft women who stay at home. A warrior can’t be with a woman who will beat him in a fight. They’re too afraid of me.”  

      “Their loss. You know, that’s what I like about you,” Max said. 

      “That I can kick your butt?” Britt asked. 

      “Yeah, but now that I have crystals...” he trailed off. 

      “You still couldn’t beat me.”  

      “I’m just saying, I can use their magical energy to say, stop you in your tracks. Then I could take the sword right out of your hands.”  

      “You’ve done that before?” she asked. 

      “In training, yes,” Max said.  

      “Impressive. I wonder what other things you could use those skills for?” she asked, snuggling into him.  

      Max leaned his head back against the ship and said, “I just hope I'm able to use the crystal’s power when it counts. It’s all practice until the real fighting goes down. If I have to face a real magician, I mean sorcerer, then I’ll be in trouble.” 

      “I’m glad you came with us, Max.” Britt said. 

      “You are?”  

      “Yes, I didn’t want to see you go with the foot soldiers. After you left last night, I was sad. I haven’t ever felt sad about someone unless it was one of my fellow warriors who fell in battle and passed on to the Great Hall. Even when I’m sad that they’re gone, I’m happy for their ascension. I didn’t think it would happen to me, but you have changed me, Max.”  

      “What’s this? A tough girl like you, getting all emotional about a boy like me?” 

      He felt her head nod and she said, “Even the toughest warriors can fall for the right person.”  

      Max raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t been in a relationship before where they both felt this strongly about each other. “I feel the same way,” he said. “I use jokes to hide my emotions, but with you, I genuinely feel happy.” He kissed the top of her head and said, “I hope we make it through this mess.”  

      “Me, too. And if we don’t, I’m glad you’re here so we can go together,” Britt said. 

      Max settled into the rocking of the ship as he thought about what the coming days held for them. In two more days, they would confront their fate. Either Merglan’s forces would beat them to the Plains and their flotilla would be destroyed, or they would have another day or two together before the storm hit.  

      Over the next couple of days, Max and Britt spent more time together than they had since returning to Brookside. She put a stern face on for her crew, only letting down her guard occasionally to let Max know she was happy he was there. Three days into their voyage, the Rollo Navy reached the mouth of the Bareback River that divided the Plains. Their crew worked especially hard to make sure Red’s ship didn’t out-pace them to the river. If Britt wanted the Rolloan people to truly see her as their leader, she had to be bold and lead them into Aquina.  

      Max put his hardening muscles to use, manning an oar with Sanka while Britt called out their rowing cadence. Theirs was the first ship up the Bareback River, but the long line of the Rollo fleet was close behind them. Watching the ships come up river, Max wondered which one held the Chief and his advisors. He’d learned from those who had traveled to Ramhorn that Red had been going through advisors by the dozens, never able to hold onto one for more than a week at a time.  

      After long hours spent pulling against the wide river’s slight current, Max’s body ached. Several times he considered attempting to tap into his crystals’ powers. He wore one around his neck and had two more in a pouch he kept tied to his sword belt. The only thing that held him back was his lack of success in recharging the crystals during training. None of them had been able to do what Anders had done the last day of their training. 

      By afternoon, a strong wind began to blow from the south. Britt ordered the sail dropped and the sustained wind carried them upriver. 

       If this wind holds, we’ll make faster time than Anders had planned, Max thought. He planned to meet the Navy on the fourth day.  

      Though the wind carried them quickly, the city of Aquina was nowhere in sight. As the sun set, the wind died and Britt ordered the oars out again. They continued upstream slowly, rowing and sailing through the night.  

      As the sun rose, Max awoke to some of the crew speaking in their native language. He sat up and saw other members of the crew standing. From the corner of his eye he saw Britt walk into view. She stooped at his side, looking ahead. She reached down and said, “Max, get up.” 

      Max took her hand and stood, asking, “What do they see?” 

      She pointed off the bow, “Smoke columns.”  

      Max could then see several columns of smoke rising just above the horizon. The smoke flattened out as it drifted east. His heart sank at the sight and he gripped Britt’s hand firmly. “Looks like the fight has begun without us,” Max said. 

      “We don’t know that for sure. Maybe the citizens are using grass fires to prevent burning if there is an attack?” Britt said. 

      Max could see from spaced out plumes that this was not likely. The fires he had seen on the Plains typically involved one large column at the head of the fire. Here he saw multiple columns with space in between. The dark smoke gave him further cause to accept that this was an attack. “I hope it’s not dragons,” Max muttered to himself. 

      “Anders and Maija are able to fly out ahead of the Army. They would see this smoke, wouldn’t they?” Britt asked. 

      Max nodded, “We’ll find out soon enough.”  

      Letting go of Max’s hand, Britt shouted to her crew, “Prepare for a fight! This could be hostile territory we’re sailing into. Slow down your cadence and allow the other ships to catch up. We don’t want to be caught in an ambush without the others there to help.”  

      She gave Max a worried look; he nodded in response and joined the others in rowing. If it came down to it, he would do whatever it took to save their ship, to save Britt. The only thing that mattered to him in that moment was their future. He would fight to the end for her life.  

      The crew slowed its cadence and allowed other ships to come alongside. Only wide enough for three abreast, Britt’s ship fell in with Red’s and Cricket’s ships to their right and left.  

      Max heard Red shouting at Britt’s and Cricket’s warriors, “Ready your weapons; we could be in for a nasty brawl!” 

      For once, Max thought, we can all agree on something.  

      Britt ordered the crew to have weapons at the ready. Max reached under the bench and strapped on his sword belt, feeling at the pouch where his two spare crystals were secured. Looking across the three lead ships, he noticed that they didn’t have many archers among them. He knew then that they would be relying on his and Sanka’s power.   

      Each time Max turned around to see if the others had caught up, he could see more ships stacking up. Soon the wide-set banks of the Bareback River had become plugged with ships. They continued to advance slowly until the city came into view.  

      Max heard Britt shout, “Bring the ships to the port-side bank!” Red quickly repeated her order, shouting a bit more loudly. Max saw Red glaring at them. 

      Soon the three lead ships slid onto shore and the warriors at the bow jumped down, helping pull the boats safely onto the muddy banks. Max slid the oar in and stood with Sanka. They shared a glance; Sanka’s obvious resolve bolstered Max’s confidence. They had the power here. 

      Britt led the rest of the crew off the ship. “Gather on the grass,” she said, pointing at the golden slope that rose up from the riverbank. Max joined her as their crew was the first to gather on the Plains. She whistled and waved for others to join. Soon Red and his crew had joined them and the two continued to flag more crews to gather up. As the group grew in size, Max looked out at the city of Aquina. In full daylight and from their vantage point, he could see the long sprawl of roofs spreading out away from the river. Smoke rose from the northwest end of town. Max was surprised that there weren’t any people in sight.  

      What’s happened here? he wondered. Where are all of the horses and people? 
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      Kirsten reached down and grabbed her pack. She groaned under the weight of the crystals and armor that had been added since leaving Brookside. Shifting uncomfortably, she attempted to adjust the shoulder straps.  

      “Why don’t you put some of that stuff on the carts like everyone else?” Bo asked. 

      Kirsten looked at him, his forehead creased with concern for her. 

      “I thought you would’ve known this about her by now,” Thomas said, approaching them with a lightly packed satchel slung over his shoulder.  

      Kirsten scowled at her brother’s bright expression, thinking, What’s he so happy about? We’re walking into certain doom and he’s always been fearful. Aloud, she said, “Thanks, Bo, but I would rather have my gear at the ready if I need it. Besides, I’m not going to let these crystals out of my sight.”  

      “You don’t have to let the crystals go, just that armor. We didn’t need it before,” Bo said. 

      Kirsten raised her eyebrows at him, “Seriously? If I would’ve been wearing armor that goblin wouldn’t have been able to bite half my shoulder off.” She saw him wince as she walked toward the long line of soldiers heading out from camp. 

      Behind her now, she heard Thomas grunt, “Ouch, Bo. Better luck next time.”  

      Bo’s armor rattled and bounced on his pack as he jogged to catch up with her. Kirsten didn’t look at him when he came alongside. After a few seconds he said, “Just let me take some of your armor.”  

      Kirsten clenched her jaw, “Bo, really, I can carry it. It’s not that bad. You’re carrying your armor, too.” 

      “I’m not carrying a week’s worth of bread and jerky and I don’t have magic rocks weighing me down,” he said. 

      “He’s got a point there,” Thomas said, easily catching them.  

      “You’re making some poor donkey cart all your food, water and armor? I thought we were raised to take care of ourselves,” Kirsten replied sharply. 

      “I am taking care of myself, by preserving my strength. And I do have enough food and water with me here,” he held up the leather satchel and continued, “for the day, until we make camp at least.” 

      “Where did you get that anyway?” Bo asked. 

      “One of the Southland natives,” Thomas said, feeling at the simply designed leather bag.  

      “So that’s where you were last night,” Kirsten said accusingly. 

      Thomas frowned, “What’s the big deal, we could be dead by sundown. At least I know when to say yes when I’m offered help. This bag is perfect for a day’s outing.” Thomas then stepped out ahead of them, adding over his shoulder, “Don’t complain tonight when your muscles are stiff as a board and the rest of us are more limber than a Lumbapi at twilight.”  

      Kirsten rolled her eyes and watched Thomas speed up and disappear into the long line of Westlanders marching east. “What does that even mean? Limber as a Lumbapi at twilight?” she asked, glancing at Bo.  

      He shrugged in silence, looking down at the trampled grass beneath their feet. 

      Aw, crud, Kirsten thought. My stubbornness just put him in a funk. She prepared to apologize, something she wasn’t good at, especially with boys she liked. Before she could say anything, she noticed that Bo had a slight limp. When she stared at him, he glanced back with a concerned look and attempted to weight himself more evenly in his stride.  

      “You’re limping,” Kirsten said.  

      Bo adjusted his pack straps, “It’s not that bad.”  

      “Why are you limping? I thought you’d been healed?”  

      “I have been, but some of my muscles aren’t as strong as they were before. It’s not that bad,” he said again. 

      “You know, my pack is on the heavy side,” Kirsten said.  

      Bo stopped and faced her. She stopped, too. “I’m sorry I said that you didn’t need armor.”  

      “No, you’re right. Look at Thomas,” she said pointing absently into the crowd. 

      “Can we both agree we need to ditch the armor at least?” Bo said. 

      Kirsten nodded and said, “Yes, it’s only been half a mile and my shoulders are going numb.” She looked behind for the Army’s wagon train. She pointed at a wagon and said, “There’s one.”  

      Bo grinned and they changed direction toward the wagons.  

      After flagging down a driver and unloading their heavy armor, Kirsten slid her arms into the shoulder straps of her pack and sighed with relief. “That’s so much better.”  

      “A thousand times better,” Bo agreed.  

      As the wagon driver carted away their gear, she said, “But I'm still not letting that wagon out of my sight.” 

      “No way,” Bo said, keeping pace with Kirsten and walking normally again.  

      They kept a steady rate behind the five-wagon-long train. Walking along the edge of the Army, now marching ten abreast, Kirsten continually scanned the grassy rolling hills of the Bareback Plains.  

      “Maybe we’ll get to see the wild horses again,” Bo said. 

      Suddenly Kirsten heard Thomas answering, “I’m so jealous you two got to see them.”  

      Kirsten whirled around to see him coming up alongside her, “Where did you come from?”  

      “I see you two decided to take my advice,” he noted, making sure they could see him eyeing their packs. 

      “We made a compromise,” Bo said. “Unload the armor, but keep it within sight,” he pointed to the wagons rolling along in front of them.  

      “Smart,” Thomas said. “They all look so similar. I forget which one mine is on.”  

      “How did you get behind us?” Kirsten asked. 

      “I was looking for someone,” Thomas said, straightening and looking over the heads of the Westlanders in front of them.  

      “Well, maybe they’ll catch up with us when we make camp. I saw the Lumbapi and the dwarfs packing up together.”  

      Thomas looked behind them, “Yeah. That's why I went back, but I think they are way back there. I don’t want to double back.”  

      “Why not just wait?” Bo asked. 

      “I saw a gap. Who knows what could happen while I wait alone on the Plains,” Thomas said dramatically. 

      “I think you’d be fine,” Kirsten said.  

      “Well, now that I found you two again, I would rather stick together.”  

      “So, you want to see the wild horses, too?” Bo asked. 

      Thomas nodded, “After the way Kirsten described the moment you two had, I think it would be a great opportunity for me and...” he trailed off.  

      “What do you mean the opportunity we had?” Bo asked. 

      “He still doesn’t know?” Thomas asked Kirsten. 

      Kirsten rolled her eyes, and said with a sigh, “No.”  

      “What don’t I know?” Bo asked. 

      “When you and I were hiding from the horses,” Kirsten said. “We were close together, and alone...”  

      “Oh,” Bo gasped. “Really? You wanted me to then?” 

      Kirsten looked skyward, “Yes.”  

      “I had no idea. You should’ve said something,” Bo said flustered. 

      “Clearly you had no idea and no girl is going to ask a boy she likes to kiss her, especially then.”  

      “Wow,” Bo said. “And ever since then?” he asked. 

      Kirsten nodded, “Yes, can we please change the subject?”

      Bo straightened while puffing his chest out a little, “Sure can, crusher.” 

      “Oh, I like that. Because she was crushing on you for so long,” Thomas said with a chuckle. 

      Kirsten rolled her eyes and said, “So, about the horses.”  

      “I bet we’ll see them once we get closer to Aquina,” Bo said still walking tall. 

      “You said you always wanted to go there,” Kirsten said. 

      “As a kid, the stories Elaina would tell us about the nomads of the Plains captured my imagination. After learning more about them, I begged so many times to be taken there. Max and I were going to go there next after he won the Grandwood Games.” 

      “It was delayed, but you’re getting your chance now,” Thomas said. 

      “I didn’t think it would be under these circumstances.” 

      “I hope it's still there,” Thomas added. 

      “It’ll be there,” Kirsten said.  

      “If it’s not, I hope Max and Britt can convince Red to wait for the rest of us to show up,” Bo said. 

      “Speaking of Max,” Thomas started, “how did Anders take the news?” he asked Kirsten. 

      “Um, yeah, we didn’t tell him yet,” Kirsten said. 

      “That probably won’t go over well,” Thomas said. 

      “But he hasn’t noticed,” Kirsten said. “And what does it matter? It’s not like we’re sticking together as a group. I haven’t seen Evans since we left the grove and the elves are leading the armies.” 

      “Does that mean we’re supposed to be at the front, too?” Thomas asked.  

      “I didn’t hear anything from Anders or Maija about it, so I’m just going to keep doing what we’re doing until I’m told differently,” Kirsten said.  

      “Thomas, I didn’t know you figured out how to use the crystals?” Bo asked.  

      Thomas looked down at the ground, “I haven’t been able to use the powers yet, but I have the poudrettite.”  

      “That’s not the same,” Kirsten said.  

      “He saw what it did to the demon,” Thomas said. “And he can’t use the inhabitance crystals either.”  

      “That’s a fair point. That thing did scare off a demon,” Bo said. 

      “But it’s not the same; we’re sure to encounter more than just demons. What about the kurr, orcs and soldiers?” she asked. 

      “That’s why I brought my bow,” Thomas said, pretending to shoot an imaginary arrow through the air.  

      “You would be of better use at the medical tent. The sapphire has healing magic,” Kirsten told him again. 

      “Last night I talked with the archer's division and they said that they could use all the help they can get. They want me to join them in the fighting,” Thomas said. 

      Kirsten groaned in frustration, then asked, “Will nothing I say make you see that Rune and Ophelia need your help? It’s not like they’re turning down extra hands either.”   

      Thomas shook his head. 

      “Go ahead then, not all of us can do what we want.” After Kirsten said it, she noticed both Bo and Thomas gave her a look of disbelief. “What? I can follow orders. I’m doing what Anders asked of me and using the crystals.”  

      “If Anders told you, you had to go work in the medical tent because your crystals could heal people instead of killing them with magic, there is no way that you would stay in that tent once the battle started,” Thomas said. 

      “Yes, I would. I have willpower,” she said defiantly. 

      “Yeah, you demonstrated your self-control in the last battle,” Thomas said. 

      “Bo, back me up here,” Kirsten said. 

      Bo rubbed at his neck where Rankstine had struck him with energy in the last battle. “Maybe you’re better now that you’ve had some practice; but if it’s like the last time, you can get a little out of control.”  

      Kirsten nodded, “I guess you’re right. I wouldn’t want to go to the medical tent either. I just don’t want to see you go, either of you,” she added. 

      “If those dragonriders Anders saw decide to attack us, there’s not much chance we’ll be seeing anything after that,” Bo said. 

      “Fair enough. I’ll enjoy the time we have while we have it,” Kirsten said, taking Bo’s hand. 

      After several moments Kirsten heard a woman with a distinctive accent speaking behind them, “Excuse me, girl?” 

      Kirsten turned around to see a lean woman with short black hair, pierced septum and tattooed arms. At first, she thought the woman was Rolloan, but quickly realized she was Lumbapi.  

      “You were with Anders at the beach when we arrived,” the Lumbapi said. 

      Kirsten nodded, recognizing the brightly colored clothing as the Southland native’s princess Anders had greeted. “Yes,” she said with a nod. They kept up their pace and the woman joined them. Kirsten motioned to Thomas and said, “We’re his cousins.” 

      “Just who I was looking for,” she responded with a smile. “I am Inama.”  

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Kirsten,” she said moving her hand across her body to shake the Southland woman’s hand. 

      Inama took Kirsten’s hand and gripped it hard, she shook it up and down in an exaggerated way.

      Kirsten pulled her grip away and flexed her hand, “That’s quite the handshake you’ve got.”  

      “That is how you greet one another in Westland, is it not?” Inama asked. 

      Kirsten nodded, “Yes, but usually with less enthusiasm.” 

      “Oh, sorry. I have little practice. We do things differently in my culture.” 

      “How’s that?” Bo asked, leaning forward across Kirsten to address Inama. 

      “It is formal to kiss each other on the cheek when meeting someone new or after an extended time apart,” Inama said. 

      “Well, in that case, I should introduce myself,” Bo said. Kirsten elbowed him in the shoulder, and he winced saying, “the Westland way, I mean.” He reached over and grasped hands with Inama shaking in a less exaggerated fashion than with Kirsten. “I’m Bo.” 

      “And I’m Thomas, Anders’ other cousin,” Thomas piped in following Bo’s introduction. 

      “What can we do for you?” Kirsten asked, curious as to why Inama had been seeking them out. 

      “I heard a young man from our tribe talking this morning. He had met a Westland boy in camp who claimed to be Anders’ cousin. This young man had a magical sapphire with him. When I asked my compatriot more, he told me that others among you also have magic crystals taken from Merglan himself. I didn’t believe him and accused him of lying, but he assured me that the dragonrider’s family had the crystals and had been training with them. Since I don’t like speculating about rumors, I came to find you and clear up any confusion the young man might’ve had.” 

      Kirsten glanced at Thomas. He shook his head and shrugged. 

      “So, you didn’t know about the inhabitance crystals Natalia had?” Bo asked. 

      “I had heard she found a power source in the castle, but for security reasons, no more information was passed to the other ships about what they had onboard,” Inama said. 

      “In all the confusion of preparing for the fighting, they must not have told you,” Kirstin said. 

      “It’s true, then, that you have magical crystals from the evil dragonrider, just like the one the Elf Queen used?” Inama asked. 

      “Elf Queen?” Thomas asked. 

      “Yes,” Kirsten said. “Anders has been training some of us while we waited for the fighting to begin. We haven’t had much time to work on our technique, but I’m better than I was when we started.”  

      “Where can I get one of these crystals?” Inama asked.  

      Kirsten hesitated. She could tell Thomas and Bo were counting on her to answer the question. She hadn’t realized that the people of Southland hadn’t been included in the news of the spare crystals. After a moment’s deliberation, she thought, The Rolloans and the Westland Army had their chance at training people. Who am I to say a Lumbapi leader can’t try? She might not even be able to activate a crystal, like Britt or Bo.

      Finally speaking up, she said, “We can give you one.” 

      “Really?” Inama asked. 

      “Really?” Thomas added. 

      “Yeah, I have five, why not see if she can use it. The Rollo warriors have one and the Revolution had their try with the crystals,” she said. 

      “That’s true,” Bo said, backing her decision.  

      “How do you expect to explain how to use them when you don’t fully understand yourself?” Thomas asked. 

      “I am no stranger to magic,” Inama said. 

      “Good,” Kirsten said. “That will make my description of how to use it easier.” Kirsten explained to Inama everything that Anders had told them about tapping into the crystal’s energy. “Does that make sense?” Kirsten asked when she’d finished. 

      Inama nodded, “It sounds like you are describing the spiritual connection with the natural world. In my culture we are aware that all things have energy flowing through them, we just lack the ability to access that energy in the same way dragons can.”  

      “Exactly,” Kirsten said. “At least I think that’s what Anders was saying about it.”  

      “You called them inhabitance crystals, why?” Inama asked. 

      “Because of the way they can store magical energy. Merglan harvested and charged the crystals for years. When Natalia took them, she somehow made them safe for us to use. Now some of us are able to use them.” 

      “Not everyone can use the magic?” she asked. 

      “For whatever reason, some of us can’t,” Kirsten said, looking at Thomas.  

      “Can you show me how you use the magic?” Inama asked.  

      Kirsten looked around for something to demonstrate with and muttered, “If only Thomas had his bow.” 

      “I saw one on the wagon up there,” Bo said, motioning ahead. 

      “You're not going to set it on fire, are you? We shouldn’t waste arrows on a demonstration,” Thomas said. 

      Kirsten shook her head, “No, nothing like that. I just want to stop it in midair.” 

      “You could use this,” Inama said, presenting her spear. 

      “If you can throw it far enough,” Kirsten said, then realized she might’ve just insulted the princess. 

      “I can,” Inama said assuredly not seeming to take offence. “Just let me know when you’re ready.” 

      “Why don’t we step outside the main flow of travel,” Bo suggested as Inama shifted her grip on the spear.  

      “Good idea,” Kirsten agreed. She was confident that she could halt the spear’s progress as she had done with the arrows during their training, but when playing around with weapons in large groups she thought it was a good idea to play it safe.  

      Stepping out away from the marching columns, Kirsten fished a sapphire out of her pocket and gripped it her hands. Looking to Inama who stood ready to throw the spear, she nodded and said, “Ready.”  

      Inama took several crossover steps, planted her heel and threw the spear. The wood launched from her hand and rushed through the air above her and out at the open grassland. Almost a fraction of a second later the spear stopped, remaining still in the air. After a second or two, Kirsten let the spear drop straight down onto the ground.  

      Inama looked back and said with a grin, “It worked.”  

      Kirsten stepped toward her and held out the crystal, “Now you try.”  

      Inama accepted the crystal, rolling it over in her hand and closed her eyes.  

      Kirsten looked back at Bo and Thomas, who smiled, then their expressions changed as Kirsten noticed something flash out of the corner of her eye. She turned back to Inama, who stood smiling with her eyes open. “Did you just?” Kirsten started to ask.  

      “I think I am ready to try,” Inama said confidently. 

      Kirsten retrieved the spear and stepped back even with Inama. Gripping it in her hand, she said, “Whenever you’re ready.”  

      Bending her knees and dropping into a fighting stance, Inama nodded to Kirsten and said, “Ready.” 

      Kirsten threw the spear as hard as she could. She saw it leave her hands and pass the point where she’d stopped it. The wooden spear continued to distance itself from them and started dropping toward the ground. The more the spear arched, the more she lost faith that the flicker she’d seen had been Inama syncing with the crystal. Just as the spear was a few feet from digging into the ground, it stopped, hovering just above the grass. After several seconds, Inama released it and the spear hit the ground.  

      “Holy crap! You did it,” Kirsten gasped in disbelief. Inama walked up to where she’d planted and thrown the spear. “That was a small target and you managed to lock onto it.” 

      “You explained it well,” Inama said. 

      Bo and Thomas jogged up to congratulate Inama. “You did that on your first try and you’ve never used one before?” Thomas asked. 

      Inama nodded, “I could feel the energy inside it when you placed it into my hands. it just tingled through my arm.”  

      “That’s incredible,” Bo said. 

      “Lucky,” Thomas added. 

      “Can you do it again?” Kirsten asked. 

      Inama nodded.  

      “What about making the spear come back?” Bo asked. 

      “That would be impressive,” Kirsten said.  

      “Let me try,” Inama said.  

      A moment later the crystal glowed in her palm and the spear floated back toward them. Kirsten thought the spear might fly out of control into them, so she stepped out of the way, but Inama slowed it and caught it in her hand.  

      “How can you do that so easily?” Kirsten asked. 

      “It’s like you said, the energy that flows inside all things. I have been imagining what it is to sense it for so long, now that I can feel it, it just makes sense to me. I feel the tingle in the crystal and find the spear, then I just imagine it happening and it goes,” she said. 

      “You make it sound easy,” Thomas said.  

      Inama handed the crystal back toward Kirsten. Kirsten refused, “You keep it. You’re already as good as anyone else who has one. In fact, take a couple more. I only need two anyway.” Kirsten put her pack down and began digging through it.  

      “I couldn’t take it from you,” Inama said.  

      “Yeah, listen to her,” Thomas added. “Anders was in charge of that.” 

      Kirsten frowned at her brother, “Anders is too busy to see what we just did.” She dug two more crystals out of her pack and handed them to Inama, “Please take at least two. If you don’t use both, try to find another among you who can do what you have done.”  

      Inama accepted one more crystal, “I’ll take two back to my people. If I find someone who is capable, I’ll give them one.”  

      “Good,” Bo said. “I hope you find more who can do that. We’ll need them.”  

      “Thank you,” Inama said with a polite bow. Inama backed away and walked along the Army back toward the Southland people at the rear. 

      Kirsten picked up her pack and looked at Thomas and Bo while shaking her head, “Can you believe that?” 

      “No,” Thomas said, pouting slightly.  

      “And that’s just one of them,” Bo said. “What if there are more like her among the Lumbapi?” 

      “What if there are more like her among all of us? We should start passing these things around to everyone and see who can use them.”  

      “If we had the time and energy,” Bo said. “But sadly, I don’t think we do.”  

      “Didn’t Anders say that the crystals were meant for non-magical people to use?” Thomas asked as they rejoined the march. 

      “Yeah,” Kirsten said. 

      “I’ll get the hang of it eventually then,” Thomas said.  

      “I hope you do,” Kirsten said, then a moment later cursed. 

      “What?” Bo asked. 

      “We lost the wagons,” she said.  

      Thomas laughed, “You should’ve kept it on your packs.”  

      Kirsten shook her head and continued to follow the line of soldiers in front of them. They continued over the rolling plains, stopping only for rest at night. The following days became a blur of marching across a flat grassy landscape. 

      *** 

      “How far did they say?” Bo asked, rubbing his hands and warming them by the fire. 

      “Less than a day,” Kirsten replied, sitting down between Bo and her brother. 

      “Did they say anything about Anders or Maija?” Thomas asked. 

      Kirsten shook her head, “All Rune said was that they didn’t return. He thinks they’re still with the Rollo Islanders, but others were less hopeful.”  

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Bo said. 

      “Yeah, me, too,” Kirsten said. “It just doesn't make sense that they would stay with the Rollo warriors if everything was okay.” 

      “Maybe they saw something that required scouting and it took them farther away than they planned? They could return any minute now,” Thomas said. 

      “I hope you’re right,” Kirsten said scanning the night sky. 

      In the silence that followed, Bo snuggled closer to Kirsten. She worried about what might happen the following day. She’d been spending a lot of time with Bo after acknowledging that they might not live through the next day if the dragons attacked. Now they were less than a day’s march from Aquina, a place that she and Bo had been talking of as though it were an oasis of peace on the Plains. The mood in camp, however, was a stark reminder that they were nearing a massive battle. 

      “I see you two could use some alone time,” Thomas said standing.  

      “You two can come join us, you know,” Kirsten said. “Instead of sneaking off together.”  

      Thomas’ cheeks flushed, “We’re not sneaking. We just like our privacy.”  

      “Regardless, our fire is open to you,” Bo said. 

      “Thank you,” Thomas said and turned away. 

      Alone at the fire, Kirsten leaned harder into Bo, “Since this could be our last night together, I thought you should know, that...” Kirsten searched for the right words to tell Bo how she felt about him.  

      Shouts from somewhere in camp interrupted her. They both sat up, alert. People screamed and clambered in the distance. Kirsten and Bo looked at each other, fear in their eyes. They stood and looked to the northeast where the commotion seemed to have started. Through the gloom of the hundreds of campfires, Kirsten could see the outline of a dragon flying low in the night sky. “Dragon,” she said in alarm. 

      Thomas ran back into view, not making it off before the alarm was raised. He stopped near them, “What is it?” 

      “Dragon,” Bo said with a gulp.  

      Kirsten heard it in his voice, he knew she had to face it. Feeling the crystal around her necklace and the one in her pocket, she stood in front of Bo. “I,” she stammered, still searching for the words from before. More screams came up from the edge of camp. 

      Bo hugged her tightly and said, “You need to go. Thomas and I will get our armor and be right behind you. Whatever it is you were saying, you can tell me when you come back.”  

      He released her. Tears welled in her eyes and she grabbed his face, bringing it in and kissing him. Kirsten pulled away, nodding at him, “I’ll tell you when I come back.”  

      She nodded at Thomas, too, “I’ll be right back,” then backed away slowly. She looked at Bo standing by the fire watching her go one more time before turning and running across the encampment.  

      Dwarfs, humans, and elves scrambled for weapons, frantically trying to prepare for a fight. Despite the commotion, Kirsten was able to navigate her way through the camp with speed. As she ran closer to the crowd of people assembling in formation on the northeast end of camp, she scanned the sky for the dragon. Not seeing anything, she rushed, hoping there wouldn’t be chaos when she reached the front.  

      Nearing the frontline, Kirsten didn’t hear any sounds of fighting. With the dragon nowhere in the sky above, she expected an enemy force would be close by. The shield wall that had begun forming loomed just a hundred yards in front of her. She looked beyond it but saw nothing in the darkness. If a dragon or dragonrider was close, she would need to use her crystals as a defense. Kirsten forced her way to the front. She squeezed through the gaps between soldiers until she was directly behind the shield wall. 

      Peering out into the night, her heart skipped a beat when she saw a large dragon on all fours walk into view. She focused and could just see a rider sitting between its folded wings. “Is that Merglan?” she asked, not meaning to speak out loud. 

      “Who cares who it is, we need to kill them!” a familiar voice responded. 

      Kirsten glanced at the soldier who had spoken. Tony stood at the shield wall where she had pushed to the front. 

      Not him, Kirsten thought to herself and focused again on the larger problem at hand. After a moment of staring at the dragon and rider, Kirsten asked, “Why aren’t they attacking us?” 

      “Because they’re overwhelmed by our army!” Tony answered loudly. 

      “You don’t know that,” she blurted out. “That dragon could burn us to the ground if it wanted to.” 

      “Who the hell are you?” Tony barked, taking his eyes off the dragon for the first time. 

      Kirsten pulled the blue sapphire from under her shirt and held it glowing in her hand, and snarled, “I'm Kirsten, Anders’ cousin.”  

      Tony’s face twisted into a snarl and he looked like he would attack her. “Back off, Tony!” sounded another voice, one she recognized.  

      Kirsten looked to see that Rune had pushed his way through the crowd and stepped up to the front of the formation as well. Hensal and Alistair appeared from behind him a moment later. 

      In an authoritative voice, Rune shouted, “Soldiers, do not break formation until you are given a command from us!” 

      Kirsten heard Tony spit, but she returned her sights to the dragon and rider. The rider dismounted and stood at the dragon’s side. For some reason, Kirsten felt as though they were staring at her and nobody else. Suddenly she felt a stabbing sensation in her head. Following the piercing pain, she heard a voice ask her, Where did you get the crystal? 

      Kirsten clutched her head and asked, “What do you mean?” 

      “Who are you talking to?” Tony snapped. 

      Kirsten looked around confused, then said to Rune, “The rider is talking to me.” 

      “We should kill him before he turns against us,” Tony said. 

      “And risk losing the chance to form an alliance with a dragonrider!?” Rune shouted.  

      “This could be the one Anders met in the mountains,” Hensal suggested. 

      Kirsten tried to focus on keeping the woman’s voice out of her thoughts the way Anders had shown them, but this rider was far more powerful than anything Kirsten could defend against. The rider spoke silently again, I am not here to fight. I wish to talk.

      Kirsten looked at Rune, “She said she doesn’t want to fight, she just wants to talk.”

      “She?” He repeated, looking at the rider standing alongside the fierce violet dragon. “See what she wants.”

      “No, we should kill them. It’s too risky,” Tony said. Several others around them shouted in agreement. Others disagreed.

      While the soldiers debated amongst themselves, Kirsten summoned her courage and pushed through the shield wall. She walked out toward the strange dragonrider. As she got closer to the large purple-scaled dragon where the armored rider stood at its side, she began to see more dragons standing in the darkness behind this first pair. Kirsten hoped that she could trust the rider, that she actually did want to talk rather than attack.

      ***

      Merglan sat on a downed tree, resting in empty space that had once been the elven court. With his energy stores replenishing more quickly now that he’d managed to harness a portion of the ancient city’s magic, the dark sorcerer didn’t need to wait long. The source of pure magic that he’d been so committed to gaining control over still eluded his total control.

      I just need a little more time, he said to himself, not letting his thoughts be transmitted to Killdoor who lay in the shadows nearby. The dragon’s loyalty to him had never wavered in the many years they’d been bonded. Even when Merglan chose to kill their master and doom the Norfolk by sealing off the only breach in a magical barrier separating them from the rest of Kartania, Killdoor had not questioned Merglan’s motives.

      Once I have the true source under my control, no prophecy can stop me from complete domination, he assured himself.

      As he relished the tingling warmth of magic returning to his wells of storage, Merglan’s mind flashed with the faces of those he’d killed; those who he’d hated the most and who’d deserved what he’d given them. He saw his father, the sorceress of the north who had prophesied his doom, the copious riders who’d tried to stop him. One face seemed to be missing, a face that he wished he’d seen among all the others.

      “I should’ve killed her,” he said aloud.

      Killdoor’s thoughts spoke into Merglan’s mind now, She died.

      But not by my hand, he replied.

      It may as well have been by our doing, she was trapped, unable to return.

      If William weren’t stupid enough to think he could’ve stopped it…

      She’d dead and has been for decades, Killdoor said.

      Merglan rose from the log and said, “Come. We have work to do.”
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      Anders sat tall in his saddle and searched the expansive plains before them. Focusing his magical abilities to spot and locate anything out of the ordinary had become as routine as making sure his saddle was fitted right on Zahara. The most recent attack on Brookside, however, reminded Anders that he didn’t catch everything. Whether Merglan had learned a new way to mask his minions, or Anders had slipped up, both Anders and Zahara were determined to ensure nothing snuck under their noses again. With the City of Aquina two day’s march away, Anders and Maija had to keep themselves at attention. Merglan had already sent agents of evil to disrupt them and, from what Anders could gather, Aquina was the first target on Merglan’s westward expansion.  

      Why couldn’t we have kept some of the smaller crystals and given a few of these larger ones to Nadir or Natalia? Zahara asked him. 

      Because they couldn’t carry them as easily as we can, Anders said. 

      But they have their own saddlebags, Zahara said. 

      Those are travel packs; they won’t have them when the fighting starts, Anders said. 

      I don’t want to fly into battle with my saddlebags loaded with rocks. 

      I’m still trying to figure out the best way to do that. We might just need to keep them somewhere safe and retrieve a few at a time as we need them, Anders suggested. 

      That is not a good idea, I would rather carry them all in these uncomfortable bags than see them back in the hands of Merglan. 

      He was able to use them at a long distance. If I could figure out how he did that, we wouldn’t need to carry them with us. 

      You had better figure that out quickly. We’re getting awfully close and I can sense a strange scent in the air.  

      What do you mean? 

      I mean, we are coming up on the first major population Merglan would come across to get to us. We’re going to have to face him again soon and I don’t like the smell of it. 

      We escaped once, Anders said, trying to reassure her.  

      With Ivan taking the brunt of the attack. And the second time Merglan let us go to get into the elven city. The next time will be the last. No running, no surrender. One of us will die. 

      Anders knew she was right. The next time they faced Merglan would be the last. 

      We could give out more crystals to the people in the Army? Your cousin was impressed by Inama’s ability. 

      If there were more like her, we would, but those willing to touch the crystals among her people didn’t show the same aptitude and the others could take too much time to train. If we gave them away and they couldn’t defend themselves properly, the best chance we have at having enough energy to fight Merglan head on would go right back to him, Anders explained. Anders felt her annoyance at having to cart the heavy, bulky crystals and said, If you need to, we can use some of the energy to lighten the load?  

      No, if we can’t share these tools with all of those deserving people down there, then we can’t waste any of the energy on making ourselves more comfortable.  

      I know it doesn’t seem fair to everyone else, but what would you have me do?  

      I don’t know. Maybe if you had told everyone you were their true King, they would’ve listened and we could’ve had more time.  

      That wouldn’t have given us more time and you know I don’t want to be King. Ruling over people is what Merglan wants, not me.  

      What about when it’s over? Will you claim the throne then? 

      Let’s focus on now and trying to defeat Merglan; we’ll think about what comes afterward if we make it. 

      What about Maija and Raffa? 

      If we all make it through this, we’ll stick together no matter what. 

      Good.  

      But that can’t happen if we don’t beat Merglan first, he said. Anders felt Zahara distance her emotions from him and he no longer could tell what she was thinking about. If I were to become King after all this, I would give each person the chance to have magic. I would promote having schools in every city and major town that would teach normal people how to use the crystals’ powers. Tasks that require back-breaking labor would become easier to handle. If we could combine this energy with a strong focus on morality and philosophy, the world would change.  

      Those are the ideals the ancient order of dragonriders was striving to achieve, Tarron’s voice cut through into Anders’ thoughts.  

      If Merglan hadn’t killed off anyone who still practiced the order’s philosophies, equality in magic’s uses might’ve had a chance to thrive in Kartania, Zahara said. 

      The order of the dragonriders faced obstacles of their own. Like Merglan, there were those among them who believed the gift of magic should stay a weapon available only to those who’d bonded. Finding a way to make magic accessible to others and using it for the betterment of society led to the crumbling of their influential power. Several riders and many dragons outside the order believed access to magic shouldn’t be distributed so broadly, Tarron said. 

      But the order wanted magic to be used as a tool not a weapon? Anders asked. 

      In those days, they hadn’t discovered the use of inhabitance crystals yet, but they envisioned a world where dragons and dragonriders would use their magic as a trade skill, not to start and end wars.  

      But with such a superior power, it doesn’t take a genius to see its potential to be misused for domination, Zahara said. 

      The order had very strict rules about what dragonriders could do. They policed themselves with a strict code of conduct. Abuse of one’s power could result in an unbonding and, as a dragonrider and wielder of the one great power, one could never become a ruler of a nation or kingdom.  

      See, Zahara, I wasn’t born to be a king, Anders said.  

      Zahara ignored his comment and asked, What do you mean, unbonding? 

      Death, Tarron said simply. However, times have changed:  your beliefs differ so greatly and no one polices anyone’s actions, which puts you in an interesting situation. Maybe what the world needs at this time is a just ruler who can use the powers given to us by dragons.  

      I wonder what that band of riders we saw in the mountains believes? Anders said, looking north and seeing the snowcapped peaks in the distance.  

      There is a way to find out, Tarron suggested. 

      And if they see things differently? Anders asked.  

      That’s why I’m pointing these things out to you. What if you do achieve your goal, then what? Like Zahara said, you are a King without a crown. You must consider what’s best for the people. After Merglan is gone, there will still be a struggle for power. With your common enemy out of the picture, will peace continue between your nations? What happens if the humans decide they want to live in the Everlight Kingdom now that the elves have been weakened? And what about the dwarfs? What if they want to expand their empire? The order of riders was tasked with controlling these things. We worked as ambassadors for world peace.  

      Are you saying I should strong-arm people into doing what I want? How is that different from what Merglan is doing? If I want to continue to be different from him, I need to do things differently. 

      I’m just saying, there is more to consider than just killing Merglan and leaving everyone to pick up the pieces. You didn’t start this, but you should finish it and that means dealing with the fallout too, Tarron said. 

      Maybe I won’t and I don’t have to decide anything? Right now, that almost seems preferable.  

      Anders, don’t say that! Zahara shouted. 

      Anders winced from the outburst, That was a poor joke. I’m sorry.  Tens of thousands of lives would become enslaved if we don’t win. 

      Not to mention all the dragons. We need to stop the C.F.D.D., too, remember? 

      Yeah, no pressure, right?  

      Yes, pressure. Lots of pressure, Zahara replied. 

      Anders almost told her it was a sarcastic remark but decided against it. They were both on edge and needed to focus on the task at hand. Why did Merglan have to go and mess up our lives? Anders thought. 

      That’s the cycle of things. There will always be a negative to the positive, no matter how extreme, Tarron said. 

      If this ends up in our favor and we decide to give everyone access to magic, how will we prevent something like this from happening again? Zahara asked. 

      That’s for the future us to think about, Anders said.  

      You know for a three-year-old, Zahara, you are quite advanced, even for a dragon, Tarron remarked. 

      Anders felt a sense of pride grow in Zahara’s confidence. Alright, Tarron, quit distracting us from our duty. I wouldn’t want a herd of fairnheir to attack the Army because we were discussing what-ifs.  

      As Tarron backed away from his thoughts, Anders looked over to see Maija and Natalia on Raffa keeping pace with them. He wondered if Raffa felt discomfort from carrying his share of the crystals. At least we have saddlebags designed to carry large loads, he thought, eyeing the trunks strapped to Raffa’s sides.  

      He doesn’t like carrying them any more than I do, Zahara assured him.  

      Anders caught Maija’s eye and smiled. If the Prophecy he’d learned about his family and his life was true, then he would be with her at least until the end. He took some comfort in hoping they’d stay together until the final moments or, if they were lucky, long after Merglan was gone. Anders looked down at the small bag hanging by his left thigh. He could still feel Ivan’s presence and knew his father’s soul was there in the sealed box. No matter how hard he wanted to use the crystals’ energy to try to open the cube, Anders knew he wouldn’t have that luxury until the war was over. Zahara was right in that they needed to hang on to all of the energy they had to face Merglan and Killdoor and whatever else had taken up sides with them. His mind reeling with so much to consider, Anders attempted to refocus on scouting the broad reaches of the Plains.  

       ***  

      Maija looked left and caught Anders staring at her. She could tell he was thinking about the coming days. Every time he worried his brow flattened into an almost-angry expression and his stormy eyes took on a faraway look. She smiled at him. He smiled back weakly, then turned his attention back to the landscape below. I wonder if we’ll ever be able to live normally again?  

      Don’t think so negatively, Raffa’s voice sounded into her thoughts.  

      Well it’s kind of hard to avoid it at the moment, she responded. What we’ve been facing are not ordinary relationship struggles. Will he ever feel safe enough to trust others again? 

      He trusts you, me and Zahara, Raffa said. He puts his trust in everyone come to think of it. 

       He does trust that people will be good more than most, I think. Maybe you’re right, but we still need to survive to find out. 

      There you go again. Stay positive, Maija. State of mind can make a world of difference. 

      It’s hard not to think about the last encounter with Merglan and wonder how much he was holding back? We were inches from death more than a few times in that fight.  

      I can almost feel that dragon’s claws digging through my scales as if it happened yesterday, Raffa told her. But we can’t let fear overcome us, not now. We must take each day as it comes, and at the end, we’ll see what will be.  

      Maija shifted in the saddle. Her movement caused her sister to falter slightly. Natalia grunted trying to reposition herself while hanging onto Maija.

      “Sorry, I’m not used to flying with two people,” Maija said over her shoulder.  

      “Don’t worry about it,” Natalia replied. “I’m just glad to be in the skies again.” 

      “I thought you’d like to come along,” Maija said. “When I came back to camp last night and saw the look on your face, well, I’m sorry it took me so long to ask if you wanted to fly with me.”  

      “What’s that!?” Natalia shouted. “I didn’t hear anything after, ‘camp last night’!”  

      Maija switched to mindspeak, I keep forgetting you can speak like this, too.  

      It’s the way to go when you’re flying, that’s for sure, Natalia said. Anyway, what were you saying? 

      I was just wondering what it’s like for you being back up here again? Maija restated. 

      I never thought I would have this feeling again. After Vieadore was taken from me...  

      I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry, Maija said.  

      No, it’s fine, Natalia said with a combination of emotions Maija had never felt before. I haven’t flown since that day.  

      What was it like, facing Merglan alone? Maija asked. 

      Horrifying.  

      I can only imagine.  

      To most people I would say, no, they couldn’t imagine, but knowing that you have faced Merglan and Killdoor once, I believe you can imagine, Natalia paused and Maija could tell she was searching for the right way to explain her feelings.  

      I’m sorry, Natalia, to have to ask, but I do need to hear this from you. It could be of help to me when Anders and I are forced to fight him again.  

      Natalia struggled to force down the pain of her memories, I flew out with Keanu and Ragnadore, the other rider in training from Cedarbridge. We knew where we were going and what we were up against. I was overconfident, thinking that Merglan had gone dormant because of a severe injury when he last faced Ivan and Jazz. Ivan never fully disclosed what happened that day, only that he’d gone against her wishes and she’d died as a result.  

      Keanu and I were told the Elven Army was moving to strike at Merglan while he was still in the early stages of orchestrating a return to power. Asmond tasked us with guarding the skies. If Merglan showed up, we were to face him. When we found out Zahara was coming with us to be with Anders, we both knew the potential for a bonding was very high, so we made it our chief priority to protect her. 

      As we watched Merglan and Killdoor approaching in the sky, I could feel the wealth of his power and hesitated. Keanu hadn’t been in a real fight before and was eager to test his skills. He and Ragnadore tried to attack. Realizing how powerful Merglan had become, I knew Keanu was in trouble. I raced after him and we worked to distract Killdoor and Merglan. Even two against one, we were out matched. Keanu continued to attack relentlessly, trying to drive Merglan away from the elves and Zahara. The strategy worked in drawing Merglan’s attention, but my power was draining as I tried to defend Keanu, while Merglan’s power remained too strong to hold off any longer. In an effort to give Keanu space to escape, I attacked. When I had Merglan’s full attention, I withdrew, hoping he would pursue me. Instead, Merglan attacked Keanu and Ragnadore one-on-one. Without any help, Keanu had no chance. He was too inexperienced. They were dead before they hit the ground,” Natalia said coldly. She withdrew from Maija’s mind and they rode in silence for a time. 

      Raffa was the first to break the silence by saying, I have lost dragons, too. My father was a very aggressive male and could not be trusted when my siblings grew to full size. I watched my father kill my oldest brother when my brother tried to get our mother’s attention. After that I left them to be on my own. 

      That’s terrible, Maija said. I didn’t mean to pry into old wounds, but I’m sure there’s something I can learn from it before facing Merglan. 

      Don’t be sorry, Maija. It’s the way things are, and we can’t change the past, Natalia said. I will finish what I've started telling you as best I can. 

      Take your time, Maija said. 

      Natalia took several deep breaths and continued to describe what happened after Keanu fell. We tried to go back and help, but it was too late. I saw Killdoor turn his attention on us and felt the full strength of Merglan’s mental assault. Vieadore and I set our walls of defense, retreating into our minds. Just as we’d practiced, I tried holding him off as best I could while she focused on escaping Killdoor. After a hellish flight, I realized we’d successfully led them far enough away from the elves to allow Zahara to escape. I abandoned all hopes of returning to the army; my survival instincts kicked in. No matter what we tried, Merglan stayed on our tail.  

      I don’t know if Vieadore slowed or if Killdoor sped up, but Killdoor attacked us. I tried to cut him with my sword because my mind was being bombarded by Merglan. Our dragons were locked, intertwined as they flew through the air. I could hear Vieadore screaming as Killdoor’s claws raked her underside. I fought Merglan with sword and magic, trying to get a killing blow on either of them, but he was too quick. I don't think I landed a single strike on either of them. Killdoor released us and Merglan’s blade cut Vieadore deeper than his dragon’s claws had. We fell to the ground, and she pinned me under her body weight. They left us when they could tell my dragon was near death. I used all the energy I had left to try to heal her. The magic drained me and I fell unconscious. 

       Believe me, Maija, I did everything I could to save her. When I woke up, she was gone and I was left lying in a pool of dragon blood. I wanted to die. Without her, I had no reason to live. I would’ve done it myself if I had had the strength, but I spent the next day slipping in and out of consciousness trying to summon more magic, to end my suffering. Somehow, Anders found me in a dream. He, Ivan and Nadir pulled me out of that living nightmare and brought me to our healers. I'm not sure if you can get anything out of that. Just know that Killdoor and Merglan are relentless and will do everything and anything in their power to destroy you.  

      How are you able to go on after something like that? Maija asked. 

      I take it one day at a time, she replied. 

      Maija didn’t ask anything more about her sister’s experience. After bonding with Raffa, Maija knew she would be devastated if she lost him and they had only been together for little less than a month. Maija knew her sister had been bonded with Vieadore for years. Raffa’s mental presence reminded her of what he’d said earlier about not letting fear consume her. Focusing, she attempted to fine-tune her searching abilities with magic while Natalia’s sad story replayed in the back of her mind. 

      Several hours later, she saw it, columns of smoke rising in the distance. Maija’s stomach turned at the sight. No, we’re too late, she thought. 

      We don't know that for sure; it’s just smoke, Raffa responded. 

      “Smoke on the horizon,” Natalia said, pointing her hand just past Maija’s face. Prepare yourself for anything, she added, switching to mindspeak. 

      Maija felt Anders’ mind reaching out to hers. She opened her link with his and heard him say, Zahara and I are going to fly out ahead and see what’s burning. You and Raffa hang back in case it’s a trap.  

      Anders, no, she blurted through their shared thoughts. We need to do this together. 

      We're still doing this together, we just need to be smart about it, okay?  

      But separating isn’t smart. The city is just ahead, Maija said. 

      Zahara and I can fly faster. If there’s something strange, we’ll turn back and catch up with you. If something were to go wrong, the Army would suffer a greater loss if we both went down. I’m just going to fly ahead and see what the smoke is about. 

      I hope it's just a wildfire, Maija said. 

      Me, too, Anders replied. 

      He didn’t say it to her, but she could feel his love for her. She reciprocated the emotion and watched as they sped ahead. We’re going to hang back and wait to see what he finds out about the apparent fire, Maija told Raffa and Natalia. 

      You’re not going to stick together? Natalia asked. 

      Zahara’s faster than we are; if there’s a reason to flee, speed will be better than strength. I don’t want to rush into a situation without knowing what we’re getting into, Maija said.  

      So, you did learn something from my mistakes, Natalia said. 

      I do not want to see Zahara in harm’s way, Raffa added. 

      We can stay just close enough to stay in contact with Anders and Zahara, that way we’ll be ready to help them or run, Maija said. 

      Raffa seemed to agree with her idea and slowed his pace. He dropped in elevation, keeping low in case other dragons or riders were nearby. Soon Aquina came into full view. Maija looked south to the Bareback River. She had thought that perhaps the Rollo ships had made much faster time than they’d anticipated and they were defending the city. Her thoughts were quickly proven wrong when she saw the wide river empty as far as she could see to the south. Knowing that the river didn’t lie much lower than the plains, Maija could’ve seen the ships’ masts if they had made it up the river. As they neared the outskirts of the city, Maija felt Anders trying to communicate with her. 

      We need to hide. There’s fighting in the city. Do you see the river ahead? he asked. 

      Yes, the Rollo Islanders are not here yet, she told him. 

      Zahara and I are at the river. Come in low and the smoke should hide you. We’re just north of the city. We’ll wait for you here. 

      Maija relayed the information to Raffa and Natalia. Keeping her mind’s eye on the lookout, Maija held onto the saddle as Raffa dropped to fly just over the ground. Just as Anders instructed, they glided in just north of the city. Thick smoke puffed up from the northeast side of the city, growing more dense as they neared the river. Maija didn’t know what the smoke was hiding them from, but she couldn’t see beyond it. Anders touched on her again; they were too far south of his hiding place. Staying just above the water, Raffa followed Anders’ directions north to their location. Landing on the river’s edge, Maija and Natalia leapt down from their saddle and joined Anders on the bank’s slope.  

      “Did you see them?” Anders asked. 

      Maija glanced at Natalia and they both shook their heads. “We couldn’t see beyond the smoke,” Maija replied. 

      “What did you see?” Natalia asked. 

      “A pack of fairnheir,” Anders replied. “But I could sense another sorcerer nearby. I think it’s one of Merglan’s riders.” 

      “Did they feel you?” Natalia asked. 

      Anders shook his head, “I don’t think they did.” 

      “Good,” she said. 

      “You couldn’t see them, and they likely didn’t see you either, then they probably don’t know we’re here,” Maija reasoned. 

      Anders nodded, “So we have surprise on our side.”  

      “Did you see how many fairnheir?” Natalia asked. 

      “I only saw them at a distance,” Anders said. “As soon as we noticed them, we came in low behind the smoke and remained low. I’ve been glancing over the bank, but it’s too far to tell.” 

      “And the Rollo warriors aren’t here,” Maija added.  

      “They should be here soon, though,” Anders said. “Britt thought it would only take them about four days.” 

      “It’s been three,” Maija said.  

      “Yep, that’s where I accounted for the ‘about’ part of her guess,” Anders said. 

      She could tell that Anders was thinking up a plan and asked, “So what do we do now?” 
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      “We have to fight them,” Anders said bluntly. 

      “Anders, unless Merglan has found a way to make fairnheir breathe fire, they don’t burn things down,” Natalia said, motioning to the smoke columns.  

      “They could’ve started them to create a barrier?” Anders said as he crouched. 

      “The sorcerer,” Maija said, grabbing his arm. “I didn’t feel it, but you did.” 

      Anders shrugged, “It was faint. Maybe they aren’t here yet and there’s a window of opportunity that’s closing. I’m going to go to the top of the bank and see if I can get a better look.” Anders crawled toward the top of the shallow rise above the river’s edge and suddenly paused.  

      “What is it?” Natalia whispered. 

      Anders looked back and waved for them to join him.  

      Maija followed Natalia and slowly crawled to Anders. Looking at him with wide eyes, Maija followed his hand as he pointed toward the fighting. She saw a distant dark outline of a dragon diving toward the city. A bright orange and yellow stream shot from its mouth seconds before it dropped out of sight behind the bending columns of smoke.  

      “How’s your hearing?” Anders asked.  

      Maija listened for a moment, but only heard the slow-moving river behind them and the wind pushing to the west across the flat plains. “It’s normal.”  

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Natalia asked, looking at her sister. 

      “I have a heightened sense of hearing when Merglan’s near,” Maija told her. 

      “That must be one of the spells mother cast on you before she died,” Natalia said. “And it still works?” 

      “I had it when we were held captive and Kirsten and I worked near him in the castle and it started happening again once we were outside of Cedarbridge. Merglan attacked not long after,” Maija confirmed. 

      “So that’s one of his elven riders from the prison,” Natalia reasoned. 

      “They’re elves?” Anders asked. 

      Natalia shrugged, “Usually riders are. You, Ivan and Merglan are prime examples of why elves had dominated the field for so long.” 

      Maija saw Anders’ brows pinch together.  

      Natalia glanced at him, “Sorry, but it’s true. Most humans bring their emotional baggage into their political decisions. In your case, though, you’re in the right.”  

      “Thanks?” Anders said.  

      “Natalia,” Maija nagged, tilting her head and eyeing her sister. 

      “What?” she said. “It’s true. There are books about it in the dragonriders library to prove it.” 

      “It doesn’t matter,” Anders said. “We need to do something before that dragon burns the entire city.”  

      “What if it’s a trap?” Maija asked.  

      Anders thought for a moment, then said, “If it were a trap, Merglan would be here. And if we’re right, he’s not.”  

      “The other two riders,” Maija said. “They could be here, too.”  

      “I only sense one. With our crystals, I think I’ll have a decent chance at taking him one-on-one.”  

      “And you could recharge what you use with the dying fairnheir,” Natalia said.  

      Anders nodded, “A herd of fairnheir can move faster than an army. With a dragonrider to guide them, my guess is that this is the first probe of Merglan’s attack. Hopefully, the rider hasn’t seen the Rollo Islanders. If they’re on track, they’ll arrive tomorrow.” 

      “If this is the first wave of the attack, then the others will be soon to follow,” Natalia said.  

      “And we can’t afford to leave. If we do, our army won’t have anything to fall back on,” Anders said. 

      “If Merglan’s army gets here by tonight, we’ll lose the city and be caught in the middle of the Plains,” Maija said. “And all the people here in Aquina will die.”  

      Anders looked back at Zahara, who stood with her head leaning toward them so she could hear what they were saying. “What do you think?” he asked. 

      Maija turned and saw Raffa at her side, his large golden eyes also staring at her.  

      Zahara spoke into their minds at the same time, I won’t let innocent peoples be burned if I can do something about it.  

      “We’re going to fly out there,” Anders said.  

      “We’ll come with you,” Maija said boldly. 

      Before Natalia could agree, Tarron’s voice cut through to all of them, Aren’t you going to ask my opinion? 

      If we said no, you’d give it anyway, Ander said, switching to mindspeak. 

      If I recall from the meeting you had in Brookside, you were going to attempt to join the famous horse riders when you arrived. If they’re under attack now, what better way to gain their support than by coming to their aid and likely rescuing them. 

      Yeah, that’s what we decided, Anders said. 

      Not just you aiding in their rescue, Anders. The elves as well.  

      But they aren’t here, Maija said. 

      If one of you elves decided to run back to get them, you could bring them here before nightfall. One day’s march for a massive army is not so far for elves with their incredible speed, Tarron said. 

      “I’ll go,” Natalia said to Maija. 

      “We shouldn’t split up,” Maija protested. 

      “Tarron’s right, Maija. The enemy army will be here and we can’t guarantee that the Rollo Navy will get here in time. If I go back now, I can bring Nadir and the others by nightfall. That’s six hundred elves that we’ll need.” 

      “That’s still not enough to hold the city. If we don’t come back by tonight, they’ll come looking for us anyway,” Maija argued. 

      “Six hundred elves, two dragonriders and a cavalry should hold the city until the Rolloans and the other armies arrive,” Anders said. “We can’t count on the cavalry, but we can count on the elves.”  

      Maija could tell she would not be able to talk her sister into staying. “Take Raffa with you; you’ll reach them much faster,” she said. 

      “No,” Natalia said. 

      I won’t leave my bonded when an enemy rider is near, Raffa said to Maija and Natalia both.  

      “You’re going to need to stay and try to get the support of Aquina,” Natalia said, preparing to leave.  

      “I’ll be fighting the dragonrider with Anders,” Maija said looking at Anders for confirmation. 

      He frowned, “I’ll try to, but I don’t know if we can pull both the rider and the fairnheir away from the city by ourselves. You’re going to have to take on the fairnheir after I lead the rider away from the city. If you can, you’ll have to rally the people and cavalry.” 

      Maija was about to argue, but Natalia said as only an older sister can, “There isn’t time for arguing, Maija. They’ve seen you and talked with you before. You’ll need to rally the city and face the fairnheir while Anders deals with the rider. I’m going to get the elves. Look for us at dusk. If we’re not here by then, well, just expect us at dusk.” With that Natalia turned and dashed into the river, swimming easily to the other side.  

      Anders took several deep breaths and Maija knew he was about to leave her to confront the dragonrider. “Anders,” she said, concern rattling her voice. 

      “I know this is scary,” Anders said, taking her hands in his. “But right now, we’re the only ones who can do something about it.” 

      “Don’t make me face the army by myself; come back the moment you win or feel a loss coming,” she said. 

      “Take Raffa down river into the city, stay on the ground until I’ve drawn the rider away. If you can, call the cavalry to arms. I didn’t see any resistance when I came in.”  

      “And if they aren’t there?” she asked. 

      “Wait until I lead the dragon away, then scorch those bastards,” Anders said. He wrapped his arms tightly around her and whispered. “We’ll be fine, Maija. I won’t let them take me away from you.” 

      “You better not,” Maija whispered, trying to hold back her tears.  

      Anders kissed her and turned to leave. Maija watched as he mounted Zahara. She rubbed noses with Raffa and walked out of the river’s draw. Anders and Zahara looked back at Maija and Raffa once before Zahara spread her wings and flew out toward Aquina. 

      As Anders flew out of view, Maija suddenly felt that they’d just made a terrible mistake. She and Raffa quickly ran down river toward the city. She jogged so Raffa could keep up. Dragons were faster than humans on their feet, but if they weren’t flying, they couldn’t keep up with the elves.  

      What did I learn from Natalia’s story: don’t split up in this kind of situation, she thought.  

      I don’t agree with it either, Raffa said. And I really didn’t like you saying I should leave you to protect Natalia.  

      I didn’t say you should protect her, Maija thought. I just thought it would go faster, but you’re right, that was a worse idea. If I was all alone right now...  

      Don’t even think it; we are together and will not let fear overcome us, Raffa said.  

      Right, we need to rally the people of Aquina, Maija replied. Shouldn’t be too hard to get them to listen to me now that they’re under attack.  

      Soon Maija was forced to slow her pace, the smoke blowing across the riverbed was too thick to see through. Coughing, she covered her mouth with the shirt under her leather riding armor. The sooty smoke stung her eyes; they watered profusely. She could hardly keep them open. Stopping, she turned around to see Raffa standing still, looking at her in concern.  

      How aren’t you feeling this? she asked. 

      Why are you crying? I can’t see through the smoke, but it doesn’t bother me, he replied. 

      Dragons, she thought and tried crouching. The smoke was less dense near the ground, so she could see a little farther.  

      What are you doing now? Raffa asked.  

      I can’t breathe up there, so I’m going to have to crawl the rest of the way, she told him. Maija used some of her magic to carefully search out in front of her. She made sure to keep her search within the banks of the river. They’d come closer to the north end of Aquina. She could sense horses and people nearby, but no fairnheir. Crawling farther through the smoke, Maija quickly realized it would take too much time to reach a location where she could see Anders clearly.  

      This is ridiculous, she thought. Raffa, fly through the smoke until we’re into the city.  

      I was wondering when you were going to ask me to do that, he said. 

      If I’m slow to realize something like that, please say something about it, Maija said slightly irritated with herself for not thinking of the solution sooner. The smoke would hide them better than the riverbank.  

      She hopped into the saddle, holding her breath for as long as she could. Raffa flew low through the thick gray haze. Maija began to need to breathe, but didn’t want to take in the harsh smoke. Unable to hold out any longer, Maija took several short breaths, each one worse than the last. She coughed violently; the lack of oxygen made her feel sick. Raffa sped faster toward the city and she began to throw up.  

      Flying out of the smoke and just over the low rooftops of the adobe-style homes, Raffa descended into an opening inside the city. Maija choked on her vomit as he hit the ground with speed, falling and sliding on his underside. She held onto the saddle with all her strength. Raffa’s wings plowed through homes alongside the street. As soon as he slowed, Maija let out a final hurl, spilling the rest of her lunch on the ground below. Gasping for air from having not had a decent breath in longer than she could stand, Maija focused on not passing out. Blinking rapidly and taking in deep breaths of the fresh air, she controlled her breathing enough to take in her surroundings.  

      The smoke behind her acted as a wall trailing from east to west as the wind pushed it across the Plains. The sky was devoid of dragons. While Raffa gathered his feet under him, Maija could see that the dirt street they’d crashed onto and the surrounding streets within sight were empty.  

      Are you alright? I felt you were going to pass out, so I hurried as fast as I could, Raffa said. 

      Yes, I’m going to be alright, Maija said. Thank you, Raffa, she said, patting his neck, then asked, Where are the people?  

      I didn’t see anyone, Raffa said.  

      Horses and people were nearby just a minute ago, she said as she searched the area with her mind for the horses and people she’d felt moments ago. She found them, moving very quickly away from them. Maija cursed, They’re fleeing upriver. We must have flown right over them.  

      There must be others closer to the fires, Raffa said, spreading his wings to fly. 

      Maija checked the skies, Raffa, don’t fly. She directed his attention to where she’d just seen a dragon loop out from behind the smoke. She gasped a moment later when she saw a second follow the same path.  

      Was that them? Raffa asked after the dragons flew back out of sight behind the smoke.  

      If it wasn’t, Anders is in for a tougher fight than he expected. I hope he knows what he’s doing, she thought.  

      I’ll stay low and near the smoke in case we need to hide from view again, he said. 

      Be careful, Maija warned. I’m not sure I can take on two dragonriders alone. We should keep our mind barriers up, too, and try not to search too far out from what we can see.  

      Agreeing, Raffa flapped his wings several times and let the wind carry him just over the homes. Staying close to the smoke, he moved forward across the city. Maija looked south across the breadth of Aquina. Strangely, she didn’t see a single person or horse, a drastic change from their visit nearly a week ago.

      Where is everyone? Why aren’t they defending the city? she wondered. We should see people here, fighting and trying to smother the flames. Unless they fled in the days since we returned to Brookside?  

      I sense people ahead, Raffa said. 

      Maija searched and found a small group moving in their direction. They’re coming this way, she agreed. These people were moving fast, like the small band she had sensed fleeing. We’ll try to flag them down, she told Raffa.  

      The group of men on horseback galloped along the edge of the smoke-filled street. Maija directed Raffa to hover as they came into view. She shouted at them, trying to wave them down. Several men and women from the group of the last Aquinians in the city limits looked up and saw them. Their eyes went wide and they peeled off into the smoke.  

      No, Maija thought. Raffa we need to catch them.  

      Several arrows shot up from the hazy streets. Raffa moved deftly to dodge them. As the shots flew by, he asked, Why don’t they recognize us? 

      They think we’re with the other rider. How would they know that we’re still on their side when we show up at the same time that they’re under attack? Maija heard wooden arrow shafts snap against the energy shield Raffa had summoned to protect her. If I can just get their attention, they’ll see that we’re here to help. If we can talk to them, they might send word to wherever the rest of their people have fled that Anders and I will fight for them, she said.  

      Maija, Raffa said, sounding alarmed.  

      Maija looked away from those fleeing on horseback to the smoke-filled streets where Raffa had directed her attention. Pouring out of the haze and onto the streets came fairnheir. The massive houndlike creatures with hellish red eyes snarled and snapped in pursuit of their prey.  

      Reacting simultaneously, Raffa produced a jet of fire while Maija summoned magic. Just as she had done with the attacking kurr, Maija channeled a pulse of energy from her well of magic. This time the warm electric buzz didn’t fizzle out when it reached her fingertips, rather it exploded from her with more force than she’d ever been able to produce. The burst of energy splashed across the charging fairnheir, sending a deadly wave of battle magic and dragon fire through the streets.  

      Almost instantly she felt the massive amount of energy drain from her body. She wavered in her saddle, reaching for the crystal-hilted dagger at her side. Maija grabbed the dagger and felt a surge of magic shoot back into her reserves.  

      The people, she thought to Raffa. He flapped twice and disappeared into the smoke. Maija’s world became a dense cloud of unbreathable air. She held her breath, searching for the horsemen they had attempted to save. Like the others she’d seen, they were riding north, upriver. Feeling the pressure of the beastly hounds continuing to charge toward them, Maija called for Raffa to fly out of the smoke.  

      Once in the clear, Maija could see the chaos below. The black-haired giant hounds rampaged through the streets. A tangle of horsemen who hadn’t escaped earlier grappled and then fell under their charge. Maija looked desperately for Anders and instead spotted two dragons flying close together.  

      The dragonrider is distracted, Maija told Raffa. Now’s our chance to take the fairnheir.  

      There are homes down there, Raffa worried. 

      Empty homes. The people are gone, Maija said. To make sure what she said was true, Maija expanded her mental search now that the dragonrider was distracted. She fed on the power she’d absorbed from the crystal to gather the scope of the attack. Raffa shared his mind’s eye with her so they could combine what each was sensing.  

      The hounds below broke the defense, Raffa said. 

      The only survivors are galloping north. There’s one way to stop them from taking over the city, Maija said. Burn them. The thought made her cringe, but she couldn’t think of another option. She couldn’t reason with the fairnheir; they were evil creatures who acted as agents of chaos for Merglan.  

      She gripped her saddle and prepared to form an energy shield around herself. Raffa flew over the tops of the buildings and released a steady stream of fire as he passed. The heat and flames they let loose licked around the energy shield Maija had summoned. She continually tracked the fight with Anders and the enemy rider, watching the explosions and streams of flame coming from each dragon.  

      The fires from the enemy dragonrider and Raffa grew together, catching many of the fairnheir before they could flee to the Bareback Plains east of Aquina. From her perch, Maija could see far out across the grasslands. On the horizon, she saw the mountains tapering south to what she thought was the tree line marking the elven forests. That must be where the orc and kurr army is. There might still be time for us to secure the city before they reach us, she thought.  

      Having dealt with the fairnheir within the city, Maija turned her sights on Anders. Before she and Raffa turned away from the fire, a black streak came into view. A second later, Maija felt the jolt.  

      The sudden crash into Raffa’s underside caused Maija to buck from her saddle. She launched forward onto the back of Raffa’s head. Pain burned across her neck when she slammed into him. She would’ve fallen had she not landed directly between three of the dozens of spikes sprouting along the length of his spine. The burn on her neck felt wet and she could see the spike rising up next to her head.  

      I’m not dead, she thought when she realized she had full control of her body. Taking hold of the spikes and returning to her saddle, she asked, Raffa what was that?  

      Whatever it was, it hit hard, he said. I think it’s gone now. 

      Puzzled, Maija climbed back into her saddle and felt at her neck. Her hand was covered in blood, but not more than what a scrape would produce. That was close, she thought. Are you okay? she asked, leaning over to inspect him.  

      Stop that, it tickles, Raffa said. 

      Stop what? I’m not doing any... she trailed off when she saw the black form of a demon crawling out from under Raffa’s belly.  

      Seriously, stop, Raffa said, moving side to side in the air.  

      Maija’s eyes bulged as she made eye contact with the demon. It bared its sharp teeth and hissed at her. She sent a mental image of the threatening demon to Raffa and said, Don’t move. She prepared to fire a pulse of energy at it when Raffa reacted. 

      Get it off! he shouted, growling and reaching back with his head to snap at it.  

      Maija lost control of her pulse of energy sending it shooting past the creature and down into the city below. She gripped her saddle, trying not to fall off as Raffa flew wildly out of control over the city. Maija heard his tail swat at his underside in an attempt to squish the demon like a bug. In the push and pull of gravitational force, Maija lost track of the demon and where they were over the city.  

      Raffa twisted into a barrel roll. While she struggled to hold on, Maija saw the demon hanging from one of the spikes on Raffa’s side. Again, she transmitted an image of the demon. Seconds later they dropped, crashing into the streets once more. Maija quickly used her energy to create a buffer between herself and the dirt as they scraped to a halt. When she stood and pulled out her sword, Maija saw how close her leg had been to being trapped under Raffa’s side.  

      Expecting the demon to be battered after being dragged under the full weight of a very large male dragon, she hadn’t reformed her energy shield. The moment Raffa rolled back onto his feet, the demon rushed out at her. Stepping back instead of bracing for the attack, Maija was taken off guard. She barely got her sword in front of her before the demon crashed into her. They landed just feet apart in the street. Maija quickly located the demon, seeing blood seeping just above its hip. She hastily fired a sphere of energy in its direction. The twelve-foot-tall dark mass dodged the attack and took off sprinting down a side street. A fraction of a second later Raffa’s flames blocked her sight of it.  

      It escaped, but we can catch it, Raffa said, extinguishing his flames. 

      Maija pushed herself onto her feet, checking to make sure she wasn’t injured before coming to Raffa’s side. I wounded him, Maija said as she climbed back into the saddle and saw the long depression on the street where Raffa had crashed with the demon trapped underneath. One of the creature’s wings lay mangled and bloodied in the trench. And you took one of its wings off. Maija put her sword back in her sheath and settled herself in the saddle, ready for Raffa to take flight again.  

      He remained poised for takeoff, but his attention was fixed on Anders and Zahara’s fight. Maija saw in horror what had stopped Raffa from chasing after the wounded demon. From the ground, Maija watched the enemy dragonrider come at Anders and Zahara. The dragonrider folded backward onto Zahara’s back and she plummeted from the sky, the enemy dragon chasing them toward the ground. 

      Raffa unleashed a roar that shook the dirt under his feet and then leapt into the sky, flapping his wings hard. 

      Maija tried to feel his mind, but he was blinded with emotion; they were going to test their skills against one of Merglan’s dragonriders. She prepared herself and formed her mental barriers. The last real dragonrider fight would’ve killed her had Anders not been there. This time, however, she had a wealth of power.  
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      As Zahara climbed into the air, Anders felt the dragonrider’s attention turn to him. He felt a spear of mental energy stab at the barrier surrounding his mind’s eye. The persistent pressure burned like a hot iron against his brain. The crystals they had packed in Zahara’s saddlebags acted as a wealth of power to support him. He only needed to access them as needed, which gave Anders new-found confidence in facing the unknown rider. Though the dragonrider pressed them at a distance, the silver-backed dragon continued to make passes over the northeast end of the city where a wall of fairnheir rolled and piled on top of the corpses that represented the city’s meager attempt at a defense. It appeared that only a few groups of horsemen remained, and they were fleeing through the flames.  

      The city is empty, but they keep burning, Anders thought, trying to understand the goal to be gained by the burning. With a greater than average amount of magical energy, Anders was easily able to protect his connection with Zahara, When we get within range, I’ll attack him and try to draw him away from the city. Even if the cavalry isn’t protecting the city, Maija and Raffa can still burn off the fairnheir.  

      Zahara agreed so they focused on chasing down the dragon that continued to spread a thick stream of molten fire on the adobe homes. 

      Soaring around the thick columns of smoke, Anders could hear the fairnheir below. Wishing she could burn them as she passed overhead, Zahara held back her flames. Small groups of people were trying to outrun the hellish hounds. Zahara dove unable to let them get by without some form of attack. With the dragonrider’s mind still probing at their barrier, Anders pulled Lazuran from its sheath. It was too risky for Zahara to use fire so close to the people they were there to defend, but that wasn’t the only way she could cause damage.   

      As they approached the edge of the city, Zahara pulled out of her dive just feet from the ground. She let her legs drop from their tucked position; Anders could feel her stiffen in bracing for impact. She cut a swath into the pack, raking fairnheir with her sharp claws as they flew overhead.

      Picking several massive black hounds out of the group, Anders summoned his power. The warmth from the electric buzz flashed through him as he released three streams of magic at once. The streams cracked through the air like lightning, striking the creatures in their tracks. A moment later, one of the fairnheir in the lead jumped at a fleeing horseman. Zahara’s speed carried them into the path of the hound and Anders swung his blade down, severing the beast through its back.  

      Suddenly a burst of flames flashed to their right. Anders reflexively produced a shield to block the intense heat. Pushing the flames away, Anders reached for more energy from the sapphires in his sword. The silver-backed dragon poured fire down at them, but Zahara swung up and out of the way. Feeling the heat vanish, Anders instantly dropped the shield and focused on his mental defense. He’d become used to absently leaving a barrier of energy walling off his mind from any mental attack and was surprised to feel Tarron’s presence bolstering his efforts. The ancient rider’s soul was taking the brunt of the attack from the enemy rider. 

      Not having time to react to anything else, Anders responded to the attack seconds later. The dragon cut across Zahara’s path, rolling upside down as it flew over her to allow its rider a clean swipe at Anders. Blocking the rider’s sword and pushing energy to enhance his strength, Anders lifted the passing sword above his head. The instant the sword scraped past Lazuran, its tip cut through the thick shoulder pad of his riding armor, missing his flesh.  

      Anders lowered Lazuran, adding to the magical energy in his arms and extending it out through the sword. His wild swing fell directly into the path of the dragon as it finished its barrel roll. Just when Anders thought he might end the life of the enemy rider in one fell swoop, his energy-blade deflected off an invisible shield. What he thought was light sparking from the deflection quickly turned into a sphere of energy rocketing toward him and Zahara.  

      Luckily, Zahara saw the attack before Anders did and reacted before he could recover from his swing of the sword. Anders tucked forward, pressing his chest flat against the back of her neck. With no shield prepared, he felt the brush of air as the blast of energy passed inches above him. The leather absorbed the heat from its path and moments later he felt the transfer of the heat onto his skin. He groaned as the heat gradually increased in a diagonal stripe across his back; he thought his leathers might actually be melting. 

      Zahara had turned to tail the dragon, tracing the dragonrider’s flight through several evasive maneuvers before Anders was able to fire an accurate shot of magic at them. The rider’s shield blocked it, sending shards of energy into Zahara’s path. She rose, tilting upward to create separation between herself and the dragon. 

      Unable to see the rider during their climb, Anders touched on Tarron’s presence. He was distant.  At the back of his mind, Anders sensed Tarron chanting in the dragon’s ancient language. Recognizing some of the words, Anders realized Tarron was preparing a mental attack on the enemy. Thinking he might need a better conduit to release his magic, Anders opened himself to the sapphire’s soul. 

      When Zahara leveled off, Anders caught sight of the silver-backed dragon whipping around to face them head on. Sensing another challenge, Zahara pressed forward, increasing her speed. Anders prepared to use the magic that Tarron had been preparing. Hunkering low on Zahara’s nape to form a smaller target, Anders could clearly see the rider atop the dragon charging at them. The dark brown riding armor mirrored the color of his dragon’s flanks and underside while the silver trim matched the dragon’s back. Long black hair blew out from under his helmet. The pointed nobs on either side for his pointed ears told Anders he was an elf, as Natalia predicted.  

      Still waiting for Tarron to conjure the spell, Anders began to worry that the enemy rider would reach them before Tarron was finished. The elven rider’s palm glowed. Anders began to panic. He needed to keep himself open to Tarron if they were going to use the powerful spell. They were within range of the silver-backed dragon. Anders’ eyes widened as the dragonrider released the magic at him. Zahara hadn’t moved, anticipating Anders and Tarron would strike first. The energy flying at Anders was going to hit them if he didn’t act now.  

      Anders pulled his mind away from Tarron and pushed a massive wall of shield magic out of his palm. The bolt of magic directed at them collided with his shield energy directly in front of Zahara’s snout. Anders fueled more magic into the shield, holding it out in front of Zahara as she rolled out of the rider’s path. Anders released the energy, feeling its effect on him as he reached for the saddle handle to hold on. 

      Anders, you need to keep your mind open to me! Tarron shouted at him. We might’ve had him if you hadn't broken contact with me.  

      His magic was going to hit us! What was I supposed to do? he thought while clinging to Zahara as she corkscrewed into a dive, flying out farther away from the city.  

      Your shield is strong enough. It would have deflected.  

      What do you mean my shield? Ander asked in confusion. He’d summoned the shield. 

      The one I created for you. Now will you let me use you to win this fight? Tarron said in frustration. 

      Cursing at himself, Anders looked around for the silver-backed dragon. Zahara was flying close to the ground at an alarming speed. With the dragon nowhere in sight, Anders glanced over his shoulder, expecting to see the dragon on their tail. To his surprise, the enemy rider had continued past them and was flying toward the city.  

      Maija’s back there, he thought. We need to stop them before they see her. As he spoke to Tarron and Zahara, Anders saw Raffa just outside the easternmost smoke column, almost hovering just above the houses.  

      The rider has seen them for sure, Zahara said in a panic.  

      Anders felt Zahara increase her speed, faster than she’d ever flown before. For a moment he wondered if she was tapping into the energy from the crystals in her saddlebag, but when he checked on their reserves, he found she was not. Closing in on the silver-backed dragon, Anders could see the rider continually turning around to look at them. He knows we’re going to catch him, he thought.   

      In the distance, Raffa and Maija had moved out of sight again. Coming up on the dragon with increased speed, Anders lashed, hoping to draw their attention away from the city. The rider blocked it easily and did not stray from his path toward the city. Anders tried three more attempts to knock the rider off his course, but each time the enemy blocked the energy and continued on course.  

      As Zahara finally caught up to the rider, Anders slashed out with his energy-enhanced blade. The rider blocked the move, but he was driven off course. The sudden change in direction created a gap between them, enough space so Anders could see the rider remained intent on moving past them toward the city. 

      What are we doing differently? he thought to Zahara and Tarron. 

      Anders, what do you mean? Tarron asked. 

      Zahara turned left, trying to cut off the silver-backed dragon’s angle toward the city. Anders pulsed a wide wave of energy, causing the rider to veer away.

      When we first showed ourselves, getting his attention wasn’t a problem. Why won’t he come after us? Anders asked.  

      Maybe it’s the fairnheir? Now that Maija and Raffa are after them, protecting them could be more important than defeating us, Tarron suggested.  

      But why would Merglan send a dragonrider to protect fairnheir? Zahara asked, working to keep herself between the dragonrider and Aquina.  

      It can’t be for protection, Anders said. They’re trying to destroy the city, so we don’t have anywhere to fall back on. Without it, we’re going to have to rely on the riverbed, which isn’t much. 

      The enemy rider tried to make a break past them but Zahara turned to intercept the pair. This time they flew low, so Zahara dropped to match their elevation. Anders pushed magic into his sword and Zahara extended her claws. Speeding in close to the silver-back’s flank, Anders swung at them. The enemy dragonrider blocked with an energy blade of his own, then countered. Anders parried and the blade glanced down just past Zahara’s side.  

      You have his attention, Tarron said as he felt the rider attack mentally. 

       Wondering what had changed, Anders saw a glow behind him. Zahara pulled away sensing Anders’ fear. While they climbed, he looked back and saw the light shining through a small rip in the top of the saddlebag. They must’ve seen the glow and figured out where our power source is coming from, Anders thought, wondering how long the saddlebag had been torn.  

      The silver-backed dragon and rider were on their tail. Anders didn’t have time to mend the tear on top of the rectangular carrier behind Zahara’s wing. Try not to fly inverted, Anders told her, sending her a mental image of the saddlebag. The crystals in the bag are large so I don’t think they’ll fall out, but the tear could rip more if it’s weighted. We can’t afford to drop any and risk the rider getting them.  

      Get ready, Tarron said, his mind pressured from the rider’s attack.  

      Zahara continued her climb with the silver-back on their tail. Anders knew they could outrun them, but if they lost interest in the chase as they had before, they could choose to go for Maija and Raffa. This needs to end, he thought.  

      He’s going to attack, Tarron said into both their minds.  

      Anders sensed Zahara’s instincts and within a split second had formed a plan. Zahara stopped her climb, leaning forward and dropping straight down. She turned halfway through a cork spin to give Anders a clean view of the oncoming dragonrider. Sending a surge of magical energy into Lazuran, he swiped hard. The energy blade cracked against the sorcerer’s barrier shield, breaking both the energy stream extending from his sword and the walls surrounding the rider. The dragon banked away from them, but Zahara carried her momentum directly into them. Anders held on tight and thought the impact would be enough to send the dragonrider falling off his dragon. To his surprise, the rider held on. Seeing his opportunity, Anders launched his magically fueled mind at the elven rider’s mental defenses. As he suspected, he caught the sorcerer off guard and broke through into his thoughts.  

      Anders paused, stunned at his success. Within that second of hesitation he could feel the sorcerer attempting to force him back out. With the crystal’s power feeding his strength, Anders took a firm hold in the rider’s mind. 

      Glimpses of the rider’s history flooded into his mind’s eye. Anders saw the elf’s training and desire for more power than he was given, then flash forward to the prison sentence and being locked away from his dragon. The history continued quickly to images of Merglan freeing him and two other dragonriders from their cells. Next Anders saw him forging an unbreakable bond with Merglan in exchange for his dragon’s life and the return of his full magical abilities. A recent memory of Merglan forcing his hand into the true source of magic flowing through Cedarbridge flashed into Anders’ mind. He could sense the massive amount of energy pulsing from Merglan as he held onto the true source of magic streaming through the ancient city. The evil sorcerer’s body glowed with light as he released a fiendish cackle. Suddenly Merglan snapped his head up to look directly at Anders.  

      Anders retreated from the rider’s mind as if running from Merglan himself. Shocked at what he’d seen Merglan doing and fearing Merglan had seen him, Anders was left with his guard down. He could faintly hear Tarron and Zahara shouting for him to come back. When he realized he was still astride Zahara as she grappled through the air with the silver-backed dragon, Anders felt the whiplash of the enemy rider attacking him. With no time to react, the rider broke through to his mind. He tried forcing him out, but it was too late. Anders had failed to close the connection between their thoughts. The only thing he could do was retreat into himself and plant his consciousness deep in the wells of his mind.  

      The training he’d practiced with Ivan for this moment didn’t prepare him for the vice-like pressure on his brain. All he wanted to do was give in to the pain, but he knew he had to dig deep and protect his innermost thoughts. Drawing deep within himself, he focused on creating a vault. The physical battle instantly became lost to him the moment he fled into his mind. Darkness consumed him. 

      Anders felt as if he were trapped in a bottle and stuffed down to the deepest depths of the ocean. In that dark depth a great beast hunted him, pounding on the bottle to get inside. As Anders cowered in the cold darkness of his mind’s vault, he heard a voice. The whisper felt familiar, but it wasn’t Tarron or Zahara. Anders tried to ignore it, looking for somewhere else to hide. The dragonrider might be manipulating him into giving away information. Digging deeper than he thought possible and farther away from the pounding pressure of the attacking rider, Anders heard the voice get louder. Feeling the pressure fade somewhat, he followed the voice toward a dim light. As he neared, the light grew brighter and the voice clearer. Suddenly he recognized who it was. Ivan’s voice was sounding from the light. 

      “Father!” he called to the light.  

      Ivan’s voice started to fade and the light grew dim. Anders started running, he wasn’t going to lose him again. As he chased after it, he grew closer again and the voice louder.  

      Ivan’s murmuring sounded unclear to him. The only word he recognized was part of a question he couldn’t hear, “Understand?” 

      “Understand what? What are you saying?” 

      “Anders, you must understand,” Ivan repeated. 

      “I don’t know what you mean. Why are you saying that?” he asked. 

      “The flow of magic, it’s…” Ivan said, but before he could finish, the light was extinguished and Ivan was gone. 

       Anders felt something take hold of him and pull him out from the depths of his mind. He screamed internally, feeling the enemy rider’s presence.

      Come out and play, the elf’s mental voice echoed as he brought Anders back to the front of his mind. Now it’s my turn to see what you have been up to, the dragonrider said. 

      Anders tried to squirm free of the rider’s mental grip. He was trapped. Anders felt his hand grow hot and a white light exploded in front of him. The rider flinched loosening his grip enough for Anders to force him out. The enemy rider’s mental presence vanished, and Anders felt like he was falling. Opening his eyes, Anders saw the Bareback Plains stretching out in front of him. He sat, folded back against Zahara’s back as she drove toward the ground. He gasped for breath, trying to regain his composure.  

      Zahara landed on the grassy expanse with a thud and Anders nearly came out of his seat. Sitting upright in his saddle and drawing in energy from the crystal stores, he asked, What happened? Are we alright? He looked overhead and saw the dragon flying away. 

      I’m fine, but Tarron, he’s taken a beating.  

      You’re bleeding, Anders said, seeing the side of his dragon’s body was spattered in blood. 

      It’s not all mine. I got that dragon pretty good. What happened to you back there?  

      I’ll explain later, Anders said, funneling energy from the crystals in their saddlebag directly into the nearly emptied sapphires in his sword. Tarron’s presence felt distant and faint. He wasn’t sure what he could do to help other than restore more energy into the sword. 

      Where are they going? Anders asked, looking toward the last place he’d seen the enemy rider. 

      Before she responded, Zahara ran, causing Anders to reach for his saddle. Without saying it, she guided him to look to where the silver-back dragon was flying.  

      Anders caught sight of them flying directly at Raffa and Maija as they flew out beyond the city limits. “No!” Anders shouted over the rushing winds generated from Zahara’s chase.   

      From their distance the only thing they could do was watch as Raffa met the enemy dragon with a burst of fire. Flashes of energy exploding off shields followed. Anders prepared to use his magic the second they arrived within range.  

      The dragons became locked in a tangle and Anders lost sight of Maija. He loosed a concentrated beam of energy that fell short of the enemy rider. He fired again, but still they were too far away. Zahara sped at them. Coming within range, Anders lobbed a sphere of magic that crashed into the elf’s shield. Sparks showered around them and he pulled away from Raffa. To his surprise, the dragonrider fled, flying southeast across the evening sky.  

      Raffa glided down to the grass below to meet up with Zahara.

      “Maija,” Anders said as they came alongside Raffa. “Are you okay?” 

      Maija shook her head, “It hurts Anders. He got through to me. I felt him inside my head,” she winced at the pain. “He knows about the plan and he took one of our bags of crystals.”  

      Anders cursed, then noticed her neck was bleeding and she was covered in dirt. “Do you need healing? You’re neck,” he said pointing. 

      Maija shook her head, “It’s just a scratch. The dragons are worse.”  

      “I’ll start the healing,” he said.  

      Anders, I’m fine. We need to leave. It’s not safe here, Zahara said. 

      Are you sure? Anders asked.  

      Raffa’s only scratched and my injuries aren’t any worse. Tarron is the one we need to be worried about, she added. 

      “Anders, look,” Maija said, pointing to the sky. 

      He looked back to see what she was pointing at. Five dragons flew high in the sky. While he watched them draw closer, Zahara turned to mirror Raffa.

      “How’s your hearing, Maija?” Anders asked.  

      “Same,” she said.  

      “That must be what chased the silver-back off,” Anders said, watching the group of dragons drop toward them. They slowed overhead and hovered. Riders sat atop each of them. “Stay together,” he said, not looking away from them. “Whatever happens, we stick together.”  

      The dragons slowly flew closer and lower.

      Maija asked, “Can we outrun them?” 

      “Maybe,” Anders shrugged. “It’s almost dark, so we might have a chance.”

      “We’re ready, just say when,” Maija said. 

      The dragonriders were well within range of magic use but had not attacked. Anders kept his sword out and a steady stream of energy flowing in case he needed it. As the riders hovered above the ground, Anders felt Zahara shifting under his seat. She would pounce if he gave her the word.  

      They haven’t attacked, Anders said through his mind to Maija. Let’s see what they want. 

      Maija looked at him, her face, dimly lit in the evening light, was lined with worry. 

      The dragons landed on the grass in front of them one after the other. One of them called out, “You need to come with us!” 

      Anders looked at Maija, then faced the dragons again and replied, “What we need to do is our business.”  

      “We mean you no harm,” the rider replied. “We have come to help you fight the rider in the east.”  

      “Prove it,” Anders replied. 

      “Our coming to your aid is not proof enough? We do not attack you with magic or weapons. We are here to help.”  

      “Maybe they’re telling the truth?” Maija suggested. 

      Anders nodded; they weren’t in a position to have another confrontation. “Why do you want us to come with you?” 

      “To make peace and show the rest of our dragonrider army that you can be trusted.”  

      “Our army is expecting us to return. They’ll become worried and come looking for us if we don’t”  

      “We’ll take you to them,” he replied simply. 

      “Do we have a choice?” Maija asked. 

      “No,” the rider said.  

      “What about Natalia?” Maija asked. 

      “She and the elves will have to join the Rollo warriors when they arrive. Either that or they’ll return to the Army. If they’re telling us the truth and they take us to camp, one of us could try to fly out and find her?” Anders suggested.  

      “I guess we’ll have to,” Maija said.  

      Anders nodded. Zahara led Maija and Raffa closer to the other dragonriders. Stopping in front of them, Anders answered, “We’ll come.” 
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      “I don’t see anyone,” Max said to Britt. “Shouldn’t there be people coming to see what we’re doing here?”  

      His question echoed the very thought in her mind. The dragonriders should have been here. They would’ve landed last night and warned the people of our arrival, she thought. Yet they saw no sign of a welcome party or a city defense.  

      “Britt?” Max asked, his voice dropping an octave when she didn't answer.  

      Britt blinked, returning to the reality they now faced. “The smoke,” Britt said, pointing to the columns on the opposite side of Aquina. “It’s widespread.”  

      “Yeah, and it looks to me like something dangerous started it,” Max said. 

      Britt nodded slowly, “For it to be widespread without a large column means it’s been burning through the night at least.” 

      “Maybe that’s where all the people are?” Max suggested. 

      Britt shook her head, “This city is too large for our group to go unnoticed at their border. Things did not go as planned. I think dragons were involved and we’re late to the party.”  

      “You think Anders and Maija have already been here?” Max asked. 

      “Could’ve been the dragonriders Anders ran into or it could’ve been the enemy riders. Either way, I think they’ve run the people off and set fire to one side of the place.”  

      “Maybe everyone is on the other side of town trying to put the fire out?” Max suggested. “If dragons were involved, why would they only burn part of the city?” Max paused seeming to discover the answer to his own question, “Unless, Anders and Maija drove them off and that’s why they aren’t here to greet us.” 

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Britt said, eyeing him steadily. “I’m going to lead a scouting party into the city to check out the damage.”  

      “I’m coming with you,” Max instantly replied. 

      “No,” Britt said. “You should stay here with the ships. If Merglan’s the cause of these fires in Aquina and the dragonriders come back, you and Sanka are the only ones who could protect our ships. Those long ships are our quickest escape if things go bad.”  

      “You realize that Sanka and I have only practiced with this magic, right? We haven’t been tested, so unless something miraculously changes, we won't be able to hold off a dragon by ourselves. I think I’d be of more use if I came with you,” Max said with some empathy.  

      “Those crystals are our only hope if it comes down to fighting by ourselves,” Britt said. 

      “Sanka has had just as much practice as I have. Let me come with you and have Sanka stay behind with the ships. I’ll even give him my spare crystals. Britt, you don’t know what could be lurking in there,” Max said firmly.  

      Britt chewed at the inside of her lip. She didn’t want to see Max get hurt by coming with her, but she also couldn’t help but consider their conversation on the ship. “You’re right. We should stay together, to the end.” 

      Nodding, he said, “We must be crazy.”   

      Britt turned back to the crowd of Rollo Island warriors who continued to scramble up the riverbank. They were three thousand strong and Britt knew they could hold their own against orcs and kurr. They’d done it before. If dragons came for them, they would be exposed without much protection. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, she thought as Red strolled up to her and the rest of her crew.  

      Strutting with a swagger that Britt had learned to hate, Chief Red asked, “What do you make of this situation now, Captain?” Without giving her a chance to reply, he spoke loud enough so the other warriors surrounding them could hear, “I would expect you'll be wanting to retreat back down the river and wait to take any action until your elf and dwarf friends arrive?”  

      Britt clenched her jaw as Red looked around to gauge the warriors’ response. He obviously thought his comment would win them over at her expense. Several harrumphed, but no one gave him the satisfaction of a laugh. “This might defy your expectations, Red, but as a leader I believe we need to do the opposite. Clearly things have not gone to plan, but our primary objective has not changed. We were sent ahead of the foot soldiers to secure the city. I thought this was explained to you, or have you forgotten why we’ve come here?” 

      Red's cheeks showed a dark crimson through his tan skin. He planted his hands firmly on his hips, “I’m Chief. I know our objectives better than anyone. Our army will sweep through the city and take control of it by force.”  

      “And abandon the ships?” Britt asked. She could see the wheels in Red’s head begin to turn as he realized that would put their people in the same situation as they’d been in Eastland where they were surrounded and their ships burned, leaving them without a quick escape route. “Wouldn’t it be better to send a scouting party into the city first? That way our army could defend the ships if needed.” 

      “Yes,” Red grasped onto the idea as if it were his own. “I will send a scouting party into the city while our warriors create a perimeter of defense around our ships. We do not want to leave them alone if orcs or worse are near.” 

      “I’d like to volunteer to lead the scouting mission,” Britt said, standing tall and puffing out her chest. 

      Red narrowed his eyes and considered her offer for a moment, then relaxed and said with a nod, “I agree that it should be you. If the rumors of wraiths and demons are true, you are best suited to sacrifice yourself for our people.” 

      “What about the crystal bearers?” a warrior behind Red asked. 

      Red eyed Max and said, “We need Sanka to stay with us, but the Westland boy will go with you. It would be a shame to lose a Rollo warrior with such skills before a major battle.” 

      “But we’ll be better guarded, too,” the warrior behind Red said. 

      Red frowned, turning to see who was questioning him. “I do not see any dragons in the sky. The one will be fine for our magical protection.” Red looked back at Max, “I’ve seen what he’s capable of in a fight. If he’s as good with the crystal as he is with the sword, then you’ll be,” Red scratched at his beard, then smiled, “well protected.”  

      “Max has seen more action since you saw him last,” Britt said, lowering her voice. 

      “Take a handful of my crew with you and make sure you’ve searched the entire city before coming back. I’ll be wanting people I trust to keep an eye on you.” 

      Britt glared at Red, infuriated that he seemed happy to risk her life and Max’s for this mission. “We’ll return if the riders come,” she said and then strode away from Red and the group of warriors as she led her crew back down toward their ship. 

      “That went about as well as I expected,” Max said, joining her. “But I thought he would want to come. He seemed to love being the first to fight before.” 

      “Now everybody will see what kind of leader he really is. In our culture, the Chiefs are the ones who put themselves in harm’s way before anyone else. We value strength above all else. By volunteering myself and leading his men, we are proving to anyone who still thinks he should be in command that he was the wrong choice.” 

      “Surely he realizes that his people will see him as a coward,” Max asked. 

      “I’m sure he thinks we’ll die and he can be rid of us without having to do it himself,” Britt said. 

      “I wasn’t listening that closely, but I heard him say that I would protect you,” Max said. 

      “Max, I love you, but everybody knows you’re about as skilled as a child when it comes to the sword. By comparing your magical abilities to your sword fighting skill, he was mocking you,” Britt said.  

      “He can say what he wants; I know the truth,” Max said with a grin. 

      “You’re ridiculous,” Britt said.  

      “You know it better than anyone else,” Max replied. 

      After explaining their new mission to those among Red’s crew who would come with them, Britt and the others gathered out in front of the rest of the Rollo Islanders. While inspecting her new crew before departing on their expedition, Britt found Max saying a brotherly farewell to Sanka. She saw Sanka take the pouch of crystals from Max, leaving him with only one for the mission. When Max finished his farewell, Britt could see he wasn’t smiling. “Are you nervous?” she asked as he joined her and the crew. 

      Max shrugged, “I’m not used to it yet.” 

      “What, risking your life?” Britt asked. 

      “It's not the thought that I could die that scares me. I’ve risked my life a hundred different times in a dozen different ways.” 

      “What is it then?” she asked. 

      “There's something about putting on armor and strapping on a sword that makes my skin crawl.” 

      “Despite what everyone thinks and what Red said, you are getting better,” Britt said. 

      “Thanks, but it’s not that I’m a novice that makes me nervous. What scares me is the loss. Not that I might die, but that the people I love could be taken away from me. It's basically why I almost walked away from the battle before.” 

      “Remember when we were pinned down against those rocks in the Glacial Melt Bays?” Britt asked. 

      “I had my bow then,” Max said. 

      “You didn't seem nervous then,” Britt said. 

      “There wasn't time to be nervous,” Max said. “That time the fight was sprung on us and I was a little more willing to be brave because I thought I'd already lost Bo. Now, though, things are way different.” 

      Britt eyed him suspiciously, “How are things different?” 

      “I have more of a sense of self-preservation.” 

      “That didn't seem to slow you down when you were risking your life to taste potions for Kirsten,” Britt said. 

      “I would’ve done the same for Thomas. Seriously, she's just a friend.” 

      Britt nudged him with her hip and smiled, “Just making sure.” She knew there hadn’t ever been anything between Max and Kirsten. Whatever Kirsten had thought was there had been solely on her end. Britt, however, still had a hard time believing anyone would be so loyal in a relationship with her. “You know I do that as a joke right?” she asked. 

      Max nodded.  

      “And I like it when you defend yourself,” Britt added. 

      Max raised his eyebrows at her, “Well, as far as jokes go, maybe I can teach you how to tell one when this is over.”  

      Britt shook her head, “I guess I deserved that one.” 

      “I think that worked,” Max said, looking at her surprised. 

      “What?” 

      “Nerves are gone,” he said.  

      Britt nodded and turned to face the city. She stared at the smoke rising in the distance, then looked back at Max. His face had gone pale again. 

      He returned her look, “Never mind, it didn’t work.”  

      “I’ll be right here with you,” she whispered to him, then called her crew into formation. She led them north along the river and toward the outer limits of Aquina. Britt looked over her shoulder to see the clans among the Rollo Island warriors beginning to form ranks in response to Red’s shouted orders.  

      Britt led her crew into the fringe of the city; quietly sneaking into a township was a raiding tactic that all Rollo clans had practiced. Britt’s crew moved double-file following the path of the warriors in front of them. She remained close to Max just as she had promised. As ordered, they all had their weapons out and at the ready. 

      To Britt the group’s every move seemed to echo through the silent streets. Britt and Max checked each cross-street before advancing. The dry dirt streets produced a cloud of dust around their ankles as they rushed to the next corner. Although they had miles to go before reaching the other end of Aquina, Britt began to think reaching the farthest city limit wouldn’t take as long as she’d thought. So far, they hadn’t seen or heard anything moving in the city.  

      Britt noticed that the homes seemed to have been well lived in and recently abandoned. Clothes still hung on clotheslines and wagons sat stranded in the streets with their leather fasteners cut. Looking through some of the random open doors, Britt could see charred meat on a stove halfway through preparation. Whatever happened here caused them to leave in a hurry. The only thing they managed to take with them was their most important possession: their horses.  

      Britt stopped abruptly upon hearing a scuff on the ground to her right. Her head snapped to attention as she searched the adobe buildings along the street. 

      “What was that?” Max whispered.  

      Britt noticed the dim glow of the crystal clutched in his hand and shrugged. Waving, she motioned her crew to continue. “Come on,” she whispered and led Max toward the next cross street where it seemed they’d heard the sound originate. When they neared the house on the corner, she slowed. Something metal hit the ground around the corner and out of sight. She stopped. She and her crew froze with their blades in hand. The moment of hesitation reminded Britt of the time Max led her through Brookside not that long ago. He had known his way around the town and seemed much more confident when he knew the layout of a place. Britt expected to see the same cautious expression he wore upon entering the city, but now he appeared more curious and engaged. He stepped closer to the corner. 

      “Pssst,” Britt whispered, catching his attention. She motioned for him to wait. The crew was still trying to group up behind them. She walked to where he stood near the compacted and hardened clay building’s edge and pressed her body flush against the mudstone textured wall. Her heart pounded as she heard continued movement, a scuffling, from around the corner. Trying to slow her racing pulse, Britt listened intently for any clue as to what it might be. The only sounds she heard arose when something fell from inside one of the homes.  

      Britt motioned for the crew to hold their positions. Looking at Max, she mouthed, “I’m going to look.” 

      She approached the edge with caution, but the racing of her pulse slowed upon realizing that whatever was making the noise was isolated to one home and likely wasn’t something large like a dragon. Keeping a tight grip on her sword, Britt prepared to look down the street ahead. Just as she and Max had done in Brookside, she leaned forward and peered around the corner. Sticking out from an adobe house less than a hundred feet away, she saw a black tail. The entrance to the home was a standard size door, meaning nothing of significant size could enter without causing damage. Seeing nothing else but the black tail swaying back and forth, she racked her brain trying to think of what it could be.  

      Another crash sounded in the house the black-tailed creature appeared to be ransacking. Britt motioned for Max to join her. He did and hummed when he saw what she was staring at. “What do you think it is?” she asked. 

      Max shrugged, “Whatever it is, it’s bleeding.” He pointed, “See the trail on the ground near the door.”  

      Britt saw the blood and nodded, then asked, “What has a black tail like that?” 

      Max leaned forward, touching his chest against the back of her shoulder and whispered, “The only thing I can think of is a cat or a dragon, but the size doesn’t fit either.”  

      The tail disappeared into the building. “Come on,” Britt said, stepping out into the street. She quietly closed the gap between the corner and the doorway, following the blood trail. When they had almost reached the door, Britt stopped. She could see into the house. There was movement.  

      When Max settled next to her, she heard him stop breathing. Near the ground, the black tail hung from a crouched over human-looking monster. With its back turned to them, Britt could clearly see fleshy knobs sticking out of its shoulder blades. They looked rubbed raw and bloodied. She turned to Max who looked back with bulging eyes.  

      “Demon,” he mouthed silently. 

      Britt hadn’t seen the one that had terrorized into Brookside, but the size of the tall figure and the bloodied knobs where its wings once were confirmed it for her. She knew it was only a matter of seconds before the demon turned and saw them standing near the door.  

      I could stab it in the back, she thought. I have a chance now. She stepped forward and froze instantly. The demon stopped sorting through the contents of the home. It lifted its head and smelled at the air.  

       Britt held her sword tightly anticipating that the demon would turn. If she didn’t have the element of surprise, she didn’t want to be trapped in a small space with the creature. It was better for her to fight it in the open where Max could get a clear shot at it with the magic.   

      After a fearful moment, the demon returned to its rummaging through the home. Britt acted on instinct now. She’d never trained to fight this kind of enemy. For an instant, she doubted her sword could kill it, but seeing the bloody stumps where its wings had been and remembering that Anders had killed one with Lazuran, she continued toward it.  

      As she came within striking distance, Britt couldn't stop thinking, This might actually work. I might actually strike at this thing before it can attack us. She stepped into an attacking lunge and sprang at the doorway.   

      With lightning speed, the demon spun to face Britt. Before she had pressed her blade forward to stab the creature, it rushed out at her. She felt the icy chill of its hand catch her by the throat and lift her off her feet. Britt stabbed forward as she was carried backward through the air. She felt her blade move into an empty pocket of air where the demon’s body should’ve been. Not able to think before she landed on her back in the dirt street behind her, she was blinded by a white flash. The cold hand left her throat. In the blink of an eye, the demon and the light were gone.  

      Max ran into view. Rolling onto her side, she saw another white light streak by. She realized Max had hit the demon with energy from the crystal when it attacked her. Britt’s throat felt like it was on fire as she pushed herself up off the ground. Max released a third explosion of light from the crystal and helped her to her feet.  

      “Are you alright? Did it get you?” Max asked. 

      Britt tried to speak but her throat still hurt from the demon’s hand, so she nodded and gave him a thumbs-up to let him know she wasn’t injured.  

      “I lost it,” Max said, looking around frantically. “It moved so fast; the only time it stayed still long enough to hit was when it was on you.”  

      Britt massaged her throat and asked in a raspy voice, “Where did it go?”  

      Max pointed in the opposite direction from the way they’d come. “Should we chase it?”  

      Britt paused for a moment, still massaging her throat, then shook her head, “Let’s regroup with the others.” They hustled back to the cross-street where they’d left the others when they saw a blur of something dark flash between buildings down the street. Britt stopped and asked, “I thought you said it went the other way?” 

      “It did,” Max said, gripping the crystal. “That must be another one.” 

      Britt considered it and shook her head, “It’s the same one. If there were others, they’d be flying in on us. This one’s wings are gone but it’s running too fast for us to keep up.” She saw the dark blur move between homes again, this time much closer. “Max,” she said warning him. “Get ready to use that thing again.” 

      Max fumbled with the crystal, searching for the direction she wished him to fire on. Before she could warn him again, the wingless demon sprinted out from its hiding place and charged directly at them.  He wasn’t going to hit it in time. 

      Trying to bring her sword up quickly, Britt planted her feet and readied herself for the attack. Suddenly, Max stepped in front of her, directly in the demon’s path. A ripple of thin light appeared in the air in front of Max. They heard a crunch as the demon slammed into their shield barrier. The next thing Britt knew, Max and the demon were knocked apart and crumpled to the ground. With the demon down, Britt wasn’t wasting any more opportunities. She jumped past Max and stabbed the demon in the chest.  

       The demon snapped awake again the second her blade slipped between its ribs. It hissed louder than the hiss of air coming from its chest. Foamy blood bubbled up around her blade. She felt the pulsing of the demon’s heart through the tip of her sword and scraped it side to side. She twisted and cut at the demon’s chest, trying desperately to kill it before it could escape. Though she was stabbing the demon in the chest, it still tried to crawl way from her.  

      “The crystal,” Britt shouted, noticing that Max had come back around after his effort to stop the demon. He looked in horror at the demon that was trying to escape her sword’s grip. “Max! Use the crystal,” she called over the hissing. 

      Max rose to his feet and flared the crystal’s power. The blast of energy exploded against the demon’s head, crumpling it into the ground. Britt held her sword firmly in its chest while the demon slowly went limp.  

      “Why didn’t the others come to our aid?” she asked, pulling her blade from the demon’s chest.  

      Max shook his head, “I thought they would have heard or seen the fighting. Especially because of that,” Max said, pointing down the street at the houses flattened by his missed strikes.  

      Britt led the way back to the point where they’d left her crew. They should know to break an order, when they hear I’m in trouble, she thought.  

      Rounding the corner, she looked down the street but nobody was there. Looking down all four directions leading away from the intersection, Britt asked, “We came from right here, didn’t we?”  

      Max nodded and pointed to the side of the adobe wall they’d first peered around, “There are our tracks in the dirt.” They followed them back to the other homes where the crew had been waiting. The boot tracks clearly went back the way they’d come.  

      Frowning, she asked Max, “They wouldn’t leave us like cowards, would they?”  

      Max shook his head, “No, they have to be here somewhere. Let’s see where they went.” 

      Moments later, Britt and Max heard groans from the next street over. They rushed to the intersection and down to the next block. Britt skidded to a halt as they came on the scene. Her men were scattered; those who were less injured were trying to help the more seriously injured. A demon lay motionless on the ground next to a pile of dead warriors. Britt wondered for a moment how this could be the same one she and Max had slain, but when she saw its intact wings, she knew Max was right, there was more than one in the city.  

      Britt dove toward a warrior who’d managed to drag himself up against a wall. His legs appeared useless though Britt didn’t see any external injuries. She hesitated while assessing the chaos and thought, This is why the city is devoid of life. Monsters are freely roaming the streets.  
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      “Injury report!?” Britt shouted to a warrior, who looked dazed but unharmed. He came to help the man with useless legs.  

      “Six dead, four badly injured, five of them left,” the warrior said.  

      Britt cursed, “What do you mean ‘five left?’”  

      The warrior looked up from the man they were helping, “When that thing carried Noel up and over the house and dropped him into the street, we all came running. I saw three continue running past us toward the river. Shortly after that two more started tossing people like rag dolls.”  

      “He’s paralyzed,” Britt said, looking at the warrior named Noel.  

      “I need to get the injured back to the ships. They’ll die if they don’t get patched up,” the other warrior said. 

      Britt looked around at all who’d managed to avoid a deadly blow from a demon. She nodded and gave the warrior the go-ahead to try to save those he could from Red’s crew.  

      When they regrouped after sending four more warriors to carry the four badly injured back to the ships, Britt’s scouting party of twenty-five had dropped to six. Adding herself and Max, they had eight people in their scouting party.  

      “What do you want to do, Britt?” Max asked.  

      Britt looked toward the smoke on the opposite end of the city. We’ve hardly made it to the city’s center, she thought.  

      “There could be more of these menaces roaming the city,” Max said.  

      “Or that could have been the last one,” Britt argued. If they retreated now, she might appear a failure to her people and that’s exactly what Red wanted.  

      “Think about what this means for the rest of the armies to come,” Max said.  

      Britt frowned. She knew what he was saying, that if they didn’t clear every nook and cranny in the city, some demon or other hellish creature could be holed up somewhere waiting to attack the next group to travel through. Something clearly drove Aquina’s entire population away from their homes in a hurry. She had a strong feeling that five demons weren’t the only cause. Somehow Max had managed to see the picture as a whole. “When did you get so wise?” she asked. 

      “I made a big mistake that nearly cost us our lives back in Brookside. Let’s not make the same mistake here. I think we should go back to warn the others that the city’s been compromised,” he said. 

      Britt looked to the others on her crew, they were eyeing the decapitated demon as though it might jump up and attack them again. “Six dead,” she whispered to herself. “If we go back now, I may look weak. The warriors might think me a coward to tuck tail and run. They’ll never accept me as Chief if I can’t prove myself,” she told Max. 

      “Britt, this is bigger than all that. We’re about to fight a war that will decide the fate of Kartania for hundreds of years to come. No one will get to be chief if we lose the fight because we lead others to believe that the city is safe?” 

      Britt thought about it. The Rollo Islanders wouldn’t get to select any Chief if their side lost the war to Merglan. She had to put her personal desires aside and do what was best for their cause. “Max,” she said after several deep breaths, “we’re going back to the other warriors. Whatever happened here was big enough to scare an entire city away and keep our two dragonriders from meeting us. If they left and didn’t return, someone should ride out to look for them.” 

      “The only ones fast enough are the elves,” Max said.  

      “If that’s the case, I hope they don’t try to take the lead on this while Red’s the only one in charge.” 

      “He wouldn’t be dumb enough to fight with the elves right now, would he?” Max asked. 

      “We need to go,” Britt said. 

      It didn’t take long for them to catch up with the warriors who were carrying the wounded back. With eight extra sets of hands to help haul the four injured men, the group could move swiftly through the streets of Aquina. Britt and the others kept to the exact route they had traveled, knowing that those streets had been safe just hours before.  

      Britt was tired and knew the others were as well when they exited the dirt streets and emerged onto the grassy flats leading back to the ships. The ships remained banked along the river, but the Army was not where they’d left them. She began to panic thinking they might have infiltrated the city under Red’s order. They don’t know what’s in there, she thought. 

      “Why are they all in formation over there?” Max asked, pointing to their right. 

      Britt followed his finger to the west. She saw that the clans had marched around the perimeter of the city leaving behind their best chance for a quick escape, if needed. As far as she could tell, their ships had been left alone and unguarded. “That nimrod led them into a prime location to be surrounded,” she said under her breath. Britt turned to address the warrior who’d initially led the wounded warriors back and said, “Take the crew back to the ships and begin treatment on the wounded. Max and I will see what Red is doing and why he’s abandoned the ships.” 

      Britt motioned for Max to join her. The two set out at a jog in the direction of the sizable formation of warriors on the plains. I hope they’re not setting up to defend from an attack, Britt thought as she watched them remain in a formation similar to what they would use during a battle.   

      *** 

      Natalia slowed to a jog. The elves in front of her stopped at Nadir’s command. She hoped that they weren’t looking down onto a city overrun by Merglan’s forces. She caught up with the six hundred-plus elves as they stood on the grass-covered hill. Aquina’s northern edge still smoldered from the fires that had burned the day before and the Rollo Islanders’ ships lined the southern riverbank.  

      Merglan’s army hasn’t made it yet, she realized. The Rolloans were moving in a group around the southwestern edge of the city on the plains.  

      “It’s as we hoped,” Nadir said, coming alongside her.  

      “I don’t see or sense Anders and Maija,” Natalia replied. 

      “Look,” Nadir said pointing across the plains. 

      Natalia strained her eyes to see what he was looking at. Along the golden horizon of waving grass, she saw a dark line stretching wide. “Their army,” she said. 

      “They’ll reach the city today,” Nadir said. 

      “So will we,” Natalia said, looking back. Their army wasn’t in view, but she knew they’d reach Aquina by nightfall.  

      “Let's see what they know,” Nadir said. “They might’ve had contact with Anders or your sister.” 

      “And if they haven’t?” she asked. 

      “Then the dragonriders who came last night are against us and took them with the others. If they hadn’t left so quickly after contacting the humans, I might’ve been able to get answers.” 

      “You said they trusted them,” Natalia said. 

      Nadir looked to Natalia, “You may have been the wisest to stay hidden from them.” 

      “If I had kept going and reached you sooner,” Natalia started to say, but Nadir cut her off. 

      “No, Natalia. You did what you believed was best. You couldn’t have known whether the riders were Merglan’s or not. Hiding from them while you were alone was the right choice.”  

      “It cost us the opportunity to get here last night. I misjudged the distance, but we still could’ve arrived before the Rollo Islanders.”  

      “We might’ve been late to learn what the riders had told the humans, but what’s done is done. What we do next is what matters,” Nadir said. He motioned for them to continue toward the warriors gathered near the city. 

      Natalia fell in with the front again. After being healed in Eastland, her legs weren’t as fast as they’d once been. She struggled to keep up with the sprinting pace Nadir had set for the Elf Army after she reached their camp at dawn. Now that there appeared to be time before the fighting began, Nadir slowed to a jog so Natalia could easily keep up.  

      Drawing closer to the humans, Natalia was surprised to see them in battle formation. She heard someone shout in Rolloan. Shortly after that the front lines formed a shield wall and lowered their spears. What are they doing? Natalia wondered. Don’t they know we’re here to help them?   

      Nadir held up his hand to slow their group. The elves slowed to a walk and stopped fifty yards from the threatening group of warriors. Natalia looked to him with concern. The small army of elves did not show aggression toward them and kept their swords sheathed.  

      In a voice loud enough so that he could be heard from across the gap, the Elf King called out to the Rollo Island warriors. “Friends!” he shouted. “There is no need to defend yourselves; we are here to help you! Have you made contact with those in the city?” 

      Natalia stood in silence with the others, waiting for a response. For a tense moment, no one replied. Finally, when Nadir was about to try to make contact again, a gap formed in the shield wall. A broad-shouldered man with black hair and a heavy beard emerged. Battle armor covered his tattooed skin. Natalia recognized him as the confrontational one in their meeting: Red, the Chief who’d lost control of his nation. 

      “Where’s the other one?” Natalia asked Nadir. 

      “What other one?” 

      “Anders’ friend, Britt. I thought she was in command?” 

      “Red banished her with Anders in Grandwood. Not surprising that once Red got away from our support, he’s done this again,” Nadir said. 

      “Or had them executed,” Natalia said.  

      “He did want her out of the picture,” Nadir said. “It was plain to see at the meeting in Brookside.” 

      “But Max was with her. He wouldn’t let that happen without a fight and her ship had two crystal bearers on board.” 

      Nadir shrugged. “I’ll make sure to ask him about it,” he said as he walked slowly toward Red, who stood defiantly out in front of the shield wall with his feet spread wide.  

      Natalia stood at the ready with the other elves. If Red tried to harm Nadir, they would be there before Red could close the gap. 

      Nadir stopped halfway between the elves and the Rollo Islanders and called out to Red, “I thought our people had an agreement? No more violence.” 

      Red turned his head to the side and spat. Folding his arms across his chest, he replied, “And how do we know that the elf scum haven't betrayed us? Where are the others, eh? I think that you elves are planning to take control once again. You are in bed with the enemy and have come to try to push us out of the way so the dark sorcerer can take over.” 

      He’s insane, Natalia thought, seeing that Red truly believed what he was saying. 

      “My people were attacked,” Nadir called back. “We have suffered massive casualties at the hands of Merglan and his followers. The elves do not support anything that Merglan stands for. Haven’t we shown enough support to the point where we can trust one another? We are fighting a common enemy here. What of our collaboration in Eastland and the show of support in Southland?” 

      “My father was a fool to trust you in Eastland!” Red bellowed. “You elves gave us your word that you would be there before the attack came, yet where were you? It was only when your beloved dragon was in trouble that you came to rescue her.” 

      Natalia couldn’t hold back any longer. She shouted as she came to Nadir’s side, “The elves were under attack the same as you! I lost my better half that day and I'll be damned if you're stupid enough to think that we were just sitting back and watching from afar!” 

      Red shouted in anger, “My subordinates would never talk back like that; keep her in line, elf!” 

      Before Natalia could retaliate, Nadir yelled, “We have shown nothing but good faith and support in bringing our people together! My race has shed far more blood and suffered greater losses than any other in Kartania! There is a war on and you stand there accusing us of betrayal. I would take a good look around you and see who’s still beside you when the enemy is here.”  

      “You place the blame on us!? We did not ask to be in this war; your dragonrider had to beg us! If it weren’t for our help in the Ramhorn, you wouldn't even be here! I am here to save the human race. We have no interest in helping the elves.” 

      “I was there, Red!” Natalia shouted. “I was at the Ramhorn and fought hard for your people. But where were you!? You were at home in your longhouse, pouting because your Navy had sailed against your commands to stay home. I don’t think you speak for them anymore.” 

      “I said enough!” Red shouted. “I am sick and tired of these damn elves trying to manipulate us humans. This ends now!” 

      Natalia fumed as she watched Red push his way back behind the shield wall. She heard him call his warriors to draw their swords. Steel collectively rang as it was drawn out of three thousand sheaths. A second command was given and the warriors began to advance. The shield wall remained a blockade as the Island warriors stepped steadily forward.  

      Natalia looked back to see the elves pulling out their weapons, ready to protect their king. Nadir called for them to stay put. He turned his focus back on the humans again and shouted, “We will not fight you! You are not our enemy!” 

      The elves remained where they were, but Nadir’s words fell on deaf ears with the Rollo Island warriors. The shield wall continued slowly toward them. Natalia pulled her sword from her belt and gave Nadir a stern look. 

      “Natalia, we can’t give in to Red’s pressure. We will not attack,” Nadir said. 

      “You heard what he said. They hate us,” Natalia spat. “I could kill that self-righteous goon right now,” Natalia said, clutching the pouch of crystals tied to her sword belt. 

      “No,” Nadir commanded. “That would only cause more conflict between us.” 

      “What do you suggest we do then? Run away?” 

      Nadir nodded, “If we must. We can stay just out of reach. We can’t let this distract us from our goal.” 

      The Islanders were just twenty yards away and Nadir had just started to motion for the elves to back up when Natalia heard shouting. At first the shouts were muted by the marching of the warriors, but soon the shouts became clear. They were calling the warriors to stop. Natalia stood with the rest of the elves in surprise as the three thousand warriors stopped.  

      Britt and Max ran into the gap between them. Despite Red’s command for them to continue, the warriors stood still and most lowered their shields. 

      Natalia could see that Red was furiously trying to get the men around him to hold the shield wall. The slurs were in native Rolloan so Natalia could only assume what he was saying to them. Some of the warriors returned to their stance but none continued marching.  

      “What are you doing?” Britt called at the warriors. “The elves are our allies. We have bigger problems than whatever this is!” 

      Red pushed his way past the front line again and walked toward Britt and Max. He gripped his axe so tightly his knuckles were white. Natalia thought he might attack Britt, but he stopped before meeting her and said something in their native language.  

      Britt replied in Landish, “And now they are our friends, our allies! We need to work together. There are demons inside the city and you want to use our people to settle a personal issue you have with the elves?” 

      “It’s more than personal. These elves betrayed us in Eastland and welcomed the evil sorcerer right into their capital city. I won’t allow their betrayals go without punishment,” Red said. 

      “You are too blinded by selfishness to see that they have suffered more than any of us. If you hadn't abandoned me in Westland, our people would have answered Anders’ call to action. Many of you did!” she shouted, addressing the people behind Red. “And they did it behind your back.” Britt formed her hands around her mouth and shouted at the warriors, “Demons in the Horse Lord’s city have chased everyone out and killed six of our own. Four more are badly wounded. Red has led you away from our only escape route. Our ships offer our best chance of survival if we’re overrun. As a Captain among us, I urge you to return to the ships. Now is not the time for us to settle our differences. Now is the time to join together and hold our ground until the allied armies arrive!” 

      “Lies!” Red shouted. “She is lying to you. Our fight is here with the elves.”  

      Natalia stepped forward, put her sword back into her sheath, and said to the Rollo forces, “Britt is telling the truth. I was with our dragonriders yesterday when they came to wait for your arrival. Fairnheir and an enemy dragonrider were attacking the city. Because I am capable of speed, I ran to gather more forces while my sister and Anders stayed behind. Whatever happened after I left in part worked; they drove the enemies away and left the city for us to secure. Though some monsters may remain, the orc and kurr armies are not here yet. I do not see any dragons in the skies. We have been given the opportunity to hold the city until our reinforcements come.” 

      “The dwarfs and humans are far behind you,” Red called back. 

      “We left camp this morning. They will reach the city by nightfall. If we can hold on until then, we could win this fight,” Nadir shouted, putting weight behind Natalia’s story. 

      “Trust what we are telling you,” Britt said urgently. “Trust me. Don’t let the current Chief’s personal differences weaken our chances. Together we’ll be stronger. Believe me that I will always hold our people’s future before my own.” 

      “Are you challenging me?” Red asked, stepping forward to come toe-to-toe with Britt. 

      Britt returned his cold stare. Max stepped forward to place his hand on Britt’s, “Right now is not the time.” 

       Natalia held her breath as she awaited Britt’s response. After a tense couple of seconds, Britt said, “No, Max, now is the time. The clan leaders chose the wrong leader when they selected him over me. The Rollo Islanders have been led under a fool for too long.” She stepped to the side and shouted loud enough for all to hear, “I challenge you, Red! As a Captain, I have the right. You are not fit to lead our people, but I am.”  

      Red shook his axe and shouted a roar of anger meant to intimidate Britt. As Natalia and the others could see, it did not. Red pointed the battle axe at her and growled, “Better take out that sword; you’re going to need it.” 

      Britt’s hand shot to her hip, but stopped as a tremor shook the ground around them. The violent quake knocked many of the Islanders and elves to the ground.  

      “What’s going on?” Natalia shouted at Nadir, but he had no answer for her. As she watched the confrontation between Red and Britt, she was shocked to see Red scrambling back toward their people.  

      Natalia hear him shouting, “Back to the ships!” Britt’s efforts to take control had not been resolved. 

      Almost as suddenly as it started, the quaking stopped and a burst of light shot up in the distance. Far northeast of the city and beyond the mountains bordering Westland and the Everlight Kingdom, a thin beam of light rose high into the sky. Natalia stared at it as it glowed for a long moment, then vanished. Forgetting the escalation that had happened between them and the Rollo Islanders, Natalia looked at Nadir.  

      “He’s finally done it,” Nadir said. 

      “Done what?” Natalia asked. 

      “Merglan’s broken the ancient magic in Cedarbridge and turned it to his will.”  

      “How do you know?” she asked. 

      “I don't, but what else would you say just happened?” 

      “We don’t have time to speculate anyway, his armies will be here soon,” Natalia said, seeing the black line on the eastern horizon growing larger.  

      “We need the others to hurry,” Nadir said.  

      “What about them?” Natalia asked motioning to the Rollo Islanders scurrying toward their ships south of the city.  

      Nadir shook his head, “They’re too hostile for us to join them now. Perhaps when the fighting starts they'll see us as allies again.”  

      Natalia nodded and looked to see Britt and Max walking after the warriors. What, are they crazy? It’s not safe for her to go back with them now. Natalia rushed across the grass and quickly caught up with Max and Britt, stopping them. “Where are you two going?” 

      “I mean to take command of my people,” Britt said sternly. 

      “You can do that after we have lived through this fight. Do you see the dark line out there?” Natalia asked pointing east.  

      Britt nodded. 

      “That’s them. They’re going to beat everyone else unless our soldiers somehow magically learn to run as fast as horses.” 

      “You mean to defend the city?” Britt asked.  

      “That’s what we’re here to do,” Natalia said.  

      “But there were two demons,” Britt said. “It’s not safe in there.”  

      “The demons must have come before the fairnheir,” Natalia said. “But Nadir and I can help protect us against a couple of lousy demons.”  

      “Lousy?” Max said in disbelief.  

      “Okay, not lousy. But it would take more than a couple to get past me,” Natalia said confidently.  

      “I can’t say that Red won’t try to lead our people against you again, but we could set up a defensible space on the east side. Somewhere near enough that the warriors could join quickly,” Britt suggested. 

      “When they catch sight of what’s coming for us, I don’t think they’ll have any hesitation about joining up with us,” Natalia said. “You two had better come with us.”  

      Britt nodded, and Max asked, “You were with Anders and Maija?” 

      “I was scouting with them, yes,” Natalia said. She explained how she’d gone back when Anders and Maija stayed to help save the city. “But it looks like the other riders might have gotten to them first.”  

      “Either that or they went off to try a sneak attack on Merglan,” Max said. “Anders was pretty gung-ho about trying to end this before the war started.”  

      “Whatever happened to them, we’re going to be in deep if Merglan or any dragons arrive,” Natalia said. She saw Britt and Max exchange a worried look and said, “Come on. If I know my sister and Anders as well as I think I do, they wouldn’t just abandon us.” And I hope they show up soon, Natalia thought. 

      ***  

      “Are you really going to challenge Red for the position of Chief?” Max asked as they trailed behind the elves. 

      “I don't really have a choice now, do I?” Britt replied. 

      “You could see it in the way they hesitated to listen to Red. I think the warriors would choose you if it were put to a vote.” 

      Britt stopped, “I'm not sure you know what it's like for me. I have always been a leader and my people mean the world to me. You were there when the other clan chiefs chose him over me. It’s been my dream to take care of our people for as long as I can remember, and yet they chose the man who is the least invested in our future. Look at what he's done to us, to my crew. I would never treat someone like that.” 

      Max understood what it must feel like for her. Tony was the Red in his life. “I get it,” Max said as they started walking again. “You two will not see eye-to-eye and no matter what the people around you say, Red will always try to undermine you.” 

      Britt nodded, “Exactly.” 

      “It's just like Tony and me. As long as we are in the same place, there's never enough room for both of us. He will always try to undermine me and probably will try to kill me, too.” 

      “Which is why you must confront him, as I confront Red,” Britt said. 

      Max shook his head, “That's not my way, Britt. I wasn't raised in a warrior culture. Though Tony and I will never see eye-to-eye, I do not wish to see Tony’s children without a father. No matter how much he hates me, he does love his birth children. And I love them, too, which means I won’t fight him.” 

      “Then you are a bigger man than most,” Britt said. 

      “A big man, you say?” Max asked, raising his eyebrows. 

      Britt punched him in the shoulder, “Gosh, how are you always like that? You know what I meant.” 

      Max laughed, “It’s how I cope. I’ll be needing some darn good jokes after all this serious war stuff is over.” 

      “Maybe you can teach me how to be funny, once I’m Chief,” Britt said. 

      “Maybe,” Max replied. 
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      “Are there others like you, who know how to use the powers of the crystals?” the dragonrider asked Kirsten.  

      “Yes, but there’re only a few in this camp. Natalia is with Anders and the other two who trained with us are on the ships,” Kirsten said.  

      “We will need their skills,” the female rider said.  

      The dragonrider looked out at the army encampment. Kirsten saw her masked face in the dim light. Her helmet had shadowed her female features, but the glow from the nearby torches revealed the foreign rider’s familiar gray eyes. Kirsten knew only one other person who had eyes like that. “Where did you say you were from?” 

      “North,” she replied simply, then asked, “Will you help us?” 

      Kirsten looked back at the crowd of people. They were waiting to see what happened to her. “I’ll agree to come with you, but there’s a condition.” 

      “Name it,” the rider said. 

      “You will take us directly to Anders. Any funny business and I’ll use this,” she showed the crystal. 

      “Anders is with our riders now. I will take you to him,” the rider said with a confidence in her tone that made Kirsten feel she was trustworthy.  

      “Good,” Kirsten said satisfied. “First, I need to let them know what’s going on. A few in our group wanted to attack you.”  

      “Hurry, we must act quickly,” the rider urged. 

      Kirsten jogged back to the army. The soldiers made an opening for her and she quickly found Rune waiting for her. “They’re the dragonriders Anders saw in the mountains. They want to help us and say the enemy army will beat us to the city. A pack of fairnheir and a dragonrider already attacked the city. Anders and Maija drove them off, but more are sure to arrive tomorrow. They want me and the other crystal bearers to come with them now.” 

      “Have the Rolloans made it to Aquina?” Rune asked. 

      “No,” Kirsten said. “That’s why they need me and the others to come with them. With our powers, we might hold them off until our Army can arrive. 

      “We’ll have to march now.” Rune muttered.  

      “You aren’t seriously going to fall for this, are you?” Tony asked. “These dragonriders are clearly working for Merglan!” 

      “If they were, they’d be burning our camp down,” Rune said. “We aren’t in any kind of position not to trust them. We haven’t seen Anders or Maija since they left this morning. I say we send those who have crystals with these riders and we begin our march to the city at once! Who’s with me?”  

      Five of the Revolution’s leaders shouted their agreement. A rabble of chatter rose from them for a moment and Kirsten saw Tony’s eyes fall onto Kirsten.  

      Tony shook his head and yelled, “You are leading us all into a trap!” 

      “Either join us or go home,” Rune said. He turned his attention to the crowd and shouted, “Spread the word! We march for Aquina in one hour!” 

      The soldiers around them cheered, pounding their shields and whooping. 

      Kirsten lost sight of Tony as he stormed off, pushing his way through the mob. Rune grabbed her by the shoulder and said, “Go and tell them the crystal bearers will fly with them. Tell your cousin we will be outside the city by dusk.”  

      Kirsten nodded. Swiveling, she searched for Bo and found him pushing through the moving crowd to speak with her. When he reached her, she said, “Thanks for standing up to Tony. I don’t want to know what would’ve happened if we tried attacking them.” 

      “Them?” Bo asked. 

      “There are about ten more cloaked in the darkness,” she said. 

      Bo nodded wide-eyed, “Someone needs to tell Tony when he’s getting out of hand. He’s a little stubborn most of the time.” 

      “A little?’ More like always,” Kirsten said.  

      “Yeah,” Bo said. “So, you’re going with them?” 

      Kirsten nodded, “They need us.” 

      “I knew the battle was coming soon, but I wish we had more time,” Bo said.  

      “You could come with us. I’m sure they would take you, too,” Kirsten said. 

      “I don’t have a crystal,” Bo said. 

      “I’ll talk to them. Meet me back at our fire?” she asked. 

      Bo nodded, “I can get your armor ready.” 

      “Thanks, Bo,” she said and kissed him before he disappeared into the crowd. 

      Kirsten pushed back out of the crowd and jogged to the dragonrider. When Kirsten stopped in front of the female rider, she asked, “I gather they agreed?” 

      Kirsten nodded and started, “The others with the crystals in camp…” 

      “I’ve already located all of the others with crystals,” the woman said. 

      “That was fast. How did you do it?” Kirsten asked. 

      She pointed to her head and said matter-of-factly, “Magic.”   

      “Oh, yeah. Can I also bring someone who doesn’t have a crystal?” she asked. 

      “If there is time, but we must hurry.”  

      “Great,” she said. “I just need to get my things; it might take a minute.”  

      “I'll fly you,” the rider said, mounting her dragon and extending her arm for Kirsten.  

      “But,” she said looking back at the crowd.  

      “There isn’t time to waste. Your cousin is in danger,” the woman said.  

      Kirsten reluctantly took her hand and let the rider haul her onto the dragon. While standing on all fours, the purple dragon matched Zahara’s height of ten feet to the top of her shoulder, but when the rider’s male dragon spread its wings, the creature’s wingspan seemed a few feet shorter than Zahara’s. The newly arrived dragon lifted off the ground and glided over the people to Kirsten’s camp with Thomas and Bo. When they landed, Kirsten hopped off. She looked around hoping that Bo had made it back, but he hadn’t.  

      “Kirsten?” Thomas said, standing by the fire.  

      “Thomas, where’s Bo?” she asked. 

      “He’s not back yet, why? What’s going on?” he asked. 

      Kirsten walked to her bag and retrieved her crystals and armor, “These dragonriders are here to help. I’m going with them. They’re taking me to Anders.” 

      The dragonrider pointed to Thomas and said, “You are coming with us.”  

      Thomas looked at Kirsten and she replied to the rider, “This wasn’t the person I was asking about.” 

      “He has a sapphire. He is coming with us,” the rider said simply. 

      Thomas shook his pale face and said, “But, I...” 

      “You wanted to be at the front, didn’t you?” Kirsten said, shooing him toward the dragon. “Just listen to her and get on,” she said. Kirsten stopped and looked back, still hoping to see Bo running into view.  

       The dragonrider held her hand down for Kirsten and said, “Time to go.”  

      “But my friend isn’t back yet. I want him to come with us,” she said. 

      “You will see him again soon,” the rider said. 

      “I told him he could come with us,” Kirsten said. 

      “I will have one of my other dragonriders bring him then,” the woman said. A moment later a dragon landed near their campfire. She said to him, “Wait her for...” then the rider looked at Kirsten, waiting to hear her ‘friend’s’ name. 

      “Bo,” she said. 

      “For Bo and bring him with us,” the rider said. She looked at Kirsten and held out her hand again, motioning with her fingers for Kirsten to hurry. 

      Kirsten grabbed onto the offered hand and was hauled onto the dragon’s back, just behind Thomas. Before the dragon took flight, Kirsten shouted to the second dragonrider, “He’s tall with black hair! Tell him that we’ll see him soon!” As the threesome climbed into the sky, Kirsten hoped the other dragonrider had understood what she said. As they traveled farther from the camp, they were joined by the other riders Kirsten had seen in the shadows. She noticed Inama among the group accompanying these dragonriders, but not Evans.  

      Kirsten rode in silence as they were carried away into the night. She hoped Bo would catch up soon, but each time she looked back, she didn’t see anything in the air beyond their small group.   

      After several hours, Kirsten began to feel dread weighing heavily in her mind. She feared that Bo didn’t make it back to their campfire and that the dragon had left without him. She shifted uncomfortably.  

      Thomas asked, “What’s wrong with you? Can’t you sit still?” 

      Thinking quickly, Kirsten said, “Excuse me, Miss Dragonrider; I have to pee.”  

      The dragonrider looked over her shoulder and responded, “My name is Hannah, not Miss Dragonrider.” 

      “Hannah, can we land soon?” 

      “Can you hold it?” she asked. 

      Kirsten shook her head, “I need to go now.” 

      The rider groaned, “I guess we can stop and wait for Varren and Turza to catch up.”

      A moment later, the flight of dragons pitched toward the grassy plains below. Landing lightly in the grass, Kirsten waited for the dragon to stop before she climbed down.  

      “What are we doing?” one of the other riders asked Hannah.  

      “Someone needed to relieve herself,” she replied as Kirsten walked away from the riders. “The others aren’t far behind. We can wait for them.”  

      Kirsten walked out away from the riders, far enough into the darkness that she could still see them, but not clearly. She squatted and pretended to go. After a moment she returned. Within a few minutes, Hannah announced that the other dragons were approaching. They all took to the sky again. Kirsten was eager to see Bo. She watched intently as two additional dragonriders came into view. She saw two seated on one of the dragons, but only one on the other.  

      As the dragons fell in behind them, Kirsten strained to see if Bo was on the dragon. When she recognized who it was, her heart sank. It was Evans.  

      “My friend isn’t with us, we need to go back,” she said.  

      Hannah turned and said, “We can’t go back.”  

      “But my friend isn’t with the rider you told to wait for him.”  

      A long silence preceded Hannah’s response. “Varren said he waited for your tall friend with the black hair. He didn’t come back to the camp. Varren waited until Turza was ready to leave almost ten minutes later.”  

      “It didn’t take ten minutes to get back to our camp,” Thomas said confused.  

      “Something must have happened to him,” Kirsten said.  

      “Varren apologizes, but he couldn’t wait any longer,” Hannah said.  

      “I need to go back,” Kirsten said.  

      “We can’t go back. We are needed elsewhere now. When the army comes to the city, you will see your friend again,” Hannah said firmly.  

      “But…” Kirsten protested. 

      Thomas grabbed her hand and squeezed it, “Bo will be all right, Kirsten. He’s a smart guy. We’ll see him again, I promise.”  

      Kirsten didn’t reply. She looked over her shoulder into the darkness behind them and wished she could go back in time. Kirsten rode the rest of the way in silence. After a while the dragons tilted downward again. A group of riders waited for them below. 

      *** 

      Anders looked down from his perch atop Zahara. On the plains below he saw dark shapes and felt the familiar absence of life. Dragons could use protective magic to hide themselves from other sorcerers, leaving gaps in the white noise of plant life on the plains.  

      Dragons, Anders said to Zahara and Maija.  

      Zahara and Raffa followed the lead dragon as they circled in over the dragons resting below. Anders saw a person walk out from beside a dragon and soon each of the dragon’s companions had gathered.  

      Anders slid off his saddle and waited for Maija to do the same. Staying close together Anders and Maija eyed the gathering warily and waited for an explanation from one of the dragonriders who’d led them there regarding what was to happen next.  

      The dragonrider who had addressed them outside Aquina approached. Without saying a word, he waved his arm for Maija and Anders to come with him. The man took several steps toward the other dragonriders and stopped. Anders and Maija hadn’t moved. They looked about them and huddled close to Zahara and Raffa.  

      “This way,” the man said, waving again. 

      Anders felt Maija squeeze his arm and he glanced at her. She widened her eyes and he nodded. “Where are you taking us?” he asked. 

      “Come with me, this way,” the man said again. 

      “No,” Anders replied. “You said you would take us to our army. They are nowhere near here.”  

      “First you must prove to them that we can trust you,” the rider said, motioning to the others gathered nearby.  

      Anders looked at the group of people. There were fewer than the two dozen he’d seen in the mountains outside Brookside. “We need healing,” Anders said. “I won’t come with you until we’ve had a chance to heal our dragons. They’ve gone long enough without it.”  

      Two of the dragonriders who had escorted them put their hands on the hilts of their swords. The one who’d been talking stayed them with the wave of his hand. “Go ahead, heal them. But know that if you try anything, you won’t see the army you wish to return to.”  

      Anders envisioned what it would be like for him to take on so many dragonriders. He had no way of knowing their skill level without testing them. If one of them was equally matched, which didn’t seem unreasonable since he’d only had limited training, they could hold him while the others took control. The only thing he had that he knew they didn’t have was the crystals.  

      Anders, you can’t use the crystals, Zahara said, sensing his thoughts.  

      We could transport ourselves out of here and back to the army, he said. 

      And you would waste valuable energy stores that we will need to fight Merglan, or do I need to remind you that he didn’t come directly after them when he learned they were missing.  

      We don’t know for sure he knows who has them.  

      It wouldn’t have been hard for him to send the riders to hunt them down. If he sent demons and wraiths, he could’ve sent dragons. That means he isn’t concerned that we have them, which does concern me, greatly.  

      What other power source is greater? He spent years harvesting them. 

      I don’t know, but it must be stronger, otherwise he’d be coming after us.  

      “Any time you’re ready,” the rider said, shifting his stance, seemingly readying himself if Anders intended to pull something on them. 

      “Sorry, I was talking to my dragon,” he said, knowing that they would likely understand his delayed response.  

      “Anders,” Maija whispered. “I don’t have much strength left. I don’t think I can heal Raffa, and,” she winced.  

      Anders grabbed her as she crumpled momentarily. “What’s wrong? Are you injured?” 

       “It’s my head,” she said. “It’s been throbbing ever since that rider broke me.” 

      “What’s going on over there?” the rider asked, stepping closer.  

      “I’m trying to see if she needs my help,” Anders said angrily. 

      “But she is bonded is she not? She can heal herself?” the rider said. 

      “She’s only recently bonded and hasn’t had much practice.” 

      “How can that be? She has such a strong magical energy about her,” the rider said. 

      “It’s not hers, it’s the,” Anders stopped himself before he let them know what was in their saddlebags.  

      “If you are trying to hide the fact that you have inhabitance crystals, we already know,” the rider said. “Just look at your saddlebags, they are glowing.”  

      Anders looked at Zahara and Raffa. He was right. The bags glowed in the dark. And a blue-hued beam shone through the tear in Zahara’s saddlebag. “Is that why you brought us here?” Anders asked. “To take them from us?” 

      “If we wanted to do that, we would have done so when you were in that port town a week ago, or we could’ve done it anytime between then and now,” the man said.  

      “How long have you been watching us?” Anders asked angrily. 

      “Just heal your dragons and we can talk about it after,” the man said.  

      Anders snorted angrily. He focused on energy reserves within his body. Using them, he worded the spell to heal Zahara’s flesh. Once her wounds were gone, Anders was weakened so she fueled him with some of her strength’s reserves. Anders used the energy Zahara provided and applied it to healing Raffa’s wounds, which were less extensive, but deeper than Zahara’s. Feeling as though he might faint, Anders drew in the remaining energy from the smaller sapphires embedded into Lazuran’s pommel. The sapphires offered enough strength to restore his own energy reserves nearly to their full capacity. Anders still felt that something had happened to Tarron. He feared sapping away all of the energy from the sapphire that Tarron’s soul inhabited. With a renewed sense of strength, Anders healed Maija’s cuts and the burn on his own back. The effort took less energy than he’d expected. There was plenty left over to attempt healing Maija’s mind, but to his surprise, Anders didn’t sense any lasting damage. Anders finished by giving half of the remaining energy in his stores to Maija. The whole time Anders was focused on these tasks he had allowed the light of the energy to dance from his hands to the actions he’d undertaken. When he’d finished and turned back to the riders, he saw them staring with a slightly different expression than they’d had before.  

      The one rider who appeared to be in charge said, “She was right about you. You do know how to use them.”  

      Anders frowned and looked at Maija confused. She shook her head and shrugged.  

      “Now you will come with me. They’ll be back soon,” the man said.  

      Anders and Maija hesitantly followed the stranger. Raffa and Zahara remained close at their sides. Anders could feel that Zahara was on edge and poised to leave at a moment’s notice. But his own curiosity was piqued; he wanted to know more about this group of dragonriders.  

      They were led to a cluster of rocks and told to sit down. Anders and Maija shared a seat on a large rock and waited in silence for the rider to explain who they were waiting for. After several minutes, it was apparent that they wouldn’t be told. The rider who’d led them stood up from his rock and said, “They come.”  

      Anders felt the presence of approaching sorcerers. There were many, but one felt decidedly stronger than the others. While he probed at all of them to see if any had their walls down, he found a familiar presence. He sat up straight and looked at Maija.  

      “What is it?” she asked. 

      “Kirsten,” he said. “And Thomas. Evans and Inama are with them, too.” 

      “But why?”  

      Anders shrugged, “Kirsten and Evans have inhabitance crystals, but Inama and Thomas don’t.”  

      “Bo’s not with them?” Maija asked.  

      Anders shook his head and stood as he watched the dragons approach. Anders recognized the rider who had given him the Westland soldier taken by the wraith. That rider had kept the crystal. The other dragons carrying their friends and the remaining riders followed. They landed just out of sight.  

      With dozens of questions running through his mind, Anders held Maija’s hand tightly. The man escorted them toward the dragonrider who he’d seen outside Brookside. The armored rider had stepped down off his saddle and was removing his helmet when they received a signal to stop behind him. Though it was dark, Anders could still see by the light of the stars.  

      Surprised, he now noticed there was something feminine about the rider’s figure. Anders could see that this rider wasn’t much larger than he was. After securing his helmet to the saddle horn and running a hand through his long brown ponytail, the mysterious rider turned to face them, revealing his face. Anders heard Maija inhale quickly when they saw that the rider they’d both assumed to be male was, in fact, a woman. All at once Anders saw that Maija’s surprise was not a reaction to the female rider’s gender but to her appearance. Anders stared at her in shock, clearly seeing his own face mirrored in the woman’s. She looked just like him, but female. He stared blankly, blinking at the young woman standing in front of them.  

      “Anders,” she said, thrusting her hand out to greet him like an old friend.  

      Anders took her grip and shook it firmly, unable to reply. 

      After a long moment during which they studied each other’s faces, the rider released her grip and shifted her attention to Maija. At first, she motioned to greet her in the same way she did Anders, holding out her hand. When Maija took it, however, the rider brought it up to her chin and gently kissed the back of her hand, saying, “It’s refreshing to see a fellow female rider, miss...?” she left the end of her greeting open for her to answer.  

      “Maija,” she said. “Just Maija.”  

      “And you are?” Anders asked, still trying to determine if they were somehow related. 

      “Hannah,” she said.  

      Anders eyes grew wide, that was my mother’s name. Could she be? No, she’s much too young, younger even than me. Anders snapped out of his shocked state of mind and focused on his irritation at having been flown so far from their objective. “Okay, Hannah. I don't know if you've noticed, but there is a war on and we can’t afford to waste any more time. So, maybe you could skip the pleasantries and tell us why in damnation you’ve brought us here?” 

      “I thought so,” she replied. 

      Frowning, Anders shook his head. 

      “Let me explain. I brought you here to work on a battle strategy.” 

      “All the way out here?” Ander asked. “If that’s all you wanted, we could’ve done this with all of our army's leaders.” 

      “I beg to differ. I have a small force, powerful, but small. I do not trust easily, which is why I waited so long to make this decision.” 

      “And what decision is that?” Maija interrupted.  

      Hannah’s eyes shifted to Maija, “To fight alongside you and your army.”  

      “But why exclude the humans, dwarfs and elves?” Anders asked. 

      “When the gates holding our people from crossing into the south were broken, I didn’t know who I could trust. My people are counting on me to bring them home, which is why we have been observing the goings on for some time. The politics of your lands have changed much since my ancestors were cast out to the North.” 

      “Norfolk,” Anders whispered to himself.  

      “Do you have something to say?” Hannah asked in an authoritative tone. 

      “I can’t believe I didn’t put this together sooner,” Ander said when he had connected the dots. Maija and Hannah eyed him with curiosity. “You’re the riders from Northland that Zorna told us about. She said the barrier Asmond created kept anyone who entered Northland from returning. Everyone but unbonded dragons,” he said speaking to Maija. 

      Maija’s forehead creased as she said, “But she just said it was her ancestors who were blocked. It’s only been, what, a hundred years?” 

      “Zorna?” Hannah asked. “How can that be? She went missing and her dragon returned, but that was thousands of years ago.”  

      “Merglan’s journal,” Anders said with a snap of his fingers. “He wrote that he’d been gone for two years but when he came back, he had really only been gone for two weeks.”  

      “The time paradox,” the rider who’d brought them to the rider’s camp said from behind them.  

      “What?” Maija asked. 

      “Zorna’s mentor, Magleen, prophesied many events in our history that have come true. She was there when the riders were cast out of the Southland. In her writings she stated she found a way through the wall. Each time she passed through, time passed much more slowly on the south side of the barrier.” 

      “If that is true, Merglan could’ve found the hole in the barrier and come back through. Didn’t Zorna tell us her instructor taught Merglan?” Maija said. 

      “There is no hole in the barrier. My father and grandfather dedicated their lives to finding a way though the barrier. Once someone came to Northland, they remained. Until a few weeks ago, that is, when the barrier fell,” Hannah said. 

      “Merglan could’ve broken the paradox?” Anders suggested. 

      “It makes no difference. We have come to fulfill one of Magleen’s prophecies,” Hannah said. “The barrier has been broken and I am here to claim my birthright to lead the good nations of this world to a time of peace.”  

      Anders glanced at Maija. She gave him a questioning look in return.

      “What prophecy?” he asked. 

      “Thousands of years ago, Magleen predicted the barrier would fall and the child of the rightful King in the south would come on the back of a dragon to end the evil dragonrider’s reign.”  

      “But you’re not the son of a king?” Anders mumbled. 

      Hannah tilted her head, “You know of the prophecy?” 

      Anders nodded and asked, “What birthright have you come to claim?” 

      “My rightful place as Queen of humanity,” Hannah said seriously. 

      Anders stomach churned at the words and he felt a shock spread through his body, numbing all of his senses. He snapped out of his funk. 

      Aren’t you going to say something? Maija asked him. 

      Maija, no. We don’t know if she’s telling us the truth. 

      Anders, look at her. You’re practically twins, Maija said. 

      Please, don’t tell her anything. I don’t want to complicate things. We need to get back to the city. Your sister could be in danger.  

      Maija left his thoughts, but he could still feel her emotions pressuring him to say something about it to Hannah. “You said you wanted to talk strategy?” Anders asked, ignoring Maija’s thoughts and trying to focus on how eerily similar he and the rider looked.  

      “As you know, there is a massive army marching from the coast right toward the city where you and your army plan to stage your battle,” Hannah said. 

      “Which is exactly why we should be flying back there before they attack,” Anders said. 

      “There is time. The dragons will be the first to attack. We haven’t seen them flying to join the army yet.”  

      “How do you know that?” Maija asked. 

      “As I said before, we have been observing and deciding which army, if any, we should join.” 

      “Oh,” Maija replied with a frown.  

      “In our observations, we’ve noticed that you, Anders, have a different skill set than we were trained with.”  

      “In what way?” Anders asked. 

      “Where we have excelled in masking our presence to other sorcerers, you have learned the long-lost secrets of the inhabitance crystals.”  

      “I don’t know that much,” he said. “We only know what Zorna explained to us.”  

      “It’s more than we know. I have been trying to use the one you let fall into the hands of the wraith. It will not work for me, yet you seem to have taught non-bonded people how to use them. I brought you and the others here to show us how to use them. You have enough for all of us to wield their powers.”  

      Anders thought for a moment before responding. What do you think, Zahara?  

      She shares your blood; I can smell it on her. She speaks the truth and I think you can trust her. Imagine what we could do with a dragonrider’s army and this wealth of power. 

      Anders sighed, “We can show you how to use them if you get us back to the front lines before the enemy attacks.”  

      “Why do you think we brought the ones who can use crystals with us?” Hannah asked. 

      “You brought two of them. Thomas can’t use one and Inama doesn’t have one,” Anders replied. 

       “They both have crystals, which is why we brought them, too,” she said.  

      Anders wasn’t going to argue further with the rider. They had to make this quick so they could get back to Aquina. Anders followed Hannah as she led them to Kirsten, Thomas and the others. As she called for the dragons and riders to gather, Kirsten and Thomas came running up to them.  

      “Anders,” Kirsten said, giving him a hug. 

      Anders caught his cousin in his arms, “Kirsten, I’m alright. I’m glad you’re here.” 

      “They said you were in danger and they needed our help,” Thomas said. 

      “They saved us,” Anders said, motioning to the Northland riders. 

      “The rest of the army is coming behind us. Rune said they would arrive by dusk,” Kirsten told him. 

      “Good,” Anders replied.   

      Evans and Inama greeted them next. “So, you have one too?” Anders asked Inama. 

      She nodded and pointed her thumb to Kirsten, “She let me try. Says I'm a natural.”  

      He nodded, then Hannah motioned for his attention. Anders continued to explain everything Zorna had taught him about the inhabitance crystals.  

      Most of the Northland riders caught on much more quickly than Anders had anticipated. They had the advantage of knowing the ancient language. Each practiced with the one crystal Hannah had taken the week before. After this first try, he passed out more crystals to the riders.  

      A dragonrider who’d been standing near the outer edge of the group pushed his way to Hannah’s side and spoke to her in a hushed tone. Anders saw Hannah’s face turn stark white. She whistled once, immediately gathering the attention of the two dozen dragonriders.  

      “We ride now,” she shouted.  

      The Norfolk riders rushed to their dragons. Anders stood at Zahara’s side. He’d only handed them half the crystals Zahara had in her bags. Anders glanced at Maija, noticing she too had a large sack of the sapphires.  

      Hannah looked at them, “The dragons are moving to Merglan’s aid. We must ride.”  

      Anders nodded. He grabbed Kirsten while Thomas went with Maija. Evans and Inama were summoned away by two nearby Northland riders. Joining them in the air, Zahara and Raffa flew alongside the flight of dragons.  

      Being surrounded by so many dragons with bonded riders was something Anders had never dreamed would happen. For a moment he and Zahara were overcome with joy, then instantly reminded of the reason why they they’d taken flight so suddenly. The battle would begin soon. As the sun began to rise in the east, Anders wondered if it would be the last he would ever see. Anders speculated what the sudden presence of what appeared to be a close relative would mean for his future. Was he really the one the Prophecy spoke of? After spending so much time denying that he was meant to be King, he had finally come to terms with it. Now he learned the Prophecy may not have been referring to him all along.   
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      Maija, Anders said as they flew alongside the Northland riders across the Bareback Plains.  

      Yeah? she replied. 

      Tarron’s coming back, he said.  

      What happened to him? she asked. 

      He won’t say, I don’t think he knows.  

      I know exactly what it was, Tarron said to both of them sounding like himself again. 

      Then why did you…, Anders started but the rider’s soul cut him off.  

      It was because you’d gone completely AWOL. I had to use a spell to find the right channel to push through to that elf’s brain. If you hadn’t disappeared on me, the magic’s effect wouldn’t have drained me into darkness.  

      You disappeared? Maija asked. 

      I went into survival mode, I guess, Anders said. After I broke through his mental defense and saw what Merglan was doing, I let my guard down and he came at me. He came through and I ran.  

      You didn’t just run, you vanished, Tarron explained. If it weren’t for your body being present, I would’ve thought you had transported.  

      And I heard Ivan, Anders said, remembering the event as if it had happened years ago. Why didn’t I remember that sooner? 

      Ivan was there? Maija asked. Do you still have it?  

      Anders felt at the small bag near his thigh. The sealed cube was there. Yes. It’s still there.  

      That’s probably where you went, Zahara chimed in. 

      I don’t know how to access the inside of that cube, let alone enter it, Anders said.  

      But you did hear him? Maija asked. 

      Anders remembered chasing after the bright light, He was glowing and he kept saying I needed to understand.  

      Understand what? Tarron asked. 

      Something about the flow of magic, I think? I don’t know, it’s hazy and I hardly heard him before he disappeared, and the rider pulled me back out.  

      What if Ivan knows how to defeat Merglan? Maija asked. 

      Sensing Anders’ thoughts, Zahara asked, What did you see Merglan doing when you looked into the enemy rider’s thoughts? 

      Anders told them about the visions of the elf’s life and then the vision of Merglan taking hold of the light. 

      Was Ivan trying to tell you something about Merglan’s powers? Do you think he figured it out before Merglan trapped his soul? Maija asked. 

      I don’t know? Anders said. For all we know, I was just seeing what Merglan wanted me to see.  

      Can he do that? Maija asked. 

      It’s possible Merglan could’ve manipulated the rider’s memories in case Anders broke into his mind, Tarron said. 

      Why don’t you try to talk with Ivan now? Maija suggested. 

      Right now? Anders wondered. 

      Why not, we’re still at least an hour from Aquina and I haven’t seen any dragons yet, Maija said. 

      I don’t know, Anders thought.  

      We’re safe now, Anders, Zahara said. It’s worth a try. This might be your best opportunity to find out whether Ivan can tell you how to defeat Merglan. We could save so many lives if we knew the secret to breaking Merglan’s strength.   

      Seeing their point, Anders agreed. Doing the same as he’d done before, he retreated into the inner sanctum of his mind. He dug deep, trying to replicate what he’d done when the elven rider suddenly attacked his thoughts. Anders went as deep as he could, shouting and calling his father’s name, but he heard no response and saw no glowing light. He came back, opening his eyes.  

      Did it work? Tarron asked.  

      No, he replied.  

      Try again, Maija said.  

      Anders tried again and again, each time with the same result. He attempted to penetrate the magically sealed walls of the cube but was presented with the same outcome each time. Deciding that his strength better served their efforts in battle, Anders reluctantly abandoned the attempt to speak with Ivan’s soul. 

      When they neared the city at the heart of the plains, Anders caught sight of something moving quickly across the sky. He looked left and saw a swarm of dragons trailing them from the north. He looked back but still couldn’t see Aquina.  

      “Move into formation!” Hannah shouted.  

      Anders followed the others as they gathered into groups and formed a half-dozen similarly shaped wedges in the sky. Zahara and Raffa glided in with Hannah’s group. Anders realized they were preparing to attack the dragons coming in behind them.  

      He formed a barrier around his mind leaving only a communication link with Maija open. Dragons weren’t as powerful alone as a dragon with a bonded rider, but the size of the flock left them way outnumbered by four to one.  

      Maija, keep Thomas protected. He doesn’t know how to fight with magic, Anders said as their formations turned to face the oncoming dragons.  

      I will. You look after yourself and don’t do anything reckless, Maija said to him.  

      Anders shared the warmth he felt for her in his heart. She did the same and the next thing he knew Kirsten was screaming in his ear. “Dragons! Dragons!” 

      “Kirsten!” Anders shouted. “Everyone knows. Now hold on tightly and don’t fall off.” Anders pulled Lazuran from its sheath and stared down Zahara’s neck at the rider-less dragons of the C.F.D.D. 

      Fire erupted as the dragons met in the sky. Anders blocked the flame wall with his energy and prepared to use his blade. Kirsten screamed for dear life and she wrapped her arms around him so tightly that he started shouting. Zahara burst through the flame wall allowing Anders to see their first targets. He fired a wave of energy at them, blasting the first dragons to the side, causing them to crash into their fellow wild dragons.  

      “Kirsten, not so tight!” he shouted when he had the chance to breathe.  

      Kirsten seemed to realize they weren’t on fire and stopped squeezing so tightly. Soon he saw flashes of light flying from her palm as she joined the fight. The sky became a tangle of dragons. Anders fought frantically to keep the formidable beasts from latching onto Zahara.  

      One swooped down from above them, it’s jaws open and snapping for Zahara’s neck. Anders sent a flash of energy out, deflecting the dragon’s head away from them. The dragon’s open jaws snapped just inches away. Anders leaned forward in the saddle and swiped Lazuran as the dragon continued past them. He felt the elven blade dig into the dragon’s hide for a second, then the dragon’s body fell from sight.  

       Anders looked at the sword to see that it was covered in blood. Before he had time to think, another dragon came at him from the side, smashing into Zahara and causing them to tumble through the air. Anders used his magic to keep Kirsten glued to Zahara’s back, relying totally on his saddle’s magic to hold him in place. He realized as they fell that Zahara’s wings were being held down by the dragon who’d tackled her. Seeing it happen to one rider already, Anders knew the dragon wouldn’t let go; it would sacrifice its own life to take theirs.  

       The g-forces of their rapid descent pulled his body into Zahara as they spun toward the ground. Anders released his hold on Kirsten and pointed the tip of his sword at the attacking dragon’s chest. Pushing energy into Lazuran, he extended its blade, plunging it right through the dragon clutching Zahara. The dragon’s grip released and Zahara regained control. He reached back and felt Kirsten. He was relieved to know that she’d managed to hold on.  

      “How did you stay in the saddle?” Kirsten asked while Zahara flew back toward the swarm of fighting in the sky above.  

      “It’s a special binding with the energy in the saddle. By ‘special’ I mean made just for me,” he said.  

      “Next time we go for a ride, I need one of those,” Kirsten called.  

      They joined the fighting again, finding Maija and Raffa swatting back dragons as they continued to pursue the riders.  

      *** 

      Maija leaned against Raffa’s neck. Thomas’ screams faded as he pressed his head into her back and muttered to himself. Whatever he was doing to stay aboard Raffa was working. Raffa turned to narrowly dodge the open jaws of a smaller dragon. Just then Maija heard a loud crack and looked back to see Raffa’s spiked tail lifting away from the dragon. It dropped, spiraling out of control unable to use its broken wing where Raffa had hit it. Maija felt a wave of heat as fire washed over the shield.  

      Thomas broke his silence, squeezing her tightly and groaning under the intense flash of heat. Bursting through the backside of the flame, Maija was surprised to see open sky in front of them. They’d flown away from the rest of the attacking dragons. Raffa arched and for the first time, she saw the aerial battlefield as a whole.  

      The morning sky was teaming with dragons and dragonriders. Their once-organized formations had broken apart during the sudden attack by a hundred wild dragons. Among the streams of flame, thrashing dragons and flashes of magic underway, Maija could hardly tell which dragons had riders.  

      This is chaos, she thought as Raffa continued through his arching turn. 

      Maija sensed that Raffa’s strength had been depleted somewhat since they’d left the army’s camp the previous morning. Her first instinct was to tap into the energy from the crystals she still carried. But when she saw another dragon falling to its death, she had an idea.  

      Raffa picked up on her idea and quickly returned them to the fight. Picking off a wild dragon near death, Raffa swooped in on top of it, catching it in his claws. Maija syphoned the remaining life’s energy from the dying dragon as she had done to the kurr several weeks before. She drained the creature, giving him a numbing death while recharging her crystals. When Raffa let go, she focused on giving Raffa a resurgence of energy.  

      As she passed the flow of energy into her dragon’s stores, she spotted three dragons holding onto a rider. They were swarming like bees onto an attacking wasp. They gnashed and clawed at the dragon and rider, pinning the dragon’s wings until they were right above the ground. Maija thought they would all crash, but just when they were over the hard plains, the attacking wild dragons released the rider’s dragon and flew away. Unable to know where they were in relation to the ground, the dragon and rider hit the ground at full velocity. Maija looked away, not wanting to see the resulting smatter.  

      This is only the beginning, she thought. If the dragons can pick us off, there won’t be much of a resistance when the enemy riders and Merglan show up. We have to fight harder.   

      Raffa flew with a renewed strength, powerfully biting and clawing each dragon who opposed them. Maija slashed out with her sword, attempting to make the energy extend her blade the way Anders did. She swung into the air each time, unable to create the same effect. Frustrated that she was only able to use her sword when dragons were close enough to latch onto Raffa, Maija used what little magic she knew how to.  

      We need to find Anders and break away from this fight, she said to Raffa. Some of us must return to the city before Merglan or his riders attack. 

      Maija lurched in the saddle when Raffa dove quickly to avoid another dragon attack. She felt Thomas clutching her tightly and knew he’d not been thrown. Maija held on as best she could. Raffa pulled out of his dive and she flattened against his back. She instantly thought of Thomas, hoping he hadn’t been struck by Raffa’s spike. She leaned forward and he coughed in her ear. “Are you hurt?” she shouted to him. 

      “No!” Thomas shouted.  

      Maija could tell he wanted to say more, but Raffa’s continued evasive maneuvering made Thomas plant his face against her back again and continue to groan.  

      Sorry, Raffa said to Maija regarding the sudden movement. 

      We’re fine. Can you see Zahara? she asked.  

      You can’t sense them? Raffa asked. 

      I don’t want to open my mind. Not after that elf broke through. 

      Finding her in this mess will be hard. I’ll try. 

      Maija gripped her sword tightly and focused on staying alive. Before yesterday, she hadn’t fought with battle magic, only what she had practiced with the others in Brookside. Maija knew that if she tried something for the first time and it took too much energy, she could kill herself or Raffa. Even with the crystals, she had to take the energy from them one at a time. Using the shield and pushing small amounts out as she needed was all she could do to help Raffa. 

      As she searched the chaos for Anders, she saw three dragonriders working together. The rider in the middle flashed as they used an excess of magic. She wasn’t totally sure it was them until she saw a light blue blade arch down and strike a dragon’s energy shield, shattering it and cutting into his back.  

      There, she said, pointing Raffa in the right direction. The one with the energy blade. That’s Anders. 

      As they closed the gap and flew in behind Anders and the two riders he was working with, Maija considered using her mental connection to reach out and contact Anders. Maija saw a dragon fly unnoticed into the blind spot behind Anders and the others. She shouted but they didn’t hear her. With so many dragons searching for a weak link in any of the riders’ minds, she kept hers walled off.  

      Raffa dove in on the dragon and Maija reacted, seeing that if she didn’t do anything the dragon would catch up to Zahara. Maija pushed Thomas’ arms off of her and prepared to leap. She heard Thomas startle, but his voice was lost as she jumped out at the dragon. Raffa roared, catching the dragon’s attention and Maija landed on the creature’s back sword tip pointed down. Her blade bit into the dragon’s spine and she felt it’s back end drop limp as she cut the spinal cord. With her elven speed she ran up the dragon’s neck and jumped. She grabbed hold of Raffa’s spines as he passed. A half a breath later she saw Anders’ energy blade separating the dragon’s head from the rest of its body. She quickly came back to the saddle Thomas was desperately holding onto.  

      “Thomas,” she said getting his attention.  

      He looked at her and moved. She sat back down and instantly felt his arms cling to her again.  

      “Anders!” Maija shouted. 

      Maija heard Zahara’s voice clear in her mind, Maija, stay close to us. 

      We need to break away and head for the city. We’re leaving the Rollo Islanders and elves exposed if we stay and fight for too long.  

      Almost as suddenly as the wild dragons came in to attack them, they started to retreat. Maija held the shield barrier around her and Thomas as the fleeing dragons sprayed them with fire.  When the flames died down, she watched them flying east.  

      “Is it over?” Thomas asked.  

      Raffa hovered with Zahara and Hannah’s dragon.

      Maija said, “For now, yeah, it’s over.”  

      While she looked around at the remaining dragonriders, she could see that the dragons lying on the plains below outnumbered the riders who’d fallen. As far as she could tell, the Northland riders lost seven of their dragonriders in the violent attack. Estimating, Maija guessed that ten dragons had fallen for every one rider.  

      A bright light exploded in the distance and attracted the attention of all of the riders. Maija watched in shock as a beam of light flowed high into the sky from the forests beyond the Frozentip Mountains. For several seconds the beam of light reached into the sky, disappearing into the distant clouds. Then it vanished.  

      “What was that?” she heard Kirsten ask. 

      Anders hesitated, “I don’t know for sure, but I think Merglan’s found the true source of Magic.”  

      That’s not good, Anders. Beams of energy don’t just fly from the ground like that, Maija said to Anders so Thomas couldn’t hear her concern.   

      I know, he replied. That’s where Cedarbridge is, too.  

      Maija cursed under her breath.  

      How are your ears? Anders asked. 

      I don’t think they’ve changed, but it’s hard to tell when someone’s been screaming in them, she replied.  

      He’s alright, isn’t he?  

      He’s not injured, just scared. We need to get back before it’s too late, Maija added. How much farther do you think we need to go? 

      Half an hour at the most, Anders replied.  

      Maija nodded.  

       Hannah called her riders to continue south toward Aquina. As the city came into view, Maija could see the swath of Merglan’s army spread out just miles away from the plains. The Rollo Island warriors’ ships lined the river to the south. With the dark army spreading out wider than the city was long, she spotted roughly three thousand Rollo warriors and six hundred elves in a thin line just beyond the edge of the city. 

      We’re in time, Anders, she said.  

      We are, but our army will be late to the battle, he said. 

      Maija looked west and saw a dark mob where the rest of the humans and dwarfs were hurrying across the plains. We’ll hold until they get there. We have to, Maija said.  

      *** 

      Anders could feel the presence of the enemy dragonriders in the distance. They hovered low over the massive army Merglan had assembled.

      There’s got to be at least twenty thousand, Anders thought. 

      We have more dragonriders, she replied.  

      They have more dragons, Anders thought, seeing the remaining C.F.D.D. dragons circling over the enemy army.  

      Maija and Raffa stepped up alongside them. “The elves and Rollo warriors are ready,” she said.  

      “Kirsten and the others?” he asked referring to those with inhabitance crystals.  

      “Just as you asked, they’re spread out among the ranks,” Maija said.  

      Anders nodded. “I hope we’re ready for this,” he said, looking at the army spread out before them.  

      “We only need to hold out for a few hours,” Maija said.  

      Anders sighed, “Three thousand warriors, six hundred elves, and twenty dragonriders. I hope we can.”  

      Suddenly Maija straightened in her saddle and looked to Anders with a horrified expression.  

      “I know that look,” Anders said.  

      Maija nodded, “He’s near.”  

      The sky over the enemy army darkened as a black cloud formed over them. The thunderhead seemed to grow out of nowhere while the sky remained cloudless at Anders’ back. An updraft pulled the wind around their dragons’ feet as it grew. Anders looked left. Hannah sat on her purple-scaled dragon staring forward toward the darkening sky. The Norfolk dragonriders huddled near their leader, ready to fight for her cause until the end. Even if the Prophecy was wrong and she was the one it spoke of rather than Anders, it didn’t change what Anders had to do. He was in this fight until he beat the evil threatening their world or it beat him.  

      From behind the black mob strewn across the plains, Anders saw a black dragon fly into the sky. As Merglan climbed over the orcs, kurr, and fairnheir, Anders felt the man attempting to stare into his soul. The image of Merglan thrusting his arm into the pure stream of magical energy continued to replay in Anders’ head. Seeing first the burst of light rising from the elven forest and seeing Merglan now, Anders knew Merglan had succeeded. Merglan had captured the magic coursing through Cedarbridge. It was more of a gut feeling that told Anders this.  

      The dragons circling flew into a group and hovered. Anders nodded to Maija and Hannah who awaited his signal. Zahara and Raffa took to the skies and the Northland riders mirrored Anders and Maija as they came to a halt. Anders sat tall on Zahara facing the evil in front of them. He wasn’t afraid. He had imagined this moment differently, that the allies would be prepared and ready for whatever forces came their way, and that he and Maija would be facing these enemy riders alone. 

      Anders linked into Maija’s mind, Maija, no matter what happens, I love you. 

      Maija looked at him and he held her gaze. I love you, too, she replied.  

      He looked back at Merglan and Killdoor. Merglan held up his arm, sword in hand. It hung above him for a moment, then fell forward. The three dragonriders and the fifty wild dragons flew out toward them. Anders also saw the army’s frontline break into a run as fairnheir and other monsters charged the elves and Rolloans below. Anders drew Lazuran, adjusted his grip on the blade Nadir had gifted him and urged Zahara forward. She streaked ahead, leading the dragonriders’ charge directly at the oncoming dragons. Anders released a hellish bellow as he forced energy into his blade and met the enemies head on.  
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      Max stood among the ranks of Rollo Island warriors and elves thinly spread along Aquina’s eastern edge. For as far as he could see, enemy forces created a massive wall moving directly toward them. Fairnheir and other beasts paced back and forth in front of the nearly twenty-thousand orc, kurr and humans making up Merglan’s army. Dragons circled the sky overhead and three dragonriders hovered over the ranks.   

      “That’s more dragons, orcs, and whatever else than I care to see,” Max said. 

      “At least they came back,” Britt said, pointing to Anders and Maija. “And they brought the rest of the crystal bearers.”  

      “I hope those other riders can keep the dragons off of us. Even with Evans, Kirsten and the others, I know it would take all I have.”  

      “We just need to focus on what’s on the ground; they’ll take care of the rest,” Britt said.  

      “I hope the rest of our army shows up soon,” Max said, looking behind him at the empty streets. 

      “We can hold them off until then. Anders saw them on their way in. We need to last long enough for them to arrive.” 

      Max looked at the sun. He knew the army wouldn’t make it there until dusk. If they were lucky, an hour or two before then. Judging by its position in the sky, the sun was an hour from high noon. If the dark cloud that appeared behind the enemy army continued to spread, it would be difficult for them to tell what time of day it was.  

      The steady sound of unified marching suddenly stopped and the fearful noises of Merglan’s army ceased. For the moment, silence hung between the two opposing forces. Max knew this was the silence before the storm. Whatever happens, protect yourself and your future first, he told himself, glancing to his right. Britt’s dark face shone in the light of the remaining sunlight. Stay close to her, he thought. We’re in this together, to the end.  

      Beyond Britt and extending in a line to their right, Max took in the awesome sight of the entire Rollo Island band of warriors. Their shield wall extended into the distance. He wondered if they had ever come together as a whole to fight one battle before. Red’s black beard stood out among the others as he spoke to the men and women around him in their native language. Despite his flawed intentions as the Rolloans’ leader, Max admired Red’s skill as a warrior. They were going to need Red’s axe, soon.  

      Startling them with his sudden approach, Nadir appeared in front of Britt and Max. “Max,” he said, ignoring their flinches. “Be ready to use the crystals. The riders are our first line of defense, but they’re counting on our skills as a backup.”  

      “Where are the others?” Max asked. 

      “Evans and Kirsten are with our elves,” Nadir said, pointing down the stretch of elves to their left. “Inama and Sanka are a third of the way to your right.” 

      “And you?” Max asked.

      “Natalia and I are positioned with the Rolloans. We’ll be at the south end of our defenses. With five evenly spread out among the warriors and two with the elves, we’ll be best defended.”  

      “Watch your back down there. Red can’t be pleased with you being among his ranks,” Britt warned.  

      Nadir nodded, “When the fighting starts, I will wager that all the Rolloans will thank us for being there.” 

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Max said. 

      “It’s better that Natalia and I are there instead of you two. You’re the two best to bridge the gap between our forces,” Nadir said. Max nodded as Nadir continued, “Remember your training and only use the magic you can manage.” 

      Max straightened and replied, “I’m ready.” He felt Britt’s hand take his in a comforting grip. As she did, Max felt a surge of hope and inspiration overcome his fear.  

      “Good,” Nadir said, looking down the line of warriors to their right. “And when the fighting begins, do not break rank. We are here to defend.” Nadir’s gaze shifted to Max and Britt again as he spoke, “I know you followed Kirsten out into the last battle, but you two must keep your impulses under control. We're stronger together. The dragonriders can only take on so much and we can’t count on them to protect the ground forces.  

      “I will not leave my companion’s side,” Max said, giving Britt’s hand a squeeze.  

      Nadir nodded, “We must hold them off until the end of the day. Reinforcements will come to relieve those fighting on the frontlines, but we will need to remain. Use your energy wisely, Max.”  

      Before Max or Britt could respond, he was gone. Max stared into Britt’s brown eyes, “No matter what happens today, just know that all the ale in the heaven you told me about the night we first met will taste much better when we go there together.” 

      Britt smiled, “The ales here in Kartania will taste that much better when we see this battle come to a successful end.” 

      Max’s attention diverted to Anders and Maija as they took to the sky. Beyond the line of dragonriders, Max spied a large black dragon and rider flying high over the enemy army. The dark rider hovered for a moment, then the enemy dragons flew at the remaining Norfolk riders. Anders and Maija spurred their dragons into flight, leading the allied riders’ charge in rocketing out at the enemies. Reaching the open sky between the two opposing ground forces, the dragons broke the short-lived silence. Roars erupted and the sky became a swarm of fire and magical energy passing between them. Moments later, the black cloud blocked out the sun, plunging the fields in front of the elves and Rolloans on the ground into darkness. 

      Below the ensuing chaos in the sky, Max noticed the fairnheir had stopped pacing and were grouping into packs. Here we go, Max thought. He let go of Britt’s hand and pulled a crystal from his pouch. Max studied the opposing army and realized the thick blocks of orcs and kurr were parting in several places. What are they doing? he wondered. 

      From out of the shadowy gloom that had enveloped them, Max saw figures moving up to the front lines. Black humanlike shapes with wings, ghostly wisping shapes and other monsters filed out through the gaps. They poured out onto the field in front of the fairnheir. These were the monsters Merglan had unleased from the elven prison. All of the most dangerous creatures in Kartania stood before them outside Aquina. 

      All at once and without organized rank, the eclectic group of creatures charged toward the ground troops. Instantly some outpaced others. Noting the disorganization of their charge, Max understood that these expendable monsters were meant to test the allied forces’ strength. The sound of swords coming unsheathed reminded Max to do the same. As he held his crystal in one hand and his broadsword in the other, he heard the shield wall to his right knock together. Glancing to his sides before the wave hit, Max saw warriors bracing behind their shields and elves crouching with blades in hand. This is it, he thought. Our last stand. 

      In front of Max, a demon trailed quickly behind a massive fur-bearing creature three times larger than any bull. The wooly creature peered down its short snout and snarled, exposing bear-like teeth. The muscular giant on four legs snorted as it lumbered at an incredible speed toward the elves to Max’s left. Using his training, Max aimed the crystal at the brindle-colored creature and black demon running up from behind.  

      Out of the corner of his eye, Max saw the bright lights of the other crystals flashing as their magic sped out into the disorganized charge. Kirsten or Evans hit the leading beast before it collided with the elves. In the trailing glow of the bright light, Max fixed his sights on the demon. The black-winged giant had turned its attention on him as he held the crystal up in front of him. As the demon spread its wings to leap onto him, Max sent out a blast of magical energy. The demon quickly collapsed its wings, letting the energy pass a fraction of an inch over its head. Not hesitating, Max stepped forward and thrust his crystal at the demon again, sending a stream of energy directly at its chest. 

      Expecting the demon to be flung backward, Max’s fear doubled when he saw the demon catch the stream of energy and stumble somewhat from its oncoming thrust. The dark demon held the magic in its hands. He could hear its flesh crackling as the energy burned. Max's eyes grew wide when the demon looked directly at him and threw the mass of magic back. Instinctively, he held the crystal out and closed his eyes hoping that he would either absorb the energy into the crystal or deflect it. 

      Max felt an immense strain on his arm. He screamed. Opening his eyes and half expecting his arm to be missing, his eyes were momentarily blinded with the light of the hurled energy shattering into tiny shards just feet in front of those around him. Without any time to think, another brindle giant bounded in past the demon. Max reacted. A pulse of magic left his crystal and hit the creature in the flank causing it to spin sideways and fall to the ground.  

      The demon launched in over the beast, landing just feet away. Max and Britt struck out together with their swords. As they did, two elves on Max’s left caught the demon’s ankles and pulled it down. Britt’s blade scratched the demon’s chest and Max missed, his sword running through open air. As the elves piled onto the downed demon, Max saw their next attacker. The brindle furry beast he’d hit earlier had nearly reached the Rollo Islanders’ shield wall to his right. He missed with a poorly placed shot. His energy passed over the creature’s back and exploded into other creatures trailing behind it.  

      Max cursed. The creature hit the shield wall and pushed through mauling warriors caught in its path. Too many warriors in his way prevented Max from getting another clean shot at the beast. Handheld weapons would have to kill the creature now. Another monster breached the elves’ line near Max. He heard an elf’s armor crunch under its blow. A gigantic orc, four times larger than the average tusked creature, loomed over them. Upon seeing it, Max watched the bald, gray-skinned monster fix his eyes on him and the crystal. The large orc bellowed and swatted at another elf who charged at its waist. Max heard the elf’s ribs break under the powerful backhand. Another elf attacked, running in swiftly behind his companion. Max watched helplessly as the elf stabbed the monster in its middle. Before the elf could strike again, the orc’s large hands had grabbed the elf’s head and burst it open like a ripe berry. The elf’s body fell to the ground. More demons and monsters crashed into the elves and warriors around them.  

      Using the power in the crystal, Max charged the giant orc and thrust energy out at it. Where the magic normally exploded on impact, the energy from Max’s crystal passed cleanly through the giant’s chest. For a moment he could see through the orc’s insides to the fighting dragons in the sky behind. Then it fell to the ground, crushing the back end of a wolf-like monster who’d almost reached Max, much to his surprise. Britt ran in front of him and lopped off the beast’s head before it could escape. 

      From the corner of his eye, Max saw a dark shape fly past. He swiveled to see a demon landing among the warriors near him and Britt. Max charged the demon, throwing bursts of light with his crystal as he did. The demon flew overhead, dodging each one as they came. The winged creature came in directly on him. Max’s only thought was to save Britt, who stood behind him. He had to kill the thing before it reached them.  

      At full speed, the demon descended on them. Max grabbed the hilt of his sword with both hands. With the crystal held in his fingers against the grip of his sword, he swung at the demon. Misjudging the distance, he realized his blade would fall short and miss the attacking monster. Trying to access the crystal’s powers partway through the swing of his sword, Max saw a flash of light shoot out from the tip of his blade. The energy hit just behind the demon’s body, cutting off the outer half of its wings. The demon dropped, crashing into the ground in front of them.  

      Not understanding exactly what he’d just done, Max saw his opportunity to kill the creature. He thrust forward with the tip of his sword directly at the demon’s head. With lighting speed, the demon swiped its arm across Max’s sword, knocking his killing blow to the side. Suddenly the demon sprung up with its spear-like fingers aimed at Max’s chest. Without time to react, Max braced for the piercing grip to shoot through his leather armor. A blade cut down through the demon’s outstretched arm, separating it from its body. The demon screamed, letting out a hellish noise that pierced Max’s ears and drown out all other sounds. The creature’s momentum carried him into Max and they fell, chest to chest. As the demon’s weight crushed down on Max, he managed to pulse a small amount of energy through his body. The flow was enough to push the beast off of him. The demon’s body whiplashed away from Max and he saw a sword pop through the demon’s head. The piercing shriek stopped instantly and the blade sticking out from the center of its face pulled back and swiped quickly, cutting off its head. Max pushed himself away from the demon as its lifeless body fell to the ground. Behind it, Britt stood with her bloodied sword in hand. She reached down and took Max’s hand, pulling him to his feet.  

      “You okay?” she asked. 

      Max nodded. He was shaken but could see that their combined efforts had wiped out a massively destructive creature. The Rollo Islanders had managed to kill the brindle beast that had broken their ranks without being picked off. They’d quickly reformed their shield wall. All around them, monsters in widespread and random groups continued to pepper their defenses.  

      Max and Britt again faced a group charge. Max prepared to use the crystal to pick them off one at a time. Use your energy wisely, he thought, remembering Nadir’s last words to him. I’m not getting direct hits each time and that’s wasting valuable energy, Max told himself. Do something different. Then Max brought his sword back into both hands. He held the crystal against the blade’s handle and attempted to recreate what he’d done to the demon. Summoning the magic in the way he’d used it independent of the sword, Max now channeled that energy into his sword.  

      The bright light rushed out of the tip of his sword, continuing as if he’d shot it with his hands. It exploded into the group, dropping three of the beasts. Two trolls charged with large axes. It was too late for Max to try anything new, so he attempted to defend himself as best he could. He brought his sword up to block the trolls’ axes as they fell at him. Astonishingly, his blade still glowed and cut through the steel curve of one battle axe. Reacting quickly, he slashed out at the troll. Still pressing the crystal into the blade, Max was able to easily cut through the large creature. Britt blocked the attack of the second and Max quickly cut it down with her. 

      How am I doing that? he wondered. Whatever magic he was transferring into his sword was not the same magic Anders used to extend his blade. Instead, somehow Max had infused his sword with energy. It cut through a steel axe with one swing and a troll’s thick torso with another. With renewed energy, Max took on all of the creatures who charged them. 

      Consumed with setting his sights on the next monster, Max successfully cleared a pocket around them. When he stopped to look around, he saw a fight nearby that was going much worse for the others. Fairnheir bounded into the ranks behind the last of the charging demons and monsters. To his left, elves had become spread apart while fighting. Seeing the next wave of fairnheir bursting forward, Max returned to Britt’s side. They prepared to face them together. 

      *** 

      Natalia withdrew her blade from the wraith’s body. She whirled around to see an enormous black bull with three sets of sharpened horns wrecking through the ranks to her right. Arrows and spears stuck from its body like porcupine quills, but it continued to gore Rollo warriors. Dashing with elven speed, Natalia used her crystal’s energy to place a barrier between the enraged bull’s face and the people who were being attacked. The barrier still pushed them back, but it gave them some separation from the bull’s six spear-like horns. Natalia summoned a spell, something that she knew would drain most of the energy inside her. After learning how to syphon the life from something dying, Natalia knew she could replace what she used now with that of the bull once she took it down.  

      Rapidly approaching the creature, she withdrew the shield barrier in front of the bull’s horns and prepared to use her spell. Natalia released the spell, ramming it into the bull’s side. The spell spread through the bull with such force that its heart was separated from the arteries supplying its blood. The six-horned bull toppled to the ground and Natalia quickly absorbed the last of its dying energy into her sapphire.  

      Looking for her next opponent, Natalia scanned the sky. Anders and Maija worked together in a deadly fight against one of Merglan’s dragonriders. A dragonrider who’d joined their fight fell among the chaos taking place in the sky. Natalia cursed, seeing that Merglan hadn’t even bothered to ride out to join them. Why is he toying with them? she wondered, redirecting her attention to the fighting on the ground again. 

      She saw a demon fly in low over the Rollo warriors. Some were able to block it with their shields, but the creature slashed its claws into many as it passed. Natalia ran. As she trailed the demon, she saw Nadir leap up and grab the demon by its neck. As he caught it, he thrust his crystal through the beast’s head and fell back down into the crowd of warriors. She stopped, turning her attention to another bear-like beast charging at her section of the shield wall. Meeting the creature before it could kill dozens more warriors, she slid between its legs and cut the brindle beast down the middle. Its momentum carried it into the warriors and it still managed to crush several under its dead weight, but she’d stopped it from destroying more.  

      When she rose to her feet out in front of the warriors, she saw the next wave of enemies coming at them. Fairnheir, some larger than the biggest she’d ever seen, were running at them with intense speed. Like the monsters that had attacked before them, the giant hound-like creatures lacked organization, but were as blood-thirsty, if not more so, than the rest. She caught a glimpse of the entire army before coming back within the shield wall. The monsters who’d attacked continued to crash into the ranks down to the elves. They were losing too many warriors and elves. If nothing changed, they would be overrun by fairnheir before the orcs even arrived.   

      Before the bounding fairnheir reached their lines, Natalia thought, We're going to need to retreat into the city if we're going to last through the day. She attempted to mind-meld with a dragonrider from the north who flew nearby. At first the rider didn’t let her in, but when she shouted, he heard her. We can’t hold them off in the open like this. You must help me spread the word of retreat to all of our forces. 

      Not waiting to see if the rider planned to do as she asked, Natalia ran out in front of the shield wall to meet the charging fairnheir. Using the energy in her sapphire to charge her speed and strength, Natalia put her blade to work. At first, she took them as they charged, but she lost her effectiveness as their numbers grew and they began to charge past her. Thinking quickly, Natalia chased after one in the lead and jumped on top of the hellhound. She grabbed its ear and pulled hard. The massive hound’s head came back, snapping as it tried to bite her. The beast continued to charge forward, not steering to the right as she wanted.  

      Next, she tried to mind-meld with it, but the fairnheir had been protected from magic attacks. With one last attempt to stop the lead beast before its pack reached the retreating warriors, she took the crystal in her hand and pressed it down against the back of the fairnheir’s head. Suddenly she could feel some distant connection into the beast’s mind. The fairnheir resisted at first, but when she pressed harder, Natalia finally made it turn. As the beast ran across in front of the others, she cut them down with her sword. Soon the beast resisted and corrected its course.  

      Damned creatures, she thought and plunged her sword deep into the back of its skull. She flew forward jumping off and hitting the ground running. She tried to cut more down before they hit the fleeing front lines, but there were too many.  

      Among the few who were braced and ready to fight, Natalia saw Red and the warriors around him defend themselves against the giant hounds. Nadir worked his crystal’s magic to pick off the hounds as they came and Natalia ran in next to those fighting with Red. She called to him, “Red, get them back to the city!” 

      Red hefted his axe from a dead fairnheir and shouted, “There are more dangers that lurk in the streets!” 

      “There may be some dangers in the city, but there are far more out here! If we go back into the city, we can use the buildings to strengthen our wall. We can use them as barriers.” 

      Red groaned as he slammed his shield into a hound’s snapping jaws. 

      “Look around you, they’ve already been given the command,” Natalia called, trying to get him to follow the others. When he continued hacking at the fairnheir, she abandoned him to help the others.  

      Natalia worked to beat back the fairnheir and soon helped the retreating Rollo warriors pile into the city streets. With buildings to serve as their initial barrier before attackers reached their shields, they had a better chance of holding off the beasts. Using a window ledge and the uneven outer surface of the dried clay walls, Natalia climbed the nearest single-story house and called out for archers to join her. Natalia fired energy down at the gathering hounds and killed them in greater numbers than before. Soon she saw Red enter the city and join his entire force so that they could fortify themselves using the streets and structures of Aquina. 

      Seeing the other crystal bearers climbing onto buildings and defending themselves more successfully, Natalia began to think they could hold off the beasts. Yet, from the thick crowds in the streets, Natalia heard cries of horror. She spun around to see black wings rising from a hunched back as a demon devoured a Rollo Island warrior. The dangers from within the city had not gone away, but at least here, there were fewer than on the open Plains. Natalia jumped down from the building and ran to take on the creature herself. 
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      Britt heaved her sword in an arching swing and sank it deep into a fairnheir’s skull. Another bright flash of light caught her attention as Max attempted to push back the hounds that continued to descend on them. The elves and humans fought desperately to ward off the beasts while demons, wraiths and monstrous creatures still rushed in. A strange voice had sounded in Britt’s head telling her to retreat to the city. Without question, all of the fighters around her began to obey the command while struggling to keep the attackers from breaking through their ranks.  

      “Max!” she shouted and rushed to where he was swinging his sword wildly. Britt hadn’t seen this level of bravery from him before. He’d always been bold, but now he stood out in front of the retreating elves taking on beasts as they came. What is he doing? He’s going to be killed, she thought, preparing to strike at the devilish hounds. 

      Leaping over the bodies behind Max, Britt could see Max cutting cleanly through each of the fairnheir that charged at him with a single pass of his blade. The sword in his hand appeared to be glowing as he wielded it with a two-handed grip. Britt stopped just behind him, watching him for a moment. He lacked perfect form, but his strikes were well placed and his sword was more deadly than she’d known possible. The strongest men among us could cut through a fairnheir with one pass once, maybe two times in a row, but not like this, she wondered in amazement. 

      A slew of arrows vaulted from elves who had collected in the streets behind them had taken down the beasts around them. After a moment, Britt regained her awareness.  “Max!” she shouted, finally getting his attention. “Come back. They’ve all made it into the city.” 

      Max turned from the pile of bodies around him and ran toward her. Britt loped just ahead of him, reaching the elven blockade in the closest street corridor. She looked out at the field she and Max had just left. Dead elves, humans and monsters littered the gap between the charging fairnheir and the outer edge of the city. The demons and beasts who’d survived the initial attack did not follow their retreat right away, instead hanging back, waiting for the bulk of the fairnheir to join them.  

      Max soon reached her and they slipped through a gap the elves created for them. Britt and Max pushed into the crowded streets. Here they heard clashing and screaming from the elves who’d gone the farthest into the city.

      Britt looked over the heads of the elves crowding the streets and saw a furry back moving into the group. She glanced over her shoulder. A wave of fairnheir bounded in toward the city. Her heart raced. What do I do? she thought. A brindle-furred beast stood on its hind legs towering over the elves. A dozen arrows landed in its chest causing it to topple over backward. She made her choice in that moment. She turned back to face the fairnheir.  

      Max stood at her side as she stepped in behind the shields blocking the street’s entrance. The elves had stepped up to create a shield barrier between the two outward-facing walls of each building along the street. The fairnheir were nearly on them now. Britt raised her sword to stab over the shields when the hounds showed up. The sea of black fur rolling in waves as the fairnheir bounded in at them struck the walls and Britt was instantly knocked onto her back. She looked up from the ground to see elves bracing behind their shields. Black muzzles snapped at the spears and swords as they stabbed.  

      Britt felt a hand grab her leather-armored shoulder and start dragging her back. She scooted past several rows of elves, deeper into the streets and then stood up. Max’s grip on her shoulder helped pull her to her feet. Britt wrapped her arms around him. They held each other in an embrace for several seconds. She could feel the intense beating of her heart against his as they breathed heavily. “Thank you,” she whispered. She looked at the frontline where elves and fairnheir struggled against each other in a shoving match. For the moment they were safe. 

      “Are you alright?” Max asked. 

      “Yes, but you nearly scared me to death, standing out there all alone and fighting those things by yourself. Max, you could’ve been killed,” she said. 

      “I didn’t realize that everyone had retreated,” he said, looking at the crystal in his hand. It’s light glowed dim and he cursed, “I’ve almost tapped this one out there. That would’ve been bad timing to run out of magic on the battlefield.”  

      “You got lucky,” Britt said as he replaced the dimming crystal with a fresh one from his pouch. “How did you do that out there?” she asked, wondering how he could cut through so many giant hounds.  

      Without explaining herself further, Max understood what she was asking. “I don’t really know what I was doing or how I was able to do it, but when I press the crystal up against the blade, it can cut through them like they are made of air.” 

      Relaxing her shoulders, she said, “Your form still needs work.”  

      “I’m getting better. Didn’t you see me cut that one’s head off?”  

      “I saw you nearly fall over because your footing was bad.”  

      “Really? I thought I was doing a pretty good job.”  

      Britt shook her head, “You were, much better than most.” That got a smile out of him and she continued, “Let’s get back up there. With a sword like that, you could create a wall of dead fairnheir that could provide a barrier the others would have to climb.” She started to weave her way through the streets crowded with elves. They were seven rows back from the barrier the elves had created by standing eight across shoulder-to-shoulder, working to keep the fairnheir out.  

      “Wait,” Max said, grabbing her by the wrist.  

      Britt turned expecting he would want to kiss her or something.  

      Max pointed to the rooftop above them. “Just like Brookside,” he said and pretended to throw something.  

      “These homes are made of dried mud. There aren’t bricks lying around. And I don’t think there are innocent bystanders for you to hit with them,” she joked. 

      Max snorted, suppressing a grin. “That was pretty good,” he said and began searching for something. 

      “What are you looking for,” she asked, but he’d already moved back to a dead beast in the street. She followed him back to the beast where he gathered a bow and arrows from a dead elf. Together they pulled arrows from the dead beast’s chest.  

      “These will be better than bricks,” Max said.  

      Britt nodded and also gathered as many arrows as she could find. With three quivers full and nearly a hundred or more arrows between the two of them, Britt and Max made their way to the building at the front. Its dried mud walls were cracked. Thick bulges that hadn’t been rubbed smooth provided enough to grip so they could climb to the roof, or so they thought.  

      Max attempted the climb first but fell. Britt watched him try three more times before she said, “Climb onto my shoulders?” She bent over and Max awkwardly crawled up onto her shoulders. Britt teetered and swayed as she stood straight. Max tried to stand as well. She could see that he was using the wall to balance. Britt grabbed his calves to try to steady his balance.  

      Max stretched up toward the roof. “Just a little higher and I can reach a good spot.”  

      Britt straightened as best she could, trying to push up onto her tiptoes. Each time she tried, he failed to grab the hold he was reaching for. Suddenly she felt a tap on her arm and heard someone say, “I can help you get up there.”  

      “Good idea,” Max said, and Britt crouched so Max could climb off.  

      Britt saw a tall, dark-skinned elf move into position and motion for Max to climb on. She watched Max use the wall to balance while the elf stood. With both of them stretched as tall as possible, Max was just able to grab hold of the window ledge he was reaching for. Getting a solid grip on it, he pulled himself up, placing his knees where his hands were and finally moving onto the flat-topped adobe roof.  

      Max leaned back over the edge and dropped his arm down. “Come on, Britt, you’re next.”  

      Britt crawled onto the elf’s back and used the wall as Max had to balance on his shoulders. Walking her hands up the wall, she steadied herself while he stood. She had to step onto the elf’s helmet to reach the window ledge. From there, she pulled, and Max helped her onto the rooftop.  

      Standing above the ground fighting, she could see the entire scope of the battle. The elves and Rollo Islanders had walled themselves off in the streets by stretching out in both directions. She could see where the dragons had toppled homes and piled debris. None of the fairnheir or other creatures had tried to flank them, but when Merglan’s main army arrived, she knew they would be able to find a work-around. If the rest of the humans and dwarfs hadn’t made it to Aquina by then, they would be choked off and surrounded. In the front of their fortified shield wall, the bodies of the dead had piled up. Britt instantly realized the potential for the hounds to climb the bodies, jump onto the roofs or over the shields, and into the streets.  

      The dragonriders still battled overhead and Merglan’s army still stood en masse across the field. To her surprise, Britt saw most of the demons and monsters that had initially attacked were now moving back toward the rest of their army. We couldn’t have scared them off? she thought, looking down the line of shields. She saw Natalia and Nadir on roofs at the other end of the ranks. Warrior archers were climbing up to join them.  

      Light flashed in the dim afternoon light to her left. She spotted Inama and Evans who had taken places on rooftops down the line as well. We can beat the fairnheir back, she thought, seeing the crystal bearers wreak significant damage among the tightly packed beasts below. Max shot arrows down into the beasts. Britt ran to his side thinking she’d tell him to use his crystal’s energy while they were grouped together so tightly but remembered that the fighting had only just begun, and he’d already used up one of his three crystals. The shields are holding and he’s saving his energy, she told herself. 

      She then took notice of Natalia and Nadir’s tactics and stepped to the edge of the roof. She leaned over, shouting for all archers to climb the buildings if they could. At first nobody looked up, but as she continued to shout down to them, more and more looked up to see her and Max. Soon the message had been spread to the rest of the elves in the streets and archers found ways to climb atop the buildings.  

      Britt could see the positive effect of this strategy. Soon they were pinning the fairnheir to the dirt. She looked past them and noticed dragons flying toward them. Until now, the dragons had been fighting the riders in the distance. She’d thought they’d been dealt with, but now could clearly see several dragons had broken away from the others and were headed right for them. “Max!” Britt shouted, getting his attention.  

      He stepped back to let an elf take his place. Britt pointed to the dragons flying lower over the plains to the north headed directly toward them. Max reacted instantly. He shouted over the fairnheir, trying to get Evans’ or Inama’s attention. The dragons would reach the north side of town first. Britt joined in his shouting.  

      To their surprise, Evans heard them. He looked at Britt and Max, who pointed dramatically to the north. Britt saw Evans glance in that direction and visibly jump when he saw the dark red and brown dragons flying at them. Now Britt saw that a dragonrider trailed them but was too far behind to be immediately helpful. The dragons were going to reach the elves before the rider could stop them.  

      Britt watched as Evans tried to get Inama’s attention. They only had a few moments to spare before acting in defense. “He needs help,” she said. Max looked at her and Britt said, “You have to help him.”   

      Max took the crystal and gripped it in his palm. He strung an arrow, holding the sapphire in his arrow hand.  

      He’s going to try to use the arrow like he did his sword, she realized. But he doesn’t know if that will work. What if he can only do that with the sword?  

      The dragons leveled off just outside the city. Evans’ crystal glowed as he prepared to use a powerful burst of magic. Max held the bow string against his cheek, taking aim at the steady flight of the dragons. Britt heard his bow snap and saw the blue hue of the arrow’s shaft streak across the sky with more speed than she thought possible. Any non-magically powered arrow would’ve fallen short, but Max’s enhanced bolt streaked toward the dragons. Britt saw the arrow burst into an electric shower of light as it smashed into the dragons’ energy shields. A moment later a bolt of magic shot from Evans’ arms, hitting the red dragon’s back and taking off its wings. The dragon fell from the sky onto the plains outside the city, but the brown dragon continued forward, locked onto its targets.  

      Britt held her breath as Max strung another arrow. She could see the dragon’s chest glowing as it readied to unleash hellfire on them. As the dragon’s mouth began to open, she heard the twang from Max’s bow. The arrow flew faster than the previous one, charged with energy from the crystal. It disappeared into the dragon’s mouth. The dragon’s head went limp and it pitched toward them. Britt thought she would have to jump, but the large body dropped quickly. The dragon collided with the building just down the line to the left, the building where Evans had been standing. Britt’s ears were filled with Max’s screams as a cloud of dust plumed in the dragon’s wake.  

      Max jumped off the roof, landing between the elves in the street who hadn’t seen the crash from behind the houses. Britt clambered down off the roof to follow him, shouting, “Max, wait! Max!” She trailed him to the base of the wreck were elves were scrambling to their feet.  

      The dragon’s crumpled and contorted dead body spread across the building and into both streets.

      “Evans!” Max shouted, madly climbing through the rubble toward the dragon.  

      Britt scrambled after him, trying to calm him down. As she came upon the dragon where Max was frantically throwing aside blocks of thick, dried mud, Britt noticed the arrow sticking out of the back of the dragon’s neck, just below the skull.  

      Britt came to the pile of debris that Max was attempting to clear. “I’m so sorry,” she started to say when the entire pile shifted. Blocks slid off a bulge in the center and she saw Max’s foster brother standing in the center. Evans was coated in dust. He’d turned almost the same color as the adobe debris. Max’s foster brother climbed out of the hole created by the crystal’s magic to protect him. Max and Britt rushed to help. 

      Max pulled Evans into a brotherly embrace. “You scared the daylights out of me, man. I thought I might’ve just killed you.”  

      Evans chuckled and shrugged. He opened his palm to show Max the darkened crystal and said, “Good thing I’ve got a few more of these.” 

      Britt didn’t have time to react. She saw the rise of a black figure lunging from behind Evans. She watched helplessly as the fairnheir landed on Evans, sinking its jaws deep into his neck. By the time she and Max could stab the creature, Evans blood had spilled out. They didn’t have time to comprehend what had happened before more hounds took the place of the one lying dead over Evans. The elves tried to fill the gap where the dragon had crushed the house, but it was too late for Evans. Britt could hear Max wailing as he wildly sliced and cut into the fairnheir.   

      ***  

      Pain shot through Kirsten’s left shoulder, descending through her arm and causing her to drop the crystal. Fear of Anders’ healing reversing its effects forced Kirsten to quickly pull back her sleeve, expecting to see the goblin’s venom returning. The pain felt so real. Though the sky was clouded by a black haze, Kirsten could see with the light of the sapphire hanging from her neck. She stared at her white forearm and green blue veins. What? she thought, confused by what she saw. Her veins and shoulder burned with the intense ghosting pain of the old injury. A blade flashed directly in front of her. The pulse of air against her face was followed by a warm spray of blood. The sudden shock sent her falling back into reality. She backed away from the elves as they charged around her and tripped, landing in the dirt on her backside.  

      “Get up!” she heard the Southland woman say to her.  

      Kirsten grunted and forced the stinging sensation she felt from her old wound deep into her subconscious. She saw Inama’s twirling spear preceding her fast-moving body. Inama sliced and skewered her weapon into the hellish hound-like creatures that breached their defenses where the dragon had crashed. Clambering to her feet to join her fellow crystal bearer, Kirsten let the rage that had been consuming her take over again. Even if her arm became useless from the phantom pain, she wouldn’t let anything take her from the battle, not without seeing Bo’s face at least one more time.  

      A monstrous growl arose behind them. Kirsten spun on her heels to see a massive ball of muscle and fur barreling in from the streets behind them. The broad beast tore into the elven soldiers who had been distracted by the fairnheir.

      “Where the hell did that come from?” she shouted, grabbing her crystal and looking to Inama.  

      With her crystal, Inama pushed a pulse of energy at three fairnheir charging into the streets. “You take it; I got this up here!” she managed to shout before putting her spear to work.  

      Kirsten groaned. She’d already used up one of her crystals in the initial wave while beating back demons and monsters. One more won’t tap it, she hoped, pressing the balls of her feet into the dirt street and sprinting after the beast with crystal and sword in hand.  

      “Move! Get out of the way!” she shouted halting just before reaching the thrashing beast. Kirsten held the sapphire in one hand while trying to get a clean shot at the oversized wolf-looking beast. “Ah!” she snarled as the elves blocking her continued to shoot arrows and stick the monster with spears. With the creature’s long claws raking through the elves plate armor quicker than they could stab and hit the beast, Kirsten threw herself carelessly into the brawl.  

      She charged in through a gap between soldiers and pushed an archer who prepared to launch an arrow out of her way. With the wolf beast ripping its deadly fangs into an elf, she finally had her clear shot. Anger and rage flooding her mind, Kirsten let loose a stream of magic stored inside the crystal. The electric stream of light blew into the side of the beast with such force it sent it hurling through the air. The beast spun, twisting as the momentum from Kirsten’s attack pushed it across the street and through a thick-walled adobe home. 

      She continued to run after the beast, realizing now that the magical attack might’ve been strong enough to kill the beast but there were no guarantees. After fighting similar creatures for hours, she knew not to take a chance. Pushing past normal human strength, Kirsten let the crystal’s power course through her as she bounded onto the hellish beast. To her gratification, the wolf monster was rising, shaking off the debris from the assault. Kirsten fell on it, driving her sword through its side resulting in a thick flow of blood that pulsed out of the sword’s entry wound. The monster snapped and thrashed, each time with less effort. Kirsten held it down with her super-human strength. Acting on instinct, she spoke the phrase as best she could remember from the day Anders tried to show them how to harvest a dying creature’s energy. She felt the wolf go limp and the flow of its existence enter her sapphire, recharging it to more strength than she’d had at the beginning of the battle. 

      Kirsten had to force herself to stop taking energy from the crystal. A voice in the back of her mind kept telling her to survive long enough to see Bo again. Half-dazed from her consumption of magical energy, Kirsten stumbled out of the rubble where the dead beast lay. She tried to focus on where she might be needed most. Somewhere close by, she heard a familiar voice calling her name. She searched through the shadowed lighting and saw Thomas cowering against a nearby building.

      “Thomas?” she said.  

      “Kirsten!” he called out but didn’t get up to come to her.  

      Kirsten rushed to his side, crouching in the dirt street. Thomas clutched at something near his chest. She feared he’d been injured. “Are you hurt?” she asked. Thomas stared at her as though he didn’t hear or understand what she was asking. “Thomas, let me see,” she said, pulling back his hands. Though his grip was firm, she was able to pry his hands away from his chest. She saw that his armor was unscathed. The pink-hued sapphire she’d given him hung from the necklace. “Thomas,” she said getting his attention. “You’re good. You’re not hurt.”  

      Thomas nodded but his eyes darted to the empty street behind Kirsten.  

      Kirsten looked behind her, but only saw a demolished building. Glancing at the fighting, she could tell the elves had formed the barrier again. They were finishing off anything that had been trapped behind their lines. She grabbed Thomas by the shoulders and helped stand him up. “There you go. You’ve still got your bow. You could put that to use with the others.”  

      Thomas stared at her, his pale complexion screaming fear. 

      “Thomas, what’s wrong?” she asked.  

      He pointed a shaking hand over her shoulder and whispered, “It’s still there.” 

      Kirsten looked behind her again, but only saw the dead wolf creature she’d killed. “It’s there, Thomas, but I killed it. The beast is not a threat.”  

      Thomas shook his head, “No. Not the beast.”  

      She could see that his eyes were darting around, searching the space behind her for something. She shook him and said, “Get ahold of yourself. Tell me where you see it?” She waited for him to respond but he didn’t. “Was it behind the elves?” she asked. 

      Thomas nodded and tears began to trickle from the corner of his eyes. 

      Kirsten didn’t know what he’d seen, but it must’ve been bad to leave him in such a fearful state. “I’ll deal with it. You go find a place where there are lots of elves and stand in the middle of them so nothing from the front or the back can easily get to you. Use that bow and fight back.” 

      Thomas nodded, seeming to regain some confidence at her words.  

      They took two steps toward the others when a black streak passed over them. She saw the demon land on a building in front of them and begin attacking archers. Thomas screamed in horror, almost cowering back down against the wall where she’d found him. Kirsten grabbed him and taking on most of his weight, kept him on his feet. She began dragging him back into the middle of the nearby elves. “Thomas, get into the middle where it's the safest,” she said, shoving him into the group. “And use that bow!” she called after him. 

      Thomas locked eyes with her as he blended into the crowd. He seemed to have accepted her advice. He nodded and pushed his way through to the center. 

      Kirsten charged off toward the demon. When she reached the top of the building where it had perched, it had vanished. Looking down, she spotted one of the brindle-colored beasts, pricked with dozens of arrows yet still able to leap over the fairnheir piling up in front of the shield wall. Most of the other beasts that had survived had returned to the bulk of the army that waited beyond the battlefield. This one had not.  

       Kirsten jumped onto its back as it hurtled over the shield wall. She grabbed the arrows sticking out of its back as though they were handholds. Using the arrows, Kirsten balanced on the creature’s broad shoulders. Taking her hand off one arrow to grab her crystal, she prepared to channel magic as she ripped an arrow from the beast’s back. Suddenly the monster bucked launching Kirsten into the air. She flew up over buildings, knowing she wouldn’t have a soft landing. Using the power from her sapphire, Kirsten threw the arrow as she sailed away from the beast. The enhanced power that she summoned from the sapphire forced her arm to move faster than a bow. Her aim was true; the arrow sunk deep into the bearish monster’s skull. The beast was dead before she had begun to fall from the arching angle of her involuntary flight.  

      Dropping past the buildings, Kirsten prepared for impact, when suddenly she was caught by something in the air. Her first thought as her body changed direction from falling to flying again was that Anders or Maija had saved her. Instantly, though, she felt sharp claws scraping at her. Kirsten looked down and saw dark arms with blood-stained claws wrapped around her. Demon, she thought in a panic.  

      The creature scraped and grabbed at her as if it were searching for something. The demon’s grip pinned her arms against her body so she couldn’t reach up to grab the crystal slung around her neck. My sword, she thought, reaching for the blade sheathed at her waist. Unable to move her arms enough to pull it, she started squirming. Kirsten broke free with one arm and began punching, hitting any part of the demon she could as it carried her through the air. She screamed when she felt the demon’s claws cutting through her skin, trying to hold her in place. Suddenly she felt the creature find the crystal on the necklace. It popped free. A fraction of a second later, Kirsten felt herself falling through the air.  

      She landed feet first on the street and rolled into a forward motion. Rolling to a stop, she saw the demon land in the empty street just a few yards away. Kirsten scrambled to her feet, pulling her sword free from its sheath. The demon held the small crystal in its oversized hands, trying to produce the energy from inside it by flicking its arms like it would when throwing something. 

      It doesn’t know how to use it, she realized and took full advantage of the distraction.  

      Even though she moved as quickly as she could, the demon was too quick to respond. It grabbed her with its long arms, wrapping its fingers around her neck. Kirsten felt the claws cut into her skin and her airway being restricted. She choked while she stared deep into the demon’s eyes. It looked back with the intensity of a hate-filled soul. Kirsten could feel her windpipe being crushed. The pressure in her face and head grew so strong she thought her head might burst.  

      Kirsten stabbed, cut and punched at the demon’s outstretched arm. Her efforts broke its skin but did nothing to lessen the grip around her throat. The more she kicked and thrashed, the more she realized she wasn’t going to escape. Her vision began to blur. The devilish red eyes were all she could see. Kirsten didn’t know what possessed her to do it, but she tried to speak. The phrase was the one she’d used to harvest the wolf-like beast’s energy. It came out in a gurgled whisper, but when the last gurgling syllable of the ancient language fell from her lips, the demon’s hand ripped away from her. 

      She fell to the dirt street gasping for breath. The demon screeched and squealed in a horrid high-pitched tone. Trying to get more air into her lungs before she blacked out, Kirsten saw the crystal’s light glowing in the demon’s hand. Her vision began to clear and she realized the demon had stopped screeching.  

      While the effect she’d caused the crystal to have on the demon released her from its grip and nearly scared it away, her connection with the magic inside it had been severed. The demon stood near the end of the block fifty feet away. It still held the crystal in its hand. She saw its eyes fix on her with a deadly glare as it spread its wings. The demon lifted off the ground, flying directly at her. Kirsten knew this time it would kill her.  

      As the demon lifted off the ground, Kirsten saw a swarm of Rollo warriors rounding the corner, close on the demon’s heels. Britt was in the lead, sprinting after the creature. The demon was quickly closing the gap on Kirsten. She had to act. Kirsten reacted as if she still held the sapphire in her hand and attempted to unleash a blast of energy. She saw a white flash of light and fell back against the reverberating push of air that followed.  

      Sitting up in the darkness, Kirsten first saw the glowing crystal in the middle of the street. Next she saw the demon rising from the debris of the building it was thrown into. Then her eyes glimpsed the Rollo warriors scrambling back to their feet. The sapphire was closest to her. With her throat on fire, Kirsten tried to reach the crystal first. The demon was faster to react and flew out to where it lay. The demon landed and in a desperate attempt she threw her sword at the creature.  

      The blade spun through the air and hit the demon, not blade first as she’d intended but more with the whole side of the hilt and sword. The flat of her steel weapon slapped the demon’s face stunning it and causing it to step back. In the delay, the Rollo Islanders fell on the creature, tackling it to the ground. While they wrestled with the deadly beast, Kirsten found the crystal on the ground. She moved to pick it up off the ground. She turned to see the demon rising from a pile of dead warriors. She felt the energy in the crystal surge through her. She charged the demon with all she had. They collided with a bang and everything went dark. 
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      Zahara collided with a dragon at full speed, wrapping it in her tight grip. Anders sent a stabbing spear of energy through the dragon’s head and Zahara dropped it to the plains below. Targeting one of the dragonriders before they lost him in the fighting again, Anders reached out with his mind, trying to grab hold.  

      As he’d expected, the combative elf rider had a mental wall strong enough that Anders wasn’t able to break into it easily. While he prodded for a way through the rider’s defenses, Zahara tried to break into the dragon's mind. Cutting through the chaos around them, Zahara and Anders met the enemy dragonrider with a clashing of jaws and blades. Anders allowed Tarron to take over his movements while he doubled his efforts on cracking the elf’s mind. Zahara fueled their shield while she flew in and out of reach of the rider’s deadly blade and the dragon’s gnashing teeth.  

      They fought across the sky, dodging attacks from rider-less dragons as Zahara guided Anders safely through the fighting. The elven rider matched whatever Tarron was able to throw at him. Neither one could gain the upper hand. Suddenly the dragon carrying the elven rider peeled away. Anders withdrew his mental attack and watched the dragon chase after Raffa and Maija, who were distracted by two wild dragons at the moment. Anders could see they weren’t prepared to defend against the elven dragonrider. Anders aimed intending to fire a carefully placed pulse of magic when the dragonrider was attacked from above. Hannah and her purple dragon forced the dragonrider off course and away from Maija.  

      Anders felt a wave of relief as he and Zahara quickly changed targets to help Maija and Raffa. Maija hit one of the dragons with a surge of magic, shattering its shield. She quickly followed through with a second. The targeted beam hit the dragon’s side, burning a hole into its chest. It spiraled out of the sky. Zahara was on them with her speed and caught the second dragon. Anders saw two more coming for Maija and Raffa from behind. Anders extended his blade, making a clean pass through both of Maija’s pursuing dragons’ necks, severing their heads. Zahara tangled with the dragon she’d caught and while Anders searched for an opening to stab it, he recognized the creature. It was the wild dragon, Kodoulen, from Nagano who’d tried to bar their return to the Everlight Kingdom. Before Anders could find a way to help Zahara without hurting her in the struggle, Raffa came in with the fury of a wild dragon. The scarlet giant had clearly recognized this adversary and bit into Kodoulen’s back, crushing the creature’s wings in his powerful jaws. Raffa ripped the lesser dragon away and flung it out to the side. As Kodoulen’s crippled body flew into the air high above the plains, Raffa delivered a final blow. Whipping his tail with deadly precision, Raffa sent the long spines of his tail deep into Kodoulen’s neck. The enemy dragon fell lifeless onto the plains below.  

      Three dragons flew in front of them, chasing after a Northland rider. Raffa and Zahara quickly joined the pursuit. Raffa snapped, catching one of the enemy dragons by the tail. He pulled it back and caught the creature by its neck. As it flapped, trying to escape, he snapped its neck and continued to chase after the others.  

      Zahara and Anders worked to keep the two dragons away from their new comrade. Not able to get a clean strike, Zahara had to continually switch from one dragon to the other as they chased the Northland rider. Suddenly the two dragons peeled away. Before Anders realized what had happened, the silver-backed dragon and rider had caught his companion. The elven rider’s sword stabbed quickly through the chest of the allied rider. By the time Anders and Zahara reached them, the evil rider had started harvesting the Northland rider’s soul into a sapphire strapped to his saddle.  

      Zahara flew near the enemy rider and Anders released a flow of energy at him. The rider dropped the dragonrider’s body to meet Anders’ attack. Light exploded around them. Anders found himself bombarded by a mental strength much more intense than he’d felt the day before. All he could do to prevent the dragonrider from breaking him was withdraw into himself again.  

      Suddenly the pressure on his mind lessened and he became aware that Tarron was backing up his mind. Zahara fought the silver-backed dragon while he poured more of his own skill into Lazuran. It didn’t take the elf long to learn that Anders was a better swordsman than he was.  

      They each worked with their own strengths to try to gain control of the other. Each time Anders felt the overwhelming force of the rider’s mental attack, he struck harder with his sword, causing the elf to focus more on his physical movements.  

      During one of their exchanges, Anders finally got the opening he’d been trying to create. He stabbed at the rider the moment his dragon bumped Zahara. Anders’ blade missed his intended target, but still managed to score a cut on the elf’s torso. When the silver-backed dragon fled, Anders knew he’d injured the rider.  

      Zahara stayed on the dragon’s tail as she followed him out away from the rest of the fighting. Wondering whether the rider would return to Merglan’s safety net, Anders urged Zahara on. We need to catch them before they get any farther. It could leave us open to Merglan if he chooses to come after us. If we wait too long, we’ll be too far away to protect the others.  

      Zahara increased her speed to catch the dragonrider. Anders sensed a weakening in his opponent’s mental strength. The dragonrider was focused on his wounds. Anders saw magic pass from his hand as the elf tried to heal his own wound. At that moment, Zahara unleased a stream of fire on them, forcing the rider to shift his use of magic to create a shield to protect himself. Realizing they had caught him and knowing that Zahara was faster than his dragon, the dragonrider steered his dragon to the plains below.  

      The dragon landed abruptly and the elf instantly jumped off to face them. Anders leapt off Zahara just before she touched down. He faced the elven rider with his sword in hand. The strategy the elf took by dismounting his dragon seemed risky, but Anders knew Zahara could out fly him if she had to. If I could land another strike on him, I know I could beat him, Anders thought, stepping closer to the rider.  

      The silver-backed dragon sprayed him with flame, but Anders was ready. He blocked the fire with magic while Zahara lunged at the dragon. Anders used that distraction to launch another mental attack at the rider. Anders thought he was being clever because he knew the elf was more powerful mentally than he was, but he’d broken his mind before, if only for a moment. He thought with the distraction, he could do it again.   

      The elf's mind proved as strong as it was earlier, despite the surprise. He closed on Anders, moving as if the cut on his side didn’t bother him. Their blades met with a clang. Anders moved with magically enhanced speed trying to outpace the rider. The dragonrider matched his speed and went blow for blow. Anders couldn't find the opening he needed to finish off the elf. Anders then began to worry that the elf had tricked him into following him away from the help of others. As the swordfight drew on, however, Anders realized the elf’s speed was beginning to decrease. Anders wondered if the elf’s energy was draining. Zahara had kept the dragon separated from the rider, distancing him from the sapphires he’d stolen from Maija. Suddenly the elf attacked his mind with renewed force. Anders then realized that he was shifting his energy from physical to mental. Without Zahara to move him away from the rider, he would be forced to defend his mind with nothing left for a physical defense.  

      Reacting on instinct, Anders stepped away from the elf and turned his back toward him. He hoped the elf would take the bait. The dragonrider charged at him with blade raised. Anders ducked forward and spun. As he spun, he held his sword out. He felt the blade hit and its sharp steel edge pass through flesh.  

      Anders followed through on his spin to see the elf’s top half slide away from his bottom half. The enemy dragon’s upper body desperately tried to pour magic at his severed half. Anders could smell flesh burning as the elf’s magic started working. Not allowing him to succeed, Anders stepped to him and buried Lazuran into the elf’s neck. The rider’s head fell away from his upper half and the magic within him fled, along with his blood.  

       He saw the silver-backed dragon closing in on him, its chest glowing with flame. Zahara was right on his tail. Anders generated a shield barrier and blocked the fire that could’ve consumed him. A moment later the fire ceased. Anders prepared to strike down the dragon with magic. When the flames disappeared, though, he saw Zahara’s head moving away from the broken neck of the silver-backed dragon. 

      Anders ran to her. He saw the horror of what they’d done, of what Merglan was driving them to do. They had killed a trained dragonrider and his dragon. A part of him hated himself for doing such a gruesome deed. He pushed that idea into the back of his mind and did what had to be done. He cut away the crystals the dragonrider had taken from Maija and placed them into his saddlebag. As he fastened the top tightly, he looked to the heart of the black cloud where Merglan watched atop Killdoor. Anders didn’t know how he knew, but he knew that Merglan was watching him, so he shouted, “What are you waiting for! I’m right here!” 

      Merglan continued to hover over his army. The dark rider’s mind and energy were drawn to the attack below. Wisping light faintly expelled from his body and illuminated the darkness surrounding Merglan. Although faint, Anders could see that the magical energy emanating off the evil rider was flowing out toward the mass of enemies below. Merglan was using his powers to control his forces. He was orchestrating their attacks like a master puppeteer. Anders needed to stop him. If he didn’t, Merglan would use this control over the orcs, kurr, and monsters to keep attacking until every last member of the allied armies was dead. Anders could see dragons and riders falling from the sky as they killed relentlessly to gain control of the sky. The fairnheir and monsters below battered the elves and Rollo Islanders with unnatural determination. Merglan hovered, fueling his hateful magic into his army of monsters.

      “Come on and fight!” Anders shouted at Merglan and into the darkness consuming them.  

      Merglan’s gaze seemed to find the lone rider in the midst of the aerial battle. Instead of being provoked to ride out, Anders watched Merglan turn away apparently to issue a command. A moment later, his wild dragons flew from the fighting and Anders could see the damage they’d done to both sides. Four Norfolk dragonriders used the sudden reprieve to fly back toward the city and the allies they were protecting. One of Merglan’s elven dragonriders and ten wild dragons obeyed their master’s command and gathered around him. Merglan’s arm waved, and a sweeping spell fell onto his ground forces. A moment later, they moshed forward. Anders could hear the thundering charge of thousands upon thousands under Merglan’s control rushing toward the city.  

      We have to stop him, Anders thought, climbing back into his saddle.  

      Zahara’s steadfast agreement was evident as she took flight. At the same time, the allied forces charged out from the streets of Aquina to defend their proud nations. As Anders and Zahara climbed higher, Anders saw that their reinforcements had finally arrived. Westland and Southland soldiers and the dwarfs rushed out onto the fields to meet the enemy head on. 

      *** 

      Britt screamed as the demon and Kirsten collided. Kirsten’s head bounced off the demon’s skull and fell limp to the street. Then the demon’s eyes snapped onto Britt before looking back down at her friend's unconscious body. The beast had just killed eight warriors and survived a magical explosion. Without thinking, Britt charged at the demon with her sword at the ready. She would not let the demon win.  

      The tall human-like form with wings quickly bent down and pulled the sapphire from near its feet where it had fallen from Kirsten’s limp body.  Britt tried to react quickly to its change in position. She intended to cut off its head, but she missed altogether and tripped past the demon without success. Moments later the demon was on her, clawing at her armor and cutting into her skin. Warm liquid flowed down through the demon’s claws. Britt didn’t know if she’d been mortally wounded or not. Her adrenaline pulsed and she swiped her sword at the demon’s head. The blade hit its face, cutting across bone and thick flesh. The beast howled and pulled its head away from her. Britt quickly reached forward with her free hand to catch the demon by the throat. She held on hard and drove the tip of her sword up under its chin and through its skull. A breath later, she heard the crystal fall to the dirt. 

      Britt pushed the weight of the demon’s head to the side and let her sword slide from her grip, remaining in the demon’s skull. She dropped to her knees, panting from her sprint and labored fight. Looking at the few warriors who’d come with her to fight the demon, she slumped to the ground. She was exhausted. From behind, she heard the footfalls of another beastly creature. She felt its hot breath and smelled the stench of death on its breath. Whatever devilish creature it was had caught her off guard and defenseless. She closed her eyes, too exhausted to move.  

      In a second, her mind wandered between thoughts, I shouldn’t have told Max to stay at the front. I want to see his face one last time. If only I had my sword, I might have a chance. Death by hellish creature is a glorious way to die.   

       A whooping cry broke her concentration. She opened her eyes to see a burly warrior with long hair and beard waving a battle axe over his head at the end of the block. He shouted, “Come and get me! Over here, you worthless maggot. Come and test your teeth on a real warrior!”   

      Red? He wouldn’t save me, she thought. But she could see and hear him. Red was calling the beast off of her. Britt saw a large fur-covered leg step past her. The overgrown fairnheir was larger than any she’d seen on the battlefield. It could’ve easily fit her entire body in its mouth.  

      “That’s it, you mongrel!” Red shouted at the beast. “Come on then, what are you waiting for!” 

      The beast growled and snapped into a run. Red darted down the street to the side, leading the creature away from Britt. Moments later she heard shouts and growls as the fairnheir clashed with Red and more warriors.  

      Britt closed her eyes, trying to decide if she should lay down and rest or stand up and return to the fight. Kirsten still hadn't moved; she didn’t want to leave without her friend. She felt weak and was on the brink of laying down when she heard Kirsten stir. Britt opened her eyes and looked to Kirsten.  

      Kirsten’s was bleeding over her forehead. She looked at Britt, then to the dead demon and asked, “Did you do that or did I?” 

      Britt started to laugh and winced at the pain in her ribs. “You started it, I finished it,” she said.  

      Kirsten sat up, feeling at her head and seeing blood on her hand. Britt forced herself up from her kneeling position and pulled the sword from the demon’s head. Picking up the sapphire from the ground, she tossed it to Kirsten. 

      “You almost look worse than they do,” Kirsten said, taking the crystal and nodding to the dead warriors near the demon.   

      “Yeah,” Britt said staggering.  

      “Let me help you,” Kirsten said, coming to Britt’s side and taking her hand.  

      Britt saw the crystal glow and felt a tingling energy flow from Kirsten’s hand into hers. She tried to pull away, but Kirsten held on tight. After several seconds, the sensation ended and the glowing stopped. Britt felt strong again. She felt at the recent cuts from the demon, which were still there.  

      “Better?” Kirsten asked. 

      Britt nodded, “I’m not healed, but I feel like I’m fresh again.”  

      “That’s how this always makes me feel,” Kirsten said, tucking the crystal in her pouch. “What, ah,” Kirsten said, now noticing the bodies in the street around them. “What happened?” 

      “You and the demon hit heads. I came in. We fought; I stabbed it in the face,” Britt explained quickly. “Then a massive fairnheir arrived.” 

      “Really?” Kirsten asked. 

      “Yeah, and Red lured it away, saving me…” she said, sounding confused. 

      “Wow, I thought he didn’t like you much,” Kirsten said.  

      Britt scratched her head, “Yeah.” 

      “Come on, we should get back. I bet Thomas is worried after seeing me hauled away by a demon,” Kirsten said. 

      Britt fought back the pain where the demon had cut her side. The bleeding slowed to a weep and then she could no longer see any evisceration. She looked down the street where Red and the fairnheir had disappeared but couldn’t see them.  

      When they caught up with the back line of their forces, Kirsten split off to search for Thomas. Britt searched for Max. It took her a moment to find him. He hadn’t moved far from where she’d left him near the dead dragon. Forcing her way to the front, Britt called out, “Max!” 

      He turned and rushed to her.  

      “You’re hurt?” he said, seeing her bloodied side.  

      “I’ll live,” she said, hugging him.  

      “I should’ve come with you,” he said. “We shouldn’t split up, it’s too dangerous.”  

      “You were needed here. Kirsten is okay too,” Britt said. 

      “Good,” Max said. “I helped a little. The fairnheir are all but finished. The last of them are fleeing back to their army.”  

      As he finished recounting the fight, Britt heart the sound of thousands of feet in the distance. “And now the rest are coming to finish us,” she said before noticing the enemy armies had not yet charged.  

      Max frowned, just as confused as she was. Shouts erupted among the warriors and elves. Britt and Max swiveled to see the entire army of Westlanders, Lumbapi and dwarfs filing through the streets. “We made it; we held out until their arrival!” Max said.  

      Britt stepped aside to allow the fresh soldiers to pass by eager to join the fighting at the front. With fresh soldiers spelling the elves and warriors, the new army took to the battlefield, once again taking hold of the ground in front of the city.  

      *** 

      Kirsten found Thomas frantically searching for her among the soldiers. After speaking to each other quickly and explaining she was okay, they saw the first of the soldiers from Westland arriving.  Her heart leapt into her throat as she began calling Bo’s name. She moved through the crowd now searching for his face.  

      She felt Thomas tap her on the shoulder, “There he is.” 

      He was forcing his way through to her. She pushed between people until she reached him. She wrapped her arms around him and he held her tight. “I told them to wait for you. I didn’t mean to leave without you,” Kirsten said, repeating herself.  

      “Kirsten,” Bo said. 

      She continued to apologize for leaving him at the camp. Bo kissed her repeatedly to keep her from going on.  

      “Kirsten, it’s okay. I’m here now. I tried to make it back to our camp in time, but Tony and Evans almost caused a huge fight. He didn’t know that Evans was with you guys and the crystals. When he saw the dragon taking him, he tried to kill the dragonrider. I was right there and got dragged into trying to stop him. I saw the dragon that had been waiting at our camp fly away before I got there. If I hadn’t stopped, I would’ve made it.”  

      “It doesn’t matter now. You’re here,” Kirsten said.  

      They joined Thomas and let the bulk of the army pass by. While they waited for the soldiers to file out onto the plains, Kirsten had time to convince Thomas to help Rune and Ophelia with the injured.  

      “They were going to set up on the south end, near the ships,” Bo said.  

      Thomas nodded and grabbed his bow as he prepared to leave.  

      Kirsten stopped him, “You’re sure about this?” 

      “I’m sure. It’s where I can help the most,” Thomas said.  

      “Be safe,” she said.  

      “Make sure she doesn’t get carried off by any demons,” Thomas said to Bo. 

      Bo raised an eyebrow in surprise.  

      “You know I can take care of myself,” Kirsten said. She brought her brother in for a hug and whispered, “I love you, Thomas.”  

      “Love you, too, sis,” Thomas replied and backed away from them, making his way to the medical tent.  

      Kirsten and Bo filed in with the soldiers as they grouped into formations on the field. Before they finished lining up, Nadir, Remli and Britt rang above the others. They shouted the orders for their reinforcements to charge. The men, elves and dwarfs ran in a widespread mob east toward the enemy. Kirsten stayed at Bo’s side, moving fluidly with the crowd. The tides of orc and kurr slammed into the humans and dwarfs and the battle launched into full swing. 
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      “You killed my boy!” Tony bellowed as he rushed Max on the battlefield. 

      Max fought among the allied ranks against Merglan’s army late into the night. Hearing Tony’s threat before he attacked gave Max enough time to pull his hand with the sapphire off the hilt of his sword. Blocking him just in time, Max deflected Tony’s sudden attack. Max exchanged two more blows in self-defense before leaping away from him and shouting, “Stop!”  

      “You tricked him into using magic and it killed him!” Tony spat in a blind rage.  

      “Evans made his own choices,” Max managed to get in before Tony struck again. He backed away from his foster father, bumping into a hard body. Glancing, Max saw the mottled skin of an orc. He narrowly ducked the orc’s swinging blade. As it followed through, whiffing over his head, Max slid the tip of his sword into the thing’s gut and rose to meet it face-to-tusks. Before the orc had fallen dead at his feet, Max was already swiveling back toward Tony. He found him exchanging blows with an orc. Hoping he would be too distracted to come at him, Max turned his attention on the moshing crowd that had once been the shield wall front. He scanned quickly for Britt, but still couldn’t find her.  

      “Max! Don’t you walk away from me, boy!” Tony cried. 

      Max looked to see Tony lopping the head off of an orc as he charged through the gap in the fighting directly toward Max. Defending himself as best he could, Max tried to apply the defensive maneuvers he’d learned from the Rollo Islanders. It became clear, however, that Tony was superior with a broadsword.

      “Tony! I don’t want this!” Max shouted as he desperately managed to block several deadly swings. 

      “You are a demon in human disguise,” Tony growled through clenched teeth. 

      Max’s arms were growing numb, already heavy from the fighting. Without the aid of the crystal’s power, he was quickly feeling the effects this warring had on his body. Seeing the hate burning in Tony’s eyes, Max knew he had to stop him or Tony would kill him.

      “Enough!” he shouted at Tony as he sent out a small pulse of energy that pushed Tony back onto his rear.  

      Tony stared up in surprise for a moment, then started to scramble to his feet, broadsword in hand. 

      Max spoke quickly while he had the chance, “I didn’t kill anyone in your family. You hate me because I came from a different place than you, because my parents worked in that castle. You rejected me before you ever gave me a chance. Well, you finally get what you want because guess what, Tony, I hate you, too!”

      Max put the crystal in his hand against the hilt of his sword. The next swing at Tony would be the last. His blade would cut through Tony’s and pass easily through his body, ending their rivalry once and for all. This was what Britt warned him would happen, they had to face each other and only one of them would walk away.  

      Before Tony could come at him again, orcs attacked them. Max cut through an orc’s blade, the momentum of his swing passing clean through its body, just like he would’ve done to Tony. Max cut down two more to see Tony pulling the tip of his sword back out of an orc’s chest.  

      When Max faced Tony again, he stood squared off with the man and held the magically fueled sword with both hands. Tony stabbed at Max. Max swiped his sword across Tony’s cutting it in half and then side-stepped the man, letting him stumble past. Tony spun swinging his blade, not yet realizing it had been cut in half. He fell short of his mark by several feet.  

      Tony looked at his broken sword in surprise.

      Max said, “I have the power to end your sad, miserable life. With this power, I will return the hate that you have directed at me every day of my life.”

      Max then pulled the sword back to kill Tony. As he did, he saw the look in Tony’s eyes had changed from unbridled rage to fear. In that moment, Max felt as though he was seeing directly into Tony’s soul. He hesitated with the follow-through thinking, I can’t do it.  

      Before Tony reacted, Max’s eyes darted to a figure appearing behind Tony. It was his brother, Bo.

      “Stop!” Bo shouted, lunging between them and holding them both at arm’s length. “Max, you don’t want to do this.”  

      Max shook his head and took the crystal off his sword, “No, I don’t. I can’t.”

      An orc pushed through a soldier behind them and Max quickly reacted, turning his back to Tony and Bo. 

      “Let it go, Tony,” Bo said.  

      When Max cut down the orc and looked back, he saw Tony still held the half blade and glared at Max.  

      “He hasn’t done anything wrong. He just wants to protect us,” Bo said. 

      Tony didn’t retaliate, he stood, seemingly in thought.  

      Bo stepped away from him and joined Max in pushing through the mosh of fighting and away from Tony. While Bo followed Max, finishing off orcs and enemy humans as they moved, Max spotted Kirsten facing down a group of kurr. When Bo saw her, he shouted, trying to push through the orcs to reach her. Max joined him, cutting a swath through the enemy. With the help of his crystal, they reached Kirsten in time to help her. 

      “I could’ve taken them on my own,” Kirsten said, finishing off the last of the kurr surrounding them.  

      “We know,” Bo said, sounding relieved to be near her.  

      I need to find Britt, Max thought. Just as he turned to look back, he saw Tony. The man stumbled over the last of the dead orcs that he and Bo had left in their wake. He had rage and murder in his eyes. Max didn’t have time to react in self-defense. He moved his arm to block the stabbing thrust of the half-blade, but he was too slow. Max braced for an impact that never came. As the steel moved to finish him, a flash of armor passed in front of his eyes and took his place. “No!” Max screamed, dropping his sword and crystal and reaching to grab his brother.  

      He fell to his knees where Bo had fallen. Grabbing him by the shoulders and leaning him back into his body, Max saw Tony’s sword sticking out just below Bo’s rib cage. Blood poured from the slit in his armor where the blade had entered. Max looked up at Tony in a panic. The man stood in shock, looking down at them. Max’s ears were filled with Kirsten’s screams and knew she had just realized what had happened.  

      Max looked back down at his brother’s pale, shocked expression. Bo tried to look down at the sword, but Max distracted him, “Bo, look at me.” Bo looked up at Max, staring into his eyes. Max couldn’t think of what to say except, “Hold on, Bo. Hold onto me.”  

      Kirsten slid in next to Max and knelt over Bo. In a panic, she held the sapphire against his chest and watched it begin to glow. She held his face and said through tears, “Stay with me, Bo. Stay with me. I love you.” 

      Though she tried to use her powers to heal him, Max knew she didn’t know how. The blood continued to flow from Bo’s wound and he trembled. Bo’s grip on Max’s hand tightened. His brother looked up blankly and said, “I love you. Be strong for me.”  

      “Stay with me, Bo,” Kirsten said one more time.  

      Max watched helplessly as his brother’s life slipped away. With a final exhale, Bo stopped breathing and stared with lifeless eyes into the sky overhead. Max continued to hold his hand while Kirsten held her crystal against his chest and sobbed. Max’s vision blurred from the tears. He looked up at his brother’s killer and saw Tony’s horrified expression. 

      Max clenched his jaw, trying to stop his lip from quivering. 

      Tony mumbled to himself, “What did I do?” 

      The next thing Max knew, Tony had reached down, grabbed an orc blade from the ground, and ran straight into the thicket of enemies beyond the chaos of the front lines. His shouts turned to cries of death in the distance. 

      The push of the orcs and kurr seemed unceasing. The only thing that rallied Max to stand up and defend Kirsten and his brother’s body was the hope that Britt was still alive. He placed the sapphire against his blade and cut back any enemy that attempted to surround them.  

      “Kirsten!” Max shouted during gaps between the incessant attackers, “You must get out of here. Take Bo and get out of here!”  

      At first his pleas seemed to fall on deaf ears, but after his third attempt to get her to move, Kirsten rose, shouldering Bo’s body and moving back into the allied army.  

      After ensuring that Bo’s body wouldn’t be trampled by orcs and kurr, Max launched himself into the enemy ranks with blind range. He mowed through enemies as they came, heedless of his surroundings. The bodies piled up; he had to keep moving or be walled in by his destruction. Suddenly Max’s sword stuck into the side of an orc without cutting cleanly through. The exhaustion hit him, dropping him to his knees. He dropped the tapped crystal on the ground. Reaching into his pouch, Max tried to fish out another. His pouch was empty.  

      He looked up at a kurr charging at him. Max feared his life was about to end when a flash of light passed in front of him. It struck the charging kurr in the chest, launching it and all of the orcs backward into the air. Max felt two hands come under his armpits and lift him to his feet. His savior continued to wield magic, pushing back the dark forces. It wasn’t until the warrior turned to face him that Max recognized Sanka, his crewmate from Britt’s ship and fellow crystal-bearer.  

       “Here,” Sanka said, reaching into his pouch. He tossed Max a crystal.  

      Max caught the sapphire and instantly energy surged through his body. He regained his fighting edge. He had more clarity now, too, after having felt the exhaustion drain the rage from his body. He also noticed that they were far out in front of the others. Max and Sanka held back the enemy as they slowly retreated to join their allied forces.  

      Suddenly two dwarfs ran past him, hacking their axes into the orcs that were chasing them. The safety of the lines was coming into reach. Max ran farther back toward their army. Sanka was no longer at his side. Max stopped and saw Sanka working with the dwarfs to hold off the forces. As he was looking on, a dragon dropped into sight and opened its mouth, shooting a wall of flame toward Sanka and the dwarfs. Max deflected the fringe of the fire with his sapphire’s energy. The heat was too much to bear and he was forced to run back into the tangle of fighting where the allied armies held their ground. 

      He turned around to see smoldering bodies where his friend had been. The dragon that had attacked them lay amongst the still burning destruction after a rider cut its head off. He didn’t have time to think before he had to rush away from the orcs and kurr now filling the open space behind him.  

      Searching for a place to reenter his side of the fighting, Max spotted Britt in a crowd of dwarfs. He doubled his efforts, pushing through to her as he called her name.  

      “Max!” she shouted when she finally spotted him.  

      He threw himself into her arms and wept.  

      Without speaking, Britt seemed to understand. She helped him retreat farther into the safety of their ranks. When they were well away from the fighting, Max sat down on the ground. Britt joined him. Through his sobs, he told her of Bo and Sanka’s deaths.  

      *** 

      With two of Merglan’s elven dragonriders dead and most of the wild dragons defeated, Merglan’s lone rider had little help against Anders and Hannah. The rider had no choice but to go on the defensive. Maija and three other Northland riders had been making quick work in finishing off the last of the wild dragons when Merglan joined the fighting. Moments after their fellow Northland rider had beheaded a dragon whose fire would’ve caused untold damage to their army, Merglan struck. While Killdoor and the powerful sorcerer destroyed the Northland rider, Anders flew past Maija. He and Zahara sped directly at Merglan. Raffa changed course and followed.  

      “Anders, what are you doing?!” Maija shouted after him. He didn’t seem to hear her over the rushing wind. I guess it’s now or never, she told herself, having feared this moment for some time. 

      Anders clapped and a pulse of energy spread toward the evil dragonrider. A half a moment later light exploded between Anders and Merglan. Anders quickly sent three bolts of energy as a follow-through. They shattered against Merglan’s shield magic. Maija’s heart pounded as she watched Merglan and Killdoor hovering in the air, not at all fearful of Anders’ attack. Anders extended Lazuran and swung the energy blade at Merglan. The dark sorcerer produced an energy blade to match Anders’ and she saw Killdoor’s chest glow a dark red through his black scales. They clashed in fire and magic. Maija was overcome with a sinking feeling. Even with her extra crystals, she knew she didn’t have the skill to take on such a powerful rider.  

      She flew in, directing Raffa toward Killdoor’s blind spot. As Raffa passed behind Killdoor and came in close, Maija realized Merglan was completely distracted by Anders’ attack. I might pull this off, she thought, reaching for her magic. Summoning energy from deep within, she felt the electric tingle at her fingertips. She could fire when ready.  

      When Raffa was nearly on top of Merglan she released the spell. She watched the thick stream of light shoot from her palm at her intended target. This was easily the most battle magic she had ever produced. It rocketed through the sky at Merglan and Killdoor’s backs. Just when she expected the deadly channel of energy would hit her intended target, Merglan reached his hand behind him and swiped it out of the way. Maija gasped as Raffa continued down on top of Killdoor. He was going to try to strike them with his body.  

      She lurched forward, holding on tight to her saddle in preparation for the impact. Almost instantly she was pressed backward as a wave of magic pulsed around them. She flattened in the saddle and heard Raffa’s roar. She feared the worst, that Merglan was taking her bonded’s life. She reacted with instinct; not thinking, only doing. Rolling onto her side, she moved with an elf’s speed, sprang to her feet, ran down the length of Raffa’s neck and jumped.  

      Maija drew her blade as she fell through open space, falling down onto Merglan. The scene of what was happening suddenly became clear when she could see it all. Merglan was locked in a battle with Anders while Killdoor used his magic to hold Raffa back. Killdoor had failed to capture Maija in his spell and she was surprised to find that she had managed to drop onto his back with her blade in hand.  

      Several hundred feet over the battleground , Maija landed on Killdoor’s back, Maija swiped her blade at Merglan’s back. The sword scraped across an energy shield just inches from his riding armor. By the time she’d hit him, his sword arm was already swinging around his back. She was too close for the blade to hit her and Merglan’s forearm and fist landed on her shoulder. The strong backhanded strike knocked her off balance and she fell off of Killdoor’s back.  

      She sent her arms reaching, trying to grab hold of anything before she fell to her death. Her back hit Killdoor's wing catching her for a moment. He flapped, trying to shake her free and Maija was tossed. She flipped backward and saw Killdoor’s wing within reach. She grabbed and found a hold on the frontside of his wing. Focused on hanging on for dear life, Maija felt a sudden stabbing prod pierce through her mental barriers.  

       You’re as good as dead, girl. Let go and die painlessly, Merglan’s voice said wickedly and abruptly retracted from her thoughts.  

      Light sparked and flashed around her as she fortified her mind again. On the downward thrust of Killdoor’s wing, Maija pulled herself up. The momentum launched her over his wing and when he lifted it again, she landed in the leathery expanse. Not wasting time, she ran at Merglan. Without realizing she’d dropped her sword until that moment, Maija did the only thing she could and leveled her shoulder into Merglan’s side. She tackled him with all her speed and felt him lift out of his saddle. Expecting to drop into the open air, Maija’s breath released when she felt them land on Killdoor’s other wing.  

       Maija looked for Merglan as she slid in toward Killdoor’s back again. She saw him slide off the backside of the wing and grab hold of Killdoor’s scales. Landing against Killdoor’s back directly above where Merglan clung, Maija kicked at his hands while trying to hold onto the soaring dragon.  

      She saw Anders and Zahara try to break through. Anders released a shot of energy at Merglan, also trying to knock him free. The energy deflected against his energy shield. Maija heard Merglan grunt and witnessed him suddenly launching himself back up onto Killdoor’s back. This time he landed right in front of her, punching her hard and sending her falling. She slid on Killdoor’s back past the front of his wing and slipped to one side. Maija found herself in Merglan’s position now, clinging to Killdoor’s scales for dear life.  

      Energy flashed around them as Anders and Zahara tried to gain an opening on Merglan. Maija traversed near Killdoor’s wing. If she could grab hold of it again, she could use it to get her feet under her. As she grabbed onto the front of Killdoor’s wing, Maija glanced up. Merglan’s hand glowed hot with magic. He glared at her with a hateful expression ready to fire it at her. Her eyes darted to a flash of red moving across the sky from behind him. Taking a chance, Maija let go just as Merglan released his magic at her. Killdoor’s wing blocked him from view and she saw the light cut through his own dragon’s wing and pass less than a foot from her face.  

      She fell down as they continued away at a downward angle. Merglan’s dragon’s screams filled the sky around them. Maija felt Raffa’s touch on her mind and she rolled herself over in the air. He came under her and she landed on his neck, grabbing hold of the spines and quickly returning to her saddle. She searched the sky and saw Anders and Hannah rocketing together, following the trail of blood from Killdoor’s wing.  

      Raffa chased after them. Merglan buffered the two riders’ attacks while trying to heal his dragon’s wing. They spiraled toward a space in the plains clear of fighting. Maija looked around in search of the last elf rider. She found him fighting to escape the only remaining Northland rider.  

      Now Raffa, she told him. Now is our chance to take Merglan. Maija joined in with Anders and Hannah, sending attacking blasts of energy flying at the solo rider. Raffa and Zahara  circled with the purple dragon as they teamed up to break through Merglan’s defenses. Maija allowed the sapphire’s energy to flow though her, carrying more power through her attacks than ever before. 

      With Merglan defending himself against three powerful sorcerers and trying to heal Killdoor at the same time, Maija could sense that he was giving up on his dragon’s wing. Anders and Hannah pressed the sorcerer’s mind. Soon Killdoor joined the attack, lashing out at them with his claws, swatting and breathing fire at them. Maija felt his mind trying to break through her barriers, but she had opened her access to the wealth of sapphires she carried.  

      Maija saw Merglan fall to one knee under the pressure as they collectively bore down on him. He’s going to break, she thought.  

      Anders acted, seizing the opportunity to confront Merglan directly. Zahara scorched him with fire and Anders hammered his energy blade down on him with deadly force. The sword’s energy hit its mark and the sky exploded with orange and white light. The resulting blast hit Raffa, spinning him out of control. He collided into the ground, sending Maija tumbling. When she scrambled to her feet, she saw an orb of light wrapped around Anders and Merglan, not knowing who created it or how.  

      Zahara swatted and clawed at the sphere of energy. Merglan was standing, walking now, directly toward Anders. Instead of moving to defend himself with his sword, Anders dropped it. Merglan stood in front of Anders with his sword in hand.

      “No!” she cried aloud and rushed toward the orb encasing them.  

      Merglan raised his hand at Anders.

      Maija’s heart raced with fear. She could see that Anders held a block in his hand. Blue light emanated from Anders’ body. At first it was like a vapor. The cloud of vapor grew as it released into the space between Anders and Merglan’s outstretched hand.  

      Maija directed a spell of magic at the orb. It hit the globe of light enclosing Anders and Merglan and was absorbed.  

       Anders dropped to his knees in front of Merglan, who continued to stand with his arm outstretched toward Anders. Light poured out of Anders, swirling and changing between the form of a dragon and a replica of himself.  

      “Anders!” Maija shouted. 

      He turned his head to look at her and smiled. The last of the light came from Anders’ body and he fell limp to the ground.

      Zahara roared, her howl echoing across the plains. She dropped to the ground and didn’t move. Merglan stood over Anders. The light from Anders’ body transferred into Merglan’s hand, disappearing inside the powerful sorcerer. 

      Maija stood in shock. She couldn’t believe what she’d just seen. She screamed and charged the orb. Merglan remained in his position over Anders. They were blocked from view as Killdoor lumbered in between Maija and where Anders lay. She didn’t slow down and saw Raffa speeding in beside her. They met the dragon with all the magic they could summon. 

      *** 

      Natalia braced under her sword as the kurr hammered against her blade. Using the energy from her sapphire, she blocked each swing. For fear of her blade shattering under the immense strength of the large kurr, Natalia moved. Going on the defensive, she dodged and ducked its next attacks. The blood of three of her fellow elves dripped from the blade she now dodged. Natalia wouldn’t let hers be next.  

      Seeing an opening, she sidestepped a swing and rammed her shoulder into the kurr’s side. She sent a pulse of energy down through her legs and pushed. The kurr toppled to the ground mid-swing and Natalia fell with it.  

      Rolling away from the beast, she was able to get to her feet before it could. With one of its knees pressed down on the ground, she dug her blade deep into the kurr’s neck. The massive creature reached up and grabbed hold of her blade. Natalia tried to pull it free from the beast's thick neck, but it ripped it from her hands, pushing it deeper inside itself. The kurr fell backward away from her and she was instantly charged by a group of orcs. She needed a weapon. Dodging the orcs’ wild swings and hacks, Natalia maneuvered her way through them to reach her sword. Rolling through a gap and grabbing her blade, she wrenched it free from the kurr’s dead body and bolted to her feet. A flurry of spins and thrusts cut down the orcs around her. Natalia stood looking at Inama in confusion. “What are you doing over here? We’re supposed to be spread out among the front,” she said, stabbing her sword into the chest of an orc.  

      Inama thrust her spear through another’s head and said, “I used all of my crystals. The dwarfs need a crystal bearer. The fighting is thickest there.”  

      Natalia jumped in an effort to see down the tangled mass of fighting at the front. She caught a glimpse of their army being driven back. If the orcs and kurr made it through, they would cut their army in half. Natalia jumped again and looked south. She saw some of the enemy moving out and around them. “Shoot, they’re trying to flank us,” she said.  

      Natalia melded her mind into Nadir’s. I’m going to the center. The orcs are driving a wedge through our ranks. Kirsten and Max are the only ones left who still have sapphires. 

      Natalia felt Nadir curse in his mind. She jumped once more to see if she could locate Kirsten or Max. Light snapped and she spotted them on the north half of the wedge, starting to support the dwarfs, who were suffering the brunt of the fighting.

      They’re trying to push them back but need help. We can’t let the army be divided or we’re through, Natalia said.  

      I’ll come with you. The warriors can hold here for a while, Nadir answered. 

      Natalia grabbed Inama, telling her that she and Nadir were going to support the center of their forces. “You take some of your people and make sure the enemy doesn’t flank us,” she said, pointing toward the group of orcs that were sneaking around to the south.  

      Inama nodded and darted away, continuing to fight her way south.  

      Natalia ran through the crowd to where the fighting was thickest.  

      *** 

      Inama called to her father. When she caught his attention, she signaled for him to gather people and join come her. Without question, Puconathini barked the order for a dozen Lumbapi to break rank and follow him. Inama led them away from the front.

      “What is it?”  he asked.

      She pointed to the orcs flanking toward the medical tent, “We must not let them get around us.” 

      Puco looked south where he saw the group of orcs, “Twelve of us will be enough.”  

      If these soldiers were Westlanders, Inama would want three times as many, but her people were hardened, experienced fighters. She led her father and the other Lumbapi to the south end of the city and moved through the riverbank. Climbing out on their hands and knees, Inama quietly led them through the grass and behind the medic area where Rune and the others worked. Staying low, she could hear the orcs grunting as they snuck closer. Inama and her people waited silently, crouching in the tall grass, ready to ambush the orcs. When one of the orcs was nearly on them, she gave the signal. The Lumbapi sprang up from the grass and engaged the orcs. They moved so quickly that the orcs never had a chance to form a defense.  

      In the wake of the killing, Inama caught sight of something moving out from around the enemy army. She saw a red dragon’s body running across the grass toward the medical tent. Its wings were torn away from its body, but it moved with speed.  She shouted for the others to attack and ran toward the creature.  

      The dragon reached the area and moments later fire erupted where the wounded were being healed. Sprinting full speed, Inama jumped onto the dragon and scrambled to where a dragonrider would sit. Taking her spear, she spun it in her grip aiming to drive it into the back of its neck. The dragon spun, sending her flying off of its back. She landed in the grass and rolled to the side with her spear still in hand. She saw the dragon train its eyes on her and the glow of fire building in its throat. Inama had nowhere to hide.   
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      Thomas held the poudrettite crystal over an elven woman’s legs. Blood that had been slowly but steadily oozing out stopped. The wounded continued to arrive at the tent faster than Rune and Ophelia could handle. With no medical training, Thomas set out to do the only thing he knew would help, put the special sapphire to work.  

      “Thomas,” Rune called from several cots away. “When that elf has stopped bleeding, take over for Ophelia.” 

      “Sure,” Thomas replied and quickly moved to Ophelia’s side. He looked down at the Rollo Island warrior lying on the operating table. Ophelia leaned over, pressing down on the man’s abdomen with a blood-soaked cloth. “What does he need?” he asked. 

      “Hurry, Ophelia, I need you,” Rune said from behind them.   

      She lifted the rag and pointed at the man’s abdomen, “We need all of this to go back in there. After that call me over and I’ll stitch it closed.” 

      Thomas looked at bulging intestine, horrified, “Yeah, no problem.” He let the crystal hang from its chain and was about to do as Ophelia had asked when Saaja rushed into the tent. Thomas glanced up expecting to see another seriously injured soldier being hauled in, but Saaja was alone and out of breath. “Out!” Saaja shouted at them. “All of you get out now!” 

      Rune shook his head, “What’s the meaning of this!” he demanded. 

      “Dragon!” Saaja shouted while running toward them.  

      Thomas looked to Ophelia and Rune; their faces had gone pale. He knew that without their skills many more people would die. 

      “I won’t leave my patients,” Rune said, but the burly Saaja had taken a firm hold of him and was pulling him to the tent wall.  

      “Thomas, hurry!” Ophelia shouted, waving at him to follow Saaja. 

      Thomas looked toward the tent door then down at the sapphire. I can do this. I can save them with the crystal, he thought. “Go! I’ll fend off the dragon,” he said to her and ran to the tent door.  

      Saaja cut through the side of the tent, dragging Rune with him. Thomas didn’t wait to see if Ophelia followed. As he neared the tent’s door flap, he clutched the poudrettite crystal and stopped abruptly. The ground shook as he held the sapphire in his hand and raised his arm in front of him. It’s now or never, he thought, trying desperately to summon the stone’s magic and use it to beat the dragon back. He focused with all of his mind and felt like he was actually connecting with the crystal’s energy when the dragon’s head tore through the door.   

      Thomas dropped the sapphire loose on its chain around his neck and ducked forward, the dragon’s head brushing over his back. Struggling to keep his balance, he was pushed forward when the dragon’s jaws fell open. The underside of its jaw hit him in the rear, sending him tumbling out of the tent and directly under the dragon. An explosion of fire ignited the tent and he instantly felt rushing waves of heat billowing around him. Gritting his teeth from the pain slamming into his back, Thomas tried to crawl out from under the dragon. 

      As the dragon reared, Thomas tried to stand but the pain on his backside was too great. He curled into a ball on the ground trying to make himself as small a target as possible. The dragon stomped and bucked around him. Why didn’t I run with Ophelia? he wondered while expecting the crushing weight of the dragon to fall on him at any moment.  

      Suddenly, Thomas heard a grunt as someone thudded to the ground. He opened his eyes to see Inama picking herself up off the ground. She glanced at Thomas and shouted, “Get out of here!” 

      Thomas tried to stand again, but his back and legs felt as though they were still on fire. Inama rushed out of sight and a second later a group of Lumbapi followed. Thomas felt someone grab him under the armpits and lift him up. He groaned from the pain and hobbled along with the soldier who was helping him.  

      “Hurry, Thomas,” he heard the familiar voice say.  

      Thomas’ pain seemed to subside slightly and he grabbed the Lumbapi’s shoulder more tightly. “Wren!” he gasped.  

      “We must hurry, they won’t be able to hold the dragon back for long,” the Lumbapi lad who Thomas had spent time with said.  

      “I didn’t think I would see you again,” Thomas said as they hobbled toward the wrecked buildings where the dragonriders had tried to make a barrier to protect the army from being flanked.  

      Wren hauled Thomas around a half-demolished adobe wall. “Let me see your burns,” he said to Thomas.  

      Thomas turned to let him examine his back and legs. Wren’s tall, narrow Lumbapi frame had grown haggard from war. His once colorful clothes now shown brown with dirt and dried blood. His nappy hair was a mat of grime. Thomas could hardly see Wren’s tattoos through the blood that had dried over his skin. His dark eyes rimmed in white searched Thomas’ legs and frowned. Seeing the young man’s narrow face frowning for the first time since they’d met when the Lumbapi people came to Brookside, Thomas tried to reassure him by saying, “It feels much better than it did at first.”  

      “I don’t get it, your skin should be melted,” the young man said. 

      Thomas saw that the sapphire around his neck was glowing and knew it had saved his life. An explosion of fire sprayed the rubble near them and shattered Thomas’ hopes for a moment of feeling safe. “Puco,” he heard Wren say and watched him climb over the rubble and run back toward the Lumbapi who were still trying their best to drive the dragon back.  

      Thomas ran after him, catching him. Thomas pushed him into an opening behind an intact building. “What are you doing?” Thomas panted.  

      Wren looked around Thomas and peered out at the dragon. “My people,” he said, worry in his voice.  

      Thomas looked at the Lumbapi who were left. He recognized Inama but none of the rest. A group of them were trying to hold the dragon’s attention and lure it back out into the plains, away from their army. Thomas spotted Rune, Ophelia and Saaja running out while the dragon’s back was turned. They were carrying wounded from the staging area near the torched tent to the city.  

      “My people are in danger,” Wren pleaded. 

      “Inama has the crystals. She should be able to kill it,” Thomas said. He watched as the dragon came after the group of Lumbapi who were out in the open. Inama charged in at the dragon, leading a squad in the attack. He waited for her to use the magic sapphires. Why doesn’t she use them? he wondered. Thomas heard Wren gasp a second before the wingless dragon sent a jet of fire out at them.  

      “No,” he said, running out from the building.  

      Thomas tried to grab him, but he couldn’t get hold of him. Thomas stepped out to chase after him again and stopped. The dragon had turned back around, a Lumbapi soldier with a spear clung to its back, but the black earth was scorched where the rest of the Southland soldiers had been earlier.  

      The dragon rushed at them. Thomas heard Ophelia shout for him to come to her. He stood out in the trampled grass and glanced where she and Rune stood. They’d returned to collect more of the wounded.  

      Thomas watched the dragon’s chest swell with fire. All of a sudden, Wren came out of nowhere running directly at the dragon with his sword at the ready. Thomas broke to his left and sprinted toward Ophelia and Rune. He heard the rushing gust of dragon fire and knew the young Lumbapi soldier had been taken.  

      He skidded to a stop behind the building where Ophelia and Rune hid.  

      “Thomas, you’re alive,” Ophelia said. 

      “What are we going to do?” Thomas asked, his mind rattled at the sudden way in which the dragon had caused so much death.  

      “We have to kill it,” Rune said. 

      “But how?” Thomas asked. “We don’t have magic.”  

      “Dragons have weaknesses,” Rune said calmly. “Just under its wings, where they attach, and through the mouth. They have holes where their ears are, or through their eyes.”  

      Thomas jumped as a spear clattered to the ground just beyond where they hid. The dragon’s spiked tail whipped into the side of the adobe wall. Thomas ducked. 

      “I won’t let that beast go rampaging through to the rest of our forces. It could decimate them,” Rune said as he peered out around the edge of the building.  

      “You can’t go,” Ophelia said. “The wounded need us.”  

      “There won’t be a need for us if that creature gets behind the army,” Rune said. He put his hand on Ophelia’s shoulder, “Protect them well,” and he darted out from the rubble.  

      Thomas’ ears filled with Ophelia’s cries to have him stay. Thomas looked out to see Rune, Saaja and Inama running at the dragon’s back. Thomas stepped out and retrieved the spear Inama had dropped. He gripped it in his hand and looked back at Ophelia. She shook her head at him, tears running down her cheek. “Ophelia, you’re going to need help healing up those wounded,” he said, taking off the sapphire necklace. “Catch!” Thomas tossed the healing sapphire to her. A moment later he headed toward the dragon at a full run.  

      In front of him, Inama and Rune had grabbed onto the dragon’s tail and were clinging to it desperately. Thomas’ heart pounded and he felt the chill of open-air rushing across the tattered backside of his body where the dragon’s fire had melted his clothes. Without the sapphire he didn’t have any protection. What am I doing? he thought as he committed to trying to take down the dragon. 

      He watched Saaja duck the dragon’s thrashing tail and rush in toward the dragon’s belly. Thomas saw the man jump and try to stab his sword into the exposed fleshy patch where the wings had been attached. The tip of his blade fell short and skipped off of the dragon’s hard scales. Saaja collided into its side and fell to the ground. In that moment the dragon seemed to forget that two humans were crawling up its back. Instead it dropped its head around to where Saaja had fallen. The dragon’s mouth opened and Saaja stabbed at its oncoming jaws. There was a crunch as the beast bit the man’s upper half. Thomas faltered in his run seeing the tip of Saaja’s broadsword sticking out of the top of the dragon’s muzzle. The dragon roared and shook its head. Its tongue flicked at the handle of the sword stuck on the roof of its mouth. The blow was nowhere near fatal, but it gave Inama and Rune time to climb into position.   

      Coaxing himself to continue his charge at the deadly beast, Thomas chased after the dragon. It had now become aware of the two humans trying to hold on and it swatted and shook to get them off. Thomas ran at the dragon’s back and jumped as its tail rushed by. The tail tip spikes passed right in front of his face. A moment later he ran and jumped onto its rear. Thomas grabbed hold of the spines to balance.  

      When he reached the top of the dragon’s hind end, he caught sight of Inama being tossed from its thrashing neck. Rune clung to a spike at the top of its head. He was trying to stick the tip of his sword into the dragon’s small ear hole. The dragon bent its head forward and raked its claws down its neck and over its large head. The sudden forward motion of the bowing dragon sent Thomas stumbling down its back. The dragon pulled its head up and Thomas grabbed for one of the spines on the dragon’s back.  

      He held, his grip slick; he was barely able to hold on. The dragon’s head swung back to its side, jaws snapping at him. Thomas screamed, fearing he was going to be eaten. Movement on the ground below drew its attention again as Inama shouted and waved her arms. The dragon’s movement caused his grip to slip. Thomas looked down to grab hold again. That’s when he realized what he’d been holding onto. Thomas stood on the dragon’s back exactly where its wings used to be. Now they were just bloodied stumps. He could see the exposed fleshy patch that Saaja had been trying to attack. He quickly stabbed Inama’s spear into it. Thomas fell on the spear with all his weight, plunging the six-foot shaft all the way through. The pulsing heartbeat of the dragon reverberated through the shaft and Thomas knew he’d made a killing strike.  

      The dragon screeched in pain, twisting around to snap at him. Thomas managed to lean away as the teeth closed just feet from his head. In a blur, the dragon swatted its front leg around and onto Thomas. He felt the hard scales slam into him and something inside of him popped. He flew through the air for a breathless instant and crashed to the ground. The dragon’s screams sounded above everything else.

      Thomas lay on the grass staring up at the blue sky. He tried to move, but his legs wouldn’t respond to his body’s desire to flee. He rolled onto his stomach, gasping for air. The dragon stumbled near him, spurts of flame shooting out in random directions as the creature tumbled. Thomas crawled with his arms. He heard the full weight of the dragon drop to the ground. He closed his eyes expecting to feel the crushing sensation of its body landing on his. He felt nothing, opened his eyes and realized it had narrowly missed him. Thomas still couldn’t get his legs to move so he tried crawling again, this time he didn’t move. Now it felt like his legs weighed too much for him to drag. Thomas looked back and gasped. The dragon’s spiked tail had fallen on him and his right calf was pinned into the ground. Blood soaked the dirt beneath it.  

      I can’t feel it, Thomas thought in a panic.  

      Moments later Ophelia came to his side. She was covered in fresh blood and tears streaked her face. “Thomas!” she shouted through her sobs and she dropped down next to him. “You did it, you fool.”  

      “I can’t feel my legs,” Thomas nearly screamed.  

      Just then, Inama came running around the dragon’s tail. She and Ophelia grabbed the dead weight of the tail that was pinning him to the ground and lifted. Thomas watched his leg rise up, still stuck onto the spines on the tail. Ophelia pushed down on his leg and it slid off the spikes, falling to the ground. Thomas rolled onto his back. Ophelia and Inama dropped the dragon’s tail off to his side.  

      “Ophelia, what do I do? I can’t feel them,” Thomas cried.  

      Ophelia held the sapphire near his leg and he watched the light glow and his bleeding slow.  

      “The surgeon,” Inama said. “He could help.”  

      Ophelia grabbed Inama by the arm and shook her head. Thomas stared at her with a blank expression. She glanced at him with a quivering lip and again focused on holding the sapphire over his leg. 

      “Ophelia,” Thomas said as calmly as he could. “Is Rune...” he started but stopped when she snapped her head up to look at him.

      She handed him the crystal, “He’s gone.”  

      Thomas remembered seeing the dragon’s paw swipe over his head toward Rune. He stared at the blood on Ophelia’s shirt and realized where it had come from.  

      “Come on, let’s get you up,” she said.  

      Thomas put the sapphire back around his neck and took hold of Inama and Ophelia’s shoulders. They lifted him up to his feet.  

      “Can you walk?” Inama asked.  

      Thomas tried to move his legs, but they didn’t respond. He shook his head.  

      “Over there,” Ophelia pointed to the one open street that led into the city where the army was currently based.  

      The two began walking Thomas over to the street while his legs dragged uselessly behind him. As they walked a bright light exploded from the east beyond the frontline. They stopped and watched as a shockwave of white light rippled out toward them.  

      “Anders,” Thomas whispered.  

      *** 

      Anders pushed against Merglan’s shield barrier that held him in place. He could see Maija clinging to Killdoor’s side, yet no matter how hard he tried with his magic, he could not break through Merglan’s barrier. Merglan was too powerful. 

      “No!” Anders shouted as he watched magic fly from Merglan’s hands toward Maija.  

      Killdoor howled in pain and the barrier keeping him back fell instantly. Maija fell through the sky and Zahara raced after Merglan. Anders saw Raffa scoop under Maija. She’s not dead! he thought seeing her grab onto Raffa and move along his neck.  

      Confused, he focused on Killdoor and Merglan. The dragon’s wing was badly severed; blood poured from the injury. Merglan continued to skillfully divert magic to keep them from spiraling out of control.

      We can take him, Anders said to Zahara as he sent magical attacks at the pair, bombarding them as fast as he could summon the energy. 

      More magic streamed in from behind Anders, bombarding Merglan and Killdoor. Maija? He thought, then saw Hannah and her purple dragon flying alongside them.  

      Keep him preoccupied, Tarron scolded Anders for losing focus. Don’t allow him to heal that dragon! 

      Anders doubled his efforts, using Tarron’s knowledge of spell work and the combined magic from Zahara and the sapphires they carried. This was the moment they had been saving their stores for.  

      Merglan crashed to the ground, leaping down from Killdoor to attempt to heal him. Anders and Zahara continually smashed and pressed down with all their magical might on the evil sorcerer. Hannah attacked with them. Together they kept Merglan from healing his dragon.  

      It’s working, Tarron said. He’s breaking under the pressure. We can finish him now. Let me cast the spell.  

      Anders continued to pressure Merglan while Tarron created the final spell. He hardly noticed Raffa and Maija joining them. Crystals cracked and popped from their hemorrhaging flow of magic into Anders’ efforts.  

      Now, we need to do it now, Zahara called to them.  

      Anders saw Merglan buckle to one knee under their pressure. Zahara was right, they needed to take action this moment.  

      Anders felt Tarron reaching for him to pass the spell through his mind and out of Anders’ body. Zahara swooped up and turned to fall directly on the evil sorcerer. Not knowing why, Anders reached into the pouch on his saddle and pulled out the wooden cube. Using his magic, Anders accessed all of the remaining crystals’ energy and allowed Tarron’s spell to work through him. With the cube held tightly in one hand and his blade in the other, Anders felt the explosion of energy coursing through his body. He swung Lazuran down. Tarron’s spell ran through his mind. Anders put everything into the attack they hammered on Merglan. 

      Light flashed in the explosion when Anders’ energy blade struck. He felt the flood of magic plow through the barriers protecting Merglan, then abruptly stop. Zahara was ripped away from him and he tumbled to the ground. Anders bounced onto his feet and found himself standing face to face with Merglan.  

      Merglan’s mind pierced his like a sharpened blade, stabbing through what he thought was a protective barrier. Give it up, Anders, the voice sounded in his mind. 

      Anders struggled to force him out.  

      The hate is strong in you, Merglan said. Stronger than your father’s.  

      Anders could see the orb of light encasing them. He had nowhere to run. Zahara clawed at the outside of the sphere unable to break in. He was trapped.  

      Imagine what we could accomplish if we worked together, Merglan said.  

      I’ll never work with you, Anders replied, retreating deeper into his mind.  

      He heard Merglan laugh, There’s nowhere in your mind that you can hide from me.  

      Anders looked for an escape, for some deep hole where he could block his thoughts from Merglan, but every path seemed to be blocked.  

      He suddenly became aware of Merglan walking toward him. Anders still held Lazuran in his hand. He tightened his grip and prepared to swing at Merglan. 

      You shouldn’t, Merglan said, stepping closer.  

      Anders almost retaliated, but from somewhere in the back of his head he could hear Ivan’s voice. It whispered, repeating the same two words, Let go. Against everything that he wanted to do by attacking Merglan, Anders gave in. No matter who had helped him, no matter how much magic he had used, nothing he had done had stopped Merglan. Anders pitched his sword off to the side, leaving himself exposed and unguarded.  

      What’s this? Merglan asked, lowering his blade and stopping before Anders.  

      The voice in the back of his head whispered, Understand the source. It was what Ivan had been trying to tell him when the elven dragonrider was attacking him. In that instant, Anders remembered one of his first lessons in magic. Solomon spoke of the force that flowed around them.  

      What are you doing? he heard Merglan ask, his voice sounded far away in his thoughts. It’s not possible, was the last thing he heard. 

      Anders looked out at Maija, smiled, and let go. He closed his eyes and felt his hatred for Merglan melt away. His body felt fuzzy and he opened his eyes. Anders’ entire body was glowing and shifting in a translucent light in front of Merglan. Zahara’s form shifted and swirled at his side. He looked back and saw that he was a misty form that extended outside of his physical body. The sight didn’t make him panic though. Anders felt more whole now than he ever had. Merglan held out his hand, trying to stop Anders, but the energy emanating from Merglan could not stop him. Instead it seemed to be an opening to Merglan’s soul. He moved toward the sorcerer and entered.  

      Suddenly, Anders could feel and see all of Merglan’s emotions and memories. Days spent with Ivan in the castle. Finding his dragon, Killdoor, and riding him into Northland. He felt all of Merglan’s rage and the anger he felt toward everyone. Anders saw Merglan’s memory of the day he killed Magleen, Zorna’s instructor. Thinking he’d beaten her prediction of his downfall, he began his hostile takeover of Kartania. Anders witnessed Ivan’s dragon, Jazz, fall under his power. Merglan could’ve killed Ivan then, but decided to torture him by killing his bonded and sinking the ship that carried Anders, his mother and his older brother. After learning of their survival and how they were plucked from the ocean by another ship carrying people to the far north, Merglan tried again to stop them. They’d passed the barrier and he spent the next two years abandoning his efforts to control the world and focused on killing Ivan’s child for fear of the prediction of his death. 

       Unable to learn of a new way to come back if he came to Northland, Merglan attempted to open the only way through the barrier that his instructor had shown him. Merglan used all of his magic and instead of breaking his own spell, he destroyed the time paradox. Unintentionally, Merglan had ended the faster timeline Northland had been subjected to when Asmond banished the riders. Merglan’s anger soared to new heights and he spent the next eighteen years trying to harvest as many inhabitance crystals to attempt an attack on Ivan’s royal descendants in Northland. It wasn’t until he learned Ivan’s youngest son had survived and been living somewhere in Westland that he abandoned his efforts on Northland. With the paranoia of a human king rising to power and leading the armies of the world against him, Merglan devised a plan to conquer Kartania and kill Anders. After he’d done that, he could focus on Northland again. Anders felt the madness bottled up in Merglan’s mind driving him to seek a more powerful source when he failed to kill Anders.  

      As Anders sifted through the memories in Merglan’s mind, he finally understood why Merglan had not been able to do what Anders could. It was what Ivan had been trying to tell him, what Ivan must’ve figured out after his magic had been taken from him. To Anders it was as if he could hear what the powers he’d been using since he bonded were trying to tell him. Hate could never be bent to magic’s true form, no matter how alluring its sensation could be to a sorcerer. The forces of evil could shape and use the energy, but a sorcerer driven by hatred could not do what one with love in his or her heart could do. All Anders had to do was let go and allow his soul to become a part of the natural flowing magic that constantly surrounded them. Only when the forces of hate and evil were faced with love and hope could a bonded rider’s soul pass into the form Anders had taken. 

      Anders forced his knowledge into Merglan’s mind, showing him that no matter how hard he pushed against him, Merglan couldn’t become more powerful than the thing he sought to control. Fear crippled Merglan’s thoughts. Anders withdrew from Merglan’s mind allowing his mist form to return back into his own physical body. He rose from the place where his body had fallen and stared at Merglan. The orb of light surrounding them had broken. The dark sorcerer stared back at Anders in disbelief.  

      “How?” he whispered.  

      “I let go,” Anders replied. “Let go of the hate, Merglan.”  

      Merglan shook his head, “I won’t allow you to beat me.”   

      “You can still come back from this, Merglan. You don’t have to let the rage and killing continue; just give it up,” Anders said. 

      A hateful scowl returned to Merglan’s face and he cried, “Never!” Merglan raised his sword to stab Anders.  

      Anders heard Maija’s cry as he watched Merglan raise his blade. A glint from swift-moving armor flashed beside him. Hannah blocked Merglan’s lethal blade.   

      Anders moved faster than he ever had, reaching for his sword and bringing Lazuran up off the ground. Merglan swatted Hannah’s attack to the side, kicking her onto her back and leaving her momentarily exposed. Anders slid in between the Norfolk rider and the evil sorcerer, blocking Merglan’s attack on his blood relative. Merglan’s eyes grew wide with anger. Anders then saw a flash of amber behind the madman. In the blink of an eye, Maija was behind him. She reached around his head, pulling her dagger across Merglan’s throat. The blade that Merglan’s assassin had stabbed into Maija’s chest only a few weeks ago, severed the sorcerer’s neck and spilled his life out onto the front of his chest. Anders stared in surprise while Merglan’s body remained standing for a second, before it fell forward. Blood pooled around him as he lay dead on the ground at Anders’ feet. Anders stood, looking down at their enemy’s dead body. His gaze rose to Maija, who stood panting with her teeth exposed in a hardened grimace.  

      Maija’s eyes lifted from Merglan’s body and locked with Anders’. She nodded, saying, “The Prophecy is fulfilled.”  

      “We did it,” Anders said in disbelief. Anders began to feel emotions returning after his soul had returned to his body. He was still trying to comprehend all of what had just happened, then remembered seeing Zahara clawing at the energy sphere.

      “Zahara!” he shouted and instantly felt her mind’s presence. He looked and saw her and Raffa looming over Killdoor’s body. The purple-scaled dragon Hannah had been riding lay motionless under the enormous black dragon’s body. 

      Hannah stumbled to the ground next to her dragon and fell on him in tears. Anders watched as she mourned the death of her bonded. “What the hell happened?” he asked Maija. 

      “You became... magic,” Maija said, sounding as though she barely believed her own words. “Killdoor tried to kill Zahara when you two passed out and,” she pointed to Hannah. “They got between them. Raffa reacted before I did. It all happened so fast, they were ripping into each other and Hannah’s dragon didn’t make it. Zahara came to, Hannah flung herself at Merglan, and I...” 

      “You ended it,” Anders finished.   

      Maija nodded, “They’re gone.” 

      Anders glanced down at his hand. He still held the wooden block. Lifting it up, he grabbed the top half with his right hand and pulled. The two halves came apart easily. He stared at its contents. Inside, a sphere of energy sparkled like the night sky. He and Maija marveled as it floated up and hovered in front of them.  

      “Father?” Anders said.  

      Ivan’s voice came from the soul hovering in front of them. “You did it, Anders. You let go.”  

      “You showed me how,” Anders said. 

      “I’m proud of you and wish I could stay, but I, too, must go,” Ivan said.  

      “No, you can’t go,” Anders said. “You, you can stay with us, inside one of the sapphires.” 

      “Anders, it’s long past my time to go. I have done my part and guided you all to the final goal. Now I can leave this realm in peace and be reunited with your mother, Jazz and your brother.”  

      “But she’s right here,” Maija said, pointing to Hannah.  

      “That is not my Hannah,” Ivan said. 

      “She’s my brother’s granddaughter,” Anders said.  

      “That’s not possible,” Maija replied. 

      “It is. I saw it in Merglan’s memories,” Anders said. 

      “Anders,” Ivan said through the soul floating in front of them. “Remember me as your father and not as the stranger who came in a time of need. I love you, son, but it’s time for me to go.”  

      Ivan’s soul turned to mist. He felt Ivan’s warmth pass through him with fatherly love. Ivan’s soul then mixed in with the flowing streams of magic and was gone.  

      “It’s over,” Maija said to Anders. 

      Anders looked at the massive orc and kurr army still pressing down on their forces. “If it’s over, then why are they still fighting?” Anders asked.  

      Hannah came to their side, wiping the tears from her eyes. Anders glanced to where their dragons had been. The purple dragon’s body was already aflame, returning its soul to the flowing magical force of the universe. He felt a pain in his heart for what she was going through. Without a single word, Hannah pointed north beyond the fighting armies. A cloud of dust plumed beyond the battle.  

      “We need to heal Zahara and Raffa. We’re the only ones who can stop this now,” Anders said. He looked down at Lazuran’s hilt and saw the sapphire’s energy had been drained. Without magical energy in the crystals, he couldn’t communicate with Tarron to make sure the former dragonrider’s soul had survived. Anders hoped his new mentor would still be sentient when he had the chance to harvest more energy into the sapphire, but for now, he focused on healing Zahara and helping Maija mend Raffa’s wounds. When their magic had worked its course, Anders climbed onto his saddle while Maija joined him on Raffa and they took to the skies.  
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      Anders looked down on the enemies’ writhing bodies. Yet the bulk of the orc and kurr army continued to pressure the allied armies, pushing them back against Aquina’s outer walls. Anders found the sight much more horrific than when he’d arrived. Dead dragons were piled in mounds, each mound surrounded by a field of carcasses of which he knew he would find representatives of nearly every race and culture found in Kartania. After joining the fighting as Merglan and Killdoor met their demise, Aquina’s cavalry was putting a sizable dent in the enemy’s flank, but the rest of the elves, dwarfs and humans had been backed up against the city.  

      Anders turned his head, making one more sweep through the skies with his eyes and his mind in search of the last of Merglan’s riders who had been alive before his final encounter with their master. Not sensing anyone, Anders spoke freely but silently to Maija and Hannah, saying, Start at the rear and make sure to keep the fire a few lines away from the front. We don’t want any of our own getting caught in the inferno.  

      Their reply was a sober silence followed by the unleashing of streams of intense fire onto the enemy. Anders no longer felt the anger he had before, yet he realized that they had to continue with the flashing deaths they were now delivering to Merglan’s forces. This action was necessary for the survival of thousands of soldiers and warriors who had been defending their freedom with undaunted bravery.  

      Zahara set down carefully where the orcs and kurr had last been fighting. The roaring flames had died down to intermittent flare-ups that sizzled throughout the gore-slicked battlefield. Anders stared at the bodies of two dragons, caught in a deadly grip obviously seconds before they hit the ground. The elven dragonrider still sat in his saddle, slouched forward onto the dead dragon’s limp neck, a Northland rider’s blade through his chest. The Northland rider lay on the ground near his dragon. Neither the riders nor the dragons had survived.  

      Anders closed his eyes for a moment, so tired of seeing death and from so much fighting. His body still buzzed from the sensation of briefly becoming magic’s true form. The sound of rapidly approaching feet came from his right. He opened his eyes to see Nadir and Natalia slowing to a halt. He saw their armor, blackened with dried blood. Their faces were hardly recognizable through the battle-grime. A moment later he saw Raffa soaring in to land next to them.  

      “You did it!” Natalia said, sounding surprised. “That crazy Northland sorceress was right. Merglan’s dead.”  

      Maija hopped down off of Raffa and ran into Natalia’s arms. Raffa stepped closer to Zahara and Anders dismounted. He looked past Nadir for any sign of Thomas, Kirsten or Max but couldn’t see them. 

      Nadir came to him, “You did not expect this?”  

      Anders eyed the elf, “You did?” 

      Nadir sighed, “No. There have been many things that I did not expect, but I hoped you would come back to us.”  

      Anders watched Hannah call in a wounded dragon that was trying to return to the allied armies after losing its Norfolk rider. She used her magic to heal it, then climbed on to fly out over the plains in search of any other surviving riders and dragons. Anders imagined how difficult it would be to be in her position. Zahara was still alive. He did not have to face the fact that his bonded had died.  

      “This was a high price to pay for the death of one tyrant. I had hoped to face him before it came to all-out war,” Anders held out his hand as a show of respect for Nadir. “Can you forgive me and Zahara for the damage and destruction we have brought to your people?”  

      Nadir shook his head, grinned and grabbed Anders’ hand, pulling him in for a hug. “You don’t need to ask for our forgiveness, Anders. You and Zahara saved our people. You and Maija saved all of the races and generations to come.”  

      “I would never have had the chance to do it if all of these forces had not arrived. Thanks to Hannah and her dragonriders, we will be able to see our civilizations continue to grow.”  

      “I saw you three go down after the black dragon,” Nadir said.  

      Anders glanced at him and nodded to Maija, “She gave us the opening we needed, then Ivan came to me.”  

      “Ivan?” Nadir asked, interrupting Anders in surprise. 

      Anders nodded, “Merglan closed us inside a sphere, blocking Maija and Hannah. Ivan spoke to me and told me what to do and...” Anders tried to find the right words to describe what he’d done. Shrugging finally, he finished, “I broke him.”  

      “You killed him,” Nadir said. 

      Anders shook his head, “No, Maija did.”  

      “But you broke him?” Nadir asked. 

      “Ivan guided me in how to break through to Merglan’s soul, to show him why his hate could never overcome our hope. I tried to talk him down, but he moved to strike me with his sword and Hannah got between us. I came at him and, well, that’s when Maija slit his throat.”  

      Nadir shuddered, “And now it’s all over, just like that.” 

      “Yeah,” Anders said hardly believing it. “She saved us all.” 

      “You each did your part. Maija acted as any of us would’ve,” Nadir said. 

      Maija glanced away from Natalia and asked, “What?”  

      Anders chuckled slightly and pointed to his ears, “Back to normal?”  

      She nodded as Nadir asked, “So the Norfolk rider has a claim to your throne? That’s going to need sorting out.”  

      Dwarf King Remli Madhammer jogged up from among the survivors in the field. “Anders!” he bellowed as he strode toward them, dropping his stained warhammer and spreading his arms wide.  

      Anders met the dwarf with open arms, “The dwarfs are not left without a King!”  

      “I thought you knew? It takes more than an army of orcs to bring me down,” Remli replied. 

      “There were a more than a few,” Nadir said. 

      “It was a bit touch-and-go for a while there at the end,” Remli admitted. “But thanks to you two elves,” he said waving a finger between Natalia and Nadir, “We pushed them back and held on until the riders could do their work.”  

      “Your daughter?” Natalia asked, getting Remli’s attention.  

      “Alive,” he answered. “See for yourself,” he said, pointing toward a group of dwarfs behind them. “Maylox is there near my wife.”  

      Natalia grinned and ran to see the dwarf princess.  

      “So, we’ll be needing to have a sit down and talk about how things will be between us from now on,” Remli said.  

      Anders nodded, “That’s one thing that will have to wait. For the time being, I’ll be with my friends and family.” Anders stepped away from the two leaders to stand by Maija. “Now it’s time to face the reality.”  

      “I didn’t want to be the one to say it,” Maija replied. 

      “Who’s still alive?” Anders finished.  

      Anders looked into Maija’s eyes, “No matter who comes up missing among our loved ones, we’ll have each other.”  

      “We’ll always have each other,” Maija said. 

      Anders felt Maija’s hand grip his tightly and they walked toward the group of allied army survivors.  

       

      *** 

      “Thomas,” he heard someone call out somewhere behind him.  

      Thomas looked over his shoulder, away from the wound he’d been healing with the poudrettite. The Lumbapi soldier was responding nicely to the treatment.

      “Anders!” he shouted, as his cousin walked into the healing area now stationed next to the former medic tent.  

      Anders hurried over to him and stood waiting for Thomas to stand. When he didn’t jump up, Anders leaned in for a hug, then asked, “Too busy working on your patients to give me a proper hug?”  

      Thomas shook his head, “No. I would stand if I could.”  

      Anders seemed to see him more clearly now. He asked with concern, “What happened to you? Your clothes are…” he started, but Thomas cut him off. 

      “Melted,” Thomas responded.  

      “How?” Anders asked. 

      “The dragon that burned down the medical tent,” Thomas said, pointing to the dead red dragon not far from where Thomas sat on the adobe rubble.  

      Anders turned to look at the creature. Inama came into view, having seen Anders. She said, “Thomas saved us all.”  

      Thomas felt a warmth rise into his cheeks as Anders looked at him in shock.

      “You did that?” Anders asked. 

      “Not alone, and at great expense,” Thomas replied seriously. He felt ashamed at wanting Anders to be proud for what he did. So many people died trying to stop the creature; he had just gotten lucky.  

      “You can’t use your legs?” Anders asked. 

      Thomas shook his head, “It happened when...”  

      “When he was saving thousands of lives,” Inama finished for him. 

      “Has Rune taken a look?” Anders asked. 

      Thomas frowned, “No.”  

      “Well I can try to heal you,” Anders said. 

      Thomas sat still while Anders looked at his back. He felt a warmth on his lower back and a few moments later Anders said, “How’s that?”     

      Thomas tried to move his legs, but they wouldn’t budge. “I felt warmth on my back, but they still don’t work,” he said. 

      “Strange,” Anders muttered. Thomas felt the same sensation in his back and Anders asked, “Anything?” 

      Thomas shook his head. 

      “Where is Rune anyway?” Anders asked. 

      Thomas could see Ophelia working as best she could on a soldier not far from them. He wondered if she could hear Anders and was ignoring him, trying to hold back her emotions.  

      “He didn’t make it,” Inama explained.  

      Thomas sat by listening to her explain what had happened.  

      When she finished, Anders said, “I’m so sorry for your losses. I didn’t know your father well, but he showed great bravery here today.”  

      “We all did,” Inama said. “Especially him,” she patted Thomas on the shoulder and left him and Anders together.  

      “You can’t heal me?” Thomas asked. 

      Anders shrugged, “I know how to mend bones, stop bleeding and heal skin tissue, but I don’t know why it’s not working on your back.” 

      “Maybe it’s because of this,” Thomas said lifting the sapphire off of the soldier he’d placed it on.  

      “I don’t see how?” Anders said. 

      “It heals, keeps people alive. Maybe I’m already healed by magic and there’s nothing more you can do to re-heal my legs.”  

      “There’s got to be something,” Anders said. “I’ll keep trying and learning until we figure it out.”  

      Thomas smiled, “It’s okay, Anders. I’m just glad to be sitting here, with or without working legs. This might slow me down and keep me from beating you in the next Grandwood Games, but I’ll be able to live my life and that’s a lot more than many others can say today.”  

      “You’re full of surprises, Thomas,” Anders said. 

      “Have you seen Kirsten?” Thomas asked.  

      Anders paused, then nodded solemnly.  

      “She’s not...” Thomas asked, feeling a wave of dread sweep over him. 

      “No,” Anders replied. “She made it, but Bo...” 

      “No,” Thomas gasped. “No, don’t say it.”  

      “Bo was killed saving his brother,” Anders said with tears in his eyes. 

      Thomas looked into the sapphire in his hand. “I shouldn’t have taken this from him,” he whispered. 

      “You didn’t take it from him. He gave it to you willingly. Bo knew the risks as well as any of us,” Anders said.  

      “He might be alive if he still had it,” Thomas said.  

      “And you would be dead,” Anders said. “Dragon fire hot enough to melt the leather armor from your back, that isn’t something anyone can walk away from.”  

      “I know. I saw,” Thomas said gloomily. 

      “We can’t change what’s happened,” Anders said. “We can choose to shape what happens next.” 

      “We can live our lives,” Thomas said. 

      Anders nodded.  

      “How are Kirsten and Max taking it?” Thomas asked as he wiped away tears.  

      “Max is pretty shaken up. I guess after Tony found out about Evans, he was the one who tried to, um.”  

      “That bastard,” Thomas muttered. 

      “He died shortly afterward,” Anders said with a nod. “And Kirsten, I don’t know that she’ll ever fully heal from this.”  

      “Just like the goblin’s bite, but this one took a chunk of her heart,” Thomas said. 

      “Yeah,” Anders said. “But like her shoulder, the wound will heal. I just hope she can learn to trust that she deserves to be vulnerable again.” 

      “I can relate,” Thomas said. 

      “Yeah. Theodor was a blow to all of us,” Anders said. 

      “Him, too, but I’m talking about Wren.”  

      “Wren?” Anders asked. 

      “The Lumbapi I met. He was with Inama and the dragon, got him.”  

      “I’m sorry.”  

      “Even though we won, we still lost a lot,” Thomas said.  

      “Without their sacrifices, we would have no future or freedom,” Anders said.  

      Thomas watched Anders wave Zahara over. He spoke to her with his mind, leaving Thomas in the awkward silence of guessing at their conversation.  

      “She’ll take you to Kirsten, Max and Britt,” Anders said, holding out his hand for Thomas to take.  

      Thomas looked at the wounded surrounding them and said, “They need my help.” 

      “Don’t worry about them. Maija and I will handle it.”  

      Thomas took hold of Anders’ hand and let him hoist him onto his shoulder. Climbing Zahara’s side and helping Thomas into the saddle, he said, “There. The saddle’s magic should keep you from falling out.”  

      “Remember the last time I was on Zahara,” Thomas said nervously. “We thought all of this was coming early,” he motioned to the destruction around them.  

      “There’s nothing to fear Thomas,” Anders said climbing down to the ground.  

      “Did you ever decide?” Thomas asked him.  

      “Decide what?” he replied. 

      “If you were going to be King?” 

      Anders combed his hand through his hair and glanced at the ground.  

      “I take that as a no,” Thomas said.  

      Anders nodded.  

      “For what it’s worth, I think you would be a good king, but a better person if there were anyone else who would do as good a job as you.” Thomas watched his cousin slip into thought while Zahara carried him toward his sister.  

      *** 

       	“Over here!” the Rollo Island warrior called out.  

      Britt followed the calls from the warriors and rounded the street corner. Her gaze fell to the body they were pulling from under the beast. Britt stood over Red’s mangled corpse. It was him, without a doubt. “Bring him back to the ships,” she said. “We’ll send him off as he would’ve wanted, like his father.”  

      She helped them carry his large-framed body onto the cart of the dead they were hauling along the city streets. Raffagaun had agreed to incinerate any of the dead demons or creatures who they felt didn’t deserve a proper burial.  

      Why didn’t he leave me to die? Red hated me. What caused him to throw his life away in exchange for mine? Britt wondered. The questions plagued her for the entire walk back toward their ships.  

      ***

      In the days that followed their victory, all of those who were physically able to help return the city to a livable state pitched in as a united team. After the dragons burned the bodies of the dead enemies and the bodies of friends and loved ones were retrieved for funerals, all members of their armies worked on the town in a state of mixed emotion. Britt felt it more than most. She was joyful to have lived through the fight and to see their world saved from a most powerful evil, but she felt the deaths of friends weighing on her consciousness. Sanka, Red, and Evans’ deaths were blows to her mental well-being, but Bo was the hardest of them all to overcome.  

      There had been little time for anyone to think of what their peoples would do next and how the outcome of this world war would affect their politics. Banding together against a common enemy had provided Britt’s nation with a temporary glue, but she wondered how long it would hold. She could feel the tensions among her own people growing and could see it between the elves as well. Their questions regarding who their leader was made finding Red’s body a priority. When he didn’t show up after the fighting had ceased, Britt knew he’d fallen, but the rubble and piles of dead throughout the city were their first order of business. Now that she could confirm to the Rollo people that Red was dead, she wouldn’t have to fight him for her position.

      I didn’t want to claim myself as their leader until I knew for sure, she told herself. Maybe he knew I was right after all. That’s why he lured the fairnheir away? Understanding why Red, her enemy and the lead opposition to her leadership, had saved her and Kirsten would remain a question until she could join him in the Great Halls after death.  

      Britt left the city to find Max and Kirsten waiting for her. When she saw them now, she let go of the resentment she’d had toward Kirsten when she’d pursued Max. Now Britt only felt remorse for her earlier displeasure and shared in the sadness Max and Kirsten were suffering in the loss of brother and companion.  

      “Was he near that demon?” Kirsten asked.  

      “Three streets over,” Britt said.  

      “I would’ve come along, but Anders had me re-treating the crystals. He’s been trying to keep me busy, so I won’t think about it,” Kirsten said. She looked down and Britt knew her pain for Bo was at the front of her mind. 

      “Did he say anything about the dragons?” Britt asked, trying to keep the focus off of Max’s brother, but Kirsten didn’t reply. 

      “Only a few made it through. The ones from Nagano fell or fled. Two of the Norfolk riders and three dragons made it through. Hannah and Anders were able to save them,” Max said. 

      “I still have a hard time believing we’re related,” Kirsten said, shaking her head.  

      “Well did you see her?” Max replied. “She could be Anders’ twin.”  

      “I still don’t understand that whole time paradox part,” Britt said, following the cart and leading them south toward the ships.  

      “Nobody understands what Anders says lately,” Kirsten grumbled. 

      “From what I understood, it means that more of them will be coming south,” Max said.  

      “More dragonriders?” Britt asked.  

      “More Norfolk; I don’t know if there are more riders though,” Max said.  

      “Sol took all of the trained riders with him to help us, but he did say there were others who had been spending time with dragons who hadn’t bonded yet,” Kirsten remarked, sounding distracted for the first time in days. Britt wondered if this was the first sign of progress in the healing of her broken heart.  

      “That’s good then,” Britt said, trying to sound hopeful. 

      “Good for them,” Kirsten mumbled. 

      “Do you two want to see the ceremony?” Britt asked, motioning to the ships.  

      “Yeah,” Max said.  

      “Not without Thomas. He was there the last time, so he should be there for this one too,” Kirsten said. 

      “Did they ever figure out how to heal him?” Britt asked. 

      “No. Anders can’t figure it out and the soul in his sword thinks the damage is permanent,” Kirsten said. 

      “I’m sorry,” Britt said. 

      “It’s not your fault,” Kirsten said. “It’s his own for trying to stop that dragon.”

      “Come on, Kirsten. That’s not nice. You brother’s a hero. He saved countless lives,” Max said. 

      Britt could see Kirsten’s eyes welling with tears as she shouted, “Why did Tony have to do it?!” 

      Max stopped walking and grabbed Kirsten, bringing her in for a hug. Britt saw him eyeing her for help, so she stepped over to comfort Kirsten as well. “Nobody but Tony will know that,” Max said.  

      Britt joined their embrace while Kirsten released her emotions.  

      After several long moments he said, “Sometimes I wish Tony would’ve gotten me instead.”  

      “Max,” Britt said in a warning tone. 

      “But he didn’t. And I know that Bo wouldn’t want us feeling sad and sorry for him,” Max said with a sniffle. “He would want us to remember him like the happy-go-lucky brother he was to me and the loving companion he was to you. We owe him better than dwelling on what would’ve happened if he’d been two seconds slower or if he hadn’t been there at all. Wishing we were dead, too, does nothing to carry on his memory. I don’t know about you, Kirsten, but I’m going to take the extra time he gave me and live my life as best I can, because Bo didn’t die for nothing. I suggest you do the same.” 

      Britt pulled away from their hug and stared at Kirsten with wide eyes wondering what she might do. She had never heard Max speak to a friend so tersely.  

      Kirsten wiped away her tears and snot with her sleeve and nodded, “I know you’re right. He would want me to be happy and I promise I’ll try to be that, but not yet. I need to feel sad now so that I can move on to feel happy, eventually, even if right now it seems like I never will.” 

      “I want what’s best for you too, Kirsten. We’ll get through this, eventually,” Max said.  

      “I’ll go get Thomas,” Kirsten said and left them.  

      “Are you okay?” Britt asked Max. 

      “I will be,” he said. 

      “That was the most serious thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Britt said. 

      “What about when I told you that I loved you?” Max said, smiling for the first time in days.  

      “I guess you were pretty serious then,” Britt said hugging him.  

      When Red’s funeral ceremony was over, Britt stood on the muddy riverbank with Max, Kirsten, Anders and Maija. Thomas sat on top of Zahara while Raffa observed from her side. The small shuttle boat carrying Red’s body burned in the distance. Now nothing remained in Britt’s way to stop her from being the next Chief of the Rollo Islands.  

      Britt felt Max’s arm wrap around her shoulder as he said, “Here’s a last farewell to a stubborn thorn in our side from the day I met him. Even though he was bull headed, Red helped fight for the good things in this world. In the end, he did what was right for his people and saved the person who was best fit to lead them into a time of rebuilding, peace and prosperity.”  

       Britt turned around to face the crowd of people who stood on the bank to watch the Rollo Island leader’s final fire.  

      Anders stepped alongside her and called out to the Rollo Islanders. “Who is best suited to lead you now. Who was the one who fought for you and is best for your people’s future?!” he paused. In the silence that followed Britt heard members of her crew start to chant, “Britt, Britt, Britt.” Soon the entire host of Rollo Warriors was calling her name.  

      She saw the heads of all the free nations in Kartania cheering with the crowd. The elf and dwarf leaders, Anders, Maija and Hannah of the Norfolk. Hensal and Helga, the two surviving leaders of Westland’s Revolution, and Inama, of Southland. In that moment Britt knew they had accepted her into their ranks, and she would be the undisputed voice for the Rollo people.  

      *** 

      Anders and Maija sat on their dragons’ backs watching the hosts of each army leading their forces away. The people of Aquina had recently returned to their homes and Kartania’s current leaders had agreed to meet in six months. Anders and Maija realized that their duty to see that the world returned to working order had been fulfilled.  

      “Do you think they’ll all show up in Kingston for the summit?” Maija asked.  

      “If they don’t, we can fly them there,” Anders said.  

      “I think they’ll all keep to their word,” Kirsten said.  

      Hannah walked into view with a dragon from one of her dead comrades. She came over to them and said, “Anders, Maija, I will see you both in two weeks?” 

      “You can count on it,” Anders said.  

      “Good. My people will look forward to assimilating into our ancestral homes,” Hannah said.  

      “The people of Grandwood will be glad to have helping hands to rebuild,” Anders said.  

      “And afterward, we’ll see to it that a protectorate of riders is established,” Hannah said.  

      “And that you are groomed for your seat on the throne,” Anders added. 

      Hannah nodded and wished them safe travels. She returned to the mismatched pair of dragons and riders who they’d managed to heal.   

      As they flew north to return to their people, Maija asked, “You don’t think you’ll change your mind and decide to remain King?” 

      Anders shook his head, “I won’t. Besides, Hannah is better suited for it. I’ll keep my word and abdicate the throne to her in six months.”  

      “We have a lot of work to do. Do you think Kirsten will want to keep the position you’ve created for her?” she asked. 

      “We’ll see how she does. If she likes it, then she can stay. I can’t think of very many people who would be better suited to be the Warden of Westland. With Hensal and Helga set to govern the local politics and me giving the crown to Hannah, we’ll want a trustworthy person seated in Grandwood while we’re training the new order of riders.”  

      Maija nodded and without another thought, flew away from the sight of their army's last stand. They had their work cut out for them in rebuilding each of the nations after Merglan’s destruction.
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      Anders leaned forward atop Zahara as they soared over Kingston alongside Maija and Raffa. He looked to his side, toward the ocean, and glanced down at the port. Interspersed among the merchant ships, he saw several Rollo Island long ships and five elven ships carrying both the elves and dwarfs.  

      Maija’s voice sounded in his mind, Kirsten and Thomas decided against sailing?  

      Unless they got a ride on a merchant ship, Anders replied. Before we left Highborn Bay, Kirsten told me they might fly down with some of the new riders. She said something about giving them more practice with long distance flights.  

      I wonder if she’ll show up with the Norfolk lad and his green dragon? Maija said. 

      The one Thomas says is ruggedly handsome? Anders asked.  

      Judging from the way he was eyeing her during our last practice at the new facility in Grandwood, I wouldn’t be surprised if he offered her a ride.  

      Maybe she’s ready? You know, to be a little more vulnerable and try to make a friend, Anders said, referring to Kirsten’s sadness after the battle where they lost Bo. What do you think, Tarron? You're being unusually quiet about all this? 

      Gregory is the lad’s name, Tarron started.  

      Really? I thought it was Roy? Anders said. 

      That’s his nickname and what I know about him is strictly from a teacher’s perspective. He will make a fine rider for our order. He and his dragon, Boldari, show more promise than the rest of the half a dozen that came out of the North.  

      I wonder how Natalia’s trainees are coming along? Anders wondered.  

      We should go to Cedarbridge soon. When we last saw my family, I didn’t get to introduce them to Raffa, Zahara chimed in. 

      I was so wrapped up in trying to help Nadir get the city back to its original state, I didn’t take the time to even say hello to your family, Anders said apologetically.  

      That’s perfectly fine. They were just happy to be returning to a community where nobody was trying to kill them or recruit them for war, Zahara answered and then angled down toward the castle courtyard.  

      Flapping a bit, Zahara landed light on her feet in the Kingston Castle courtyard. Anders saw that Hannah and Inama were already waiting for them. Anders and Maija climbed down from their saddles and greeted Hannah and Inama.  

      “Anders,” Hannah said, taking his hand in greeting. “I trust you and your bride-to-be had fine skies for your travels to the Kewian Islands?”  

      With a nod Anders replied, “We did. Getting to see where Maija was raised was a treat for me.” 

      “Are the beaches as nice as they say?” Hannah asked.  

      “You wouldn’t believe how white and soft the sands are. You should go sometime. They aren’t far from here,” Anders said. 

      “That’s one place I’ve been hearing a lot about lately,” Hannah said, then looked toward Zahara and Raffa. “Perhaps your dragons would like to fill their bellies on deer in the forests while we prepare for the summit?” 

      I have an appetite for seafood, Raffa’s voice boomed in their minds.  

      We’ll be fishing if you need anything from us, Zahara said. The two dragons flapped their wings and took to the skies, sending a gust of wind through the courtyard.  

      Anders turned to Inama and greeted her in the Southland native’s tradition, this time not blushing. “How are you and the Lumbapi?” Anders asked. 

      “We are thriving, thank you for asking,” Inama said. “What did I hear you say about the Kewian Islands?” 

      “Oh, just that I hadn’t been before and they were beautiful,” Anders said.  

      “We should really go there soon, Na,” Hannah said.  

      Anders glanced at Maija as she raised a questioning eyebrow. “Na?” he asked.  

      “That’s what she calls me for short,” Inama said, taking Hannah by the hand.  

      “I like it,” Anders said with a smile.  

      “I see you have been enjoying your time here,” Maija said to Hannah, bowing her head in greeting. 

      Hannah smiled, “Once you had our people in order in Grandwood and Anders sent me here to get acquainted with both the throne and those on the council who I’ll be ruling with, well, things between us kind of escalated.” Hannah said more quietly, “I thought when we first were introduced and she kissed my cheeks that she had a thing for me.” 

      “Well I did,” Inama said, looking at Anders and Maija, then back at Hannah.  

      Maija put her arm around Anders, “So, where will this summit take place?”  

      Anders was grateful to Maija for changing the subject. While Hannah and Inama escorted them into the castle, Anders whispered, “Thank you,” to Maija, who smiled.  

      Stepping into the castle for the first time since he’d faced Merglan in one of its chambers, Anders admired the space. Portraits of old kings hung on the walls. He could see the throne through the room on their right. Hannah led them to a room on their left. In the center of the wide-open hall was a round table large enough to seat all of Kartania’s leaders. Around this table they would hopefully decide how to fairly and effectively govern a peaceful and equitable world from this day forward.  

      “Here we are,” Hannah said.  

      Shortly after entering the room, a man dressed in a red and gold silk shirt matching the banners on the walls announced King Remli and Queen Joslina’s arrival.  

      “Dragonriders!” Remli bellowed with a hearty laugh almost the second the man in silk had finished speaking.  

      Anders and Maija hugged the royal dwarfs as old friends while Hannah more formally shook their hands in a warm greeting. When Remli faced Inama he grinned, “And I remember how the Southland beauty says hello.” He laughed and said to his queen, “Now don’t get jealous until she’s done greeting you, too.” Then he exchanged pecks on the cheek with Inama before his wife followed suit.  

      Jumping right into small talk, Anders asked, “How is Hardstone faring since your return?” 

      “No more dragon problems, I can gladly say. The city has required some rebuilding, but since most of it has been carved from granite, the city was in better shape than I had expected. Maylox is looking after things in our absence.” 

      “She’s learning the finer points of what it takes to become queen,” Joslina Rubyshield said.  

      “That’s wonderful,” Anders replied. 

      “She’ll get more than a few weeks’ practice, now,” Remli chuckled. “After this, we’re going to sail through the Kewians, up to the Rollo Islands, down the Westland coast and back home.” 

      Anders was about to tell him that they could stop to see the new dragonrider training grounds in Grandwood when Nadir and Natalia appeared in the room. Nadir said, “That is, if the elves on board your ship don’t mind the detour.”  

      Remli jumped at the Elf King’s voice and turned around startled.  

      The man in the red and gold shirt ran into the room and said, “I’m sorry, Madam! They came by so quickly I almost didn’t see them.”  

      “It’s fine, Reginald,” Hannah said to the man.  

      “Nadir,” Anders said, hugging his elven friend. In the corner of his vison, he saw the two elf sisters embracing.  

      “Your alterations to the magic in Cedarbridge have the city growing like it hasn’t for centuries,” Nadir said. 

      “Good. I was wondering if I would need to make changes,” Anders said. 

      “Not from what I can see. You can hardly tell that Merglan was ever there.”  

      “Anders,” Natalia said in the tone a teacher uses to call on a student.  

      “Nat,” Anders said hugging her. “How are the recruits?”  

      “We’ve got a few elves being paired with dragons. Nadir is one actually,” she said.  

      “Congratulations,” Anders and Maija said together.  

      Nadir nodded politely and Natalia continued, “And Remli has sent us a few of his dwarfs to try their luck.” 

      “Good. We were making progress with the Norfolk pairs and seeing if the few from Westland were good fits before we left.” 

      “And we stopped in Argon,” Maija added. 

      “Yeah, we spent a few days with Britt and Max on the Rollo Islands picking out some warriors who might try their luck at pairing with some dragons. But we aren’t being pushy,” Anders said. 

      “These things take time,” Natalia said.  

      Reginald stepped into the doorway once more and announced Kirsten and Thomas of Highborn Bay. Anders’ cousins greeted the leaders and while the others mingled, Anders and Maija approached Kirsten and Thomas.  

      “How did you get here?” Anders asked eager to hear their response.  

      “What do you mean? You invited us, you doof,” Kirsten said, giving her cousin a hug.  

      “I know that. We were wondering if you sailed or flew?” Anders said. 

      He bent down, giving Thomas a hug from his wheelchair.  

      “We flew,” Thomas said simply.  

      Maija was quick to ask, “With who and which dragons?”   

      Thomas replied, “I rode with Sam and Char, and Kirsten had the pleasure of riding with Roy and Boldari.” 

      I knew it, Maija said through her telepathic link with Anders.  

      Good call. You should’ve bet me on that one. 

      Shoot. Do you want to bet now? she asked.  

      That’s not how it works and you know it.  

      “You two are doing it again,” Kirsten said, rolling her eyes.  

      “Sorry,” Anders said.  

      Just then Reginald called to their attention for the last time. Max, Britt, Ophelia and Agatha, the Aquinian representative, entered the room. In a matter of minutes Hannah called them to attention and led them to the table to begin their discussion.  

      Everything went as Anders expected. All representatives agreed to continue the peace among their varying cultures, though Anders knew that historically peace ebbed and flowed in Kartania. Trade agreements were struck with the dwarfs, elves and humans. When it came to discussing what they all really wanted to talk about, Anders set the precedent. Using the ideals of the ancient order of dragonriders taught to him by Tarron, in combination with Zorna’s design, Anders laid the groundwork for all cultures and groups among them to have inhabitance crystals evenly distributed among them.  

      “How can we be sure that people will only use them for economic and utilitarian purposes?” Remli asked.  

      “That is the purpose of the dragonrider order we are working to create. The bonded dragonriders will police the use of the crystals to make sure no nation or people use them for war.” 

      “And how will we know that the dragonriders will not take the position of power into their own hands the way Merglan did?” Britt asked. 

      “With this new law and the underlying code of riders, no bonded dragonrider, regardless of birth or origin, can be seated in a position to rule. Non-bonded riders are an exception, as their bonds have ended and their powers will have waned.”  

      “That goes against what you are doing now,” Agatha, the Aquinian, said. “You are the King of humankind and you are a dragonrider.”  

      “Which is why I am abdicating the throne to Hannah, the next in line for our throne,” Anders announced to the room.  

      “If any of the other humans have an issue, please say so now.” 

      “The Rollo people support Hannah as our Queen,” Britt said.  

      “Westland has no problem with that,” Ophelia said, looking to Kirsten and Thomas. They shook their heads, indicating they agreed.  

      “Former dragonriders are allowed to rule then?” Agatha asked. 

      “When a dragonrider’s bond is cut by the death of her dragon, she loses the ability to use magic. Once the magic is gone from her system, she can take charge as ruler,” Anders said. “This would be true for a male dragonrider as well.”

      Agatha nodded, “That is fair.”  

      “So, by signing this new doctrine that outlines what we have discussed, the leaders of Kartania agree to join together to create a working relationship with each nation. You are also agreeing that oversight of the safe use of the crystals’ powers will fall into the hands of the Order of Dragonriders. I suggest you all read the document carefully before signing. Once we’ve all signed, I will abdicate to Hannah and, henceforth, act solely as a founding member of Kartania’s Order of Dragonriders.”  

      Each of the leaders around the table nodded. They broke into the groups they’d arrived with to read the declaration that had been created.  

      Nadir and Natalia were the first to sign. Afterward they came alongside Anders and Maija.  

      “If you become bonded that means you’ll lose your seat as King,” Anders said to Nadir.  

      “I’m grooming someone else to take my position,” Nadir said. “I think you met him when we were here in Southland last.”  

      Anders raised his eyebrow, “Bronson?”

      Nadir nodded, “He has a good head on his shoulders and a good reputation among our people. He has experience leading and harbors no personal grudges against the dwarfs or the Rolloans. I think he’ll serve the elves well.” 

      “So, you’ll be spending more time with Natalia at the training grounds,” Anders said.  

      Nadir nodded, “We have been spending a lot of time together.”  

      Anders eyed Nadir, not sure if he meant what Anders thought he did.  

      “I think you’re going to like your new brother-in-law,” Nadir added when Anders didn’t question him further.  

      “You’re serious? You and Nat?” Anders whispered.  

      Nadir nodded.  

      Anders leaned over and poked Maija. She looked at him and he said, “Did you know about them?” pointing his thumb at Natalia and Nadir. 

      Maija shook her head, “What about them?” 

      Anders looked at Natalia with wide eyes. She rolled her eyes at him and grabbed Maija by the arm, “Come here. I need to explain it away from, ‘the boys’.”  

      When all of the leaders and participants in the room had signed the document, the time had arrived for Anders to formally abdicate, ceding the throne to Hannah. She brought out the papers and the crown, setting them on the table. Anders leafed through and signed the form transferring his rule to his grandniece. When he was finished, he took the crown and offered it to Hannah, saying, “I know you will wear it better than I ever could. You make our family proud.”  A round of applause sounded when Hannah accepted the crown and placed it on her head.  

      After the day’s events, Hannah and Inama hosted the leaders and their traveling companions to a feast. Anders and Maija got to see the blend of cultures in a joyful gathering. When the feasting drew to a close, they spent time mingling and reminiscing about their adventures together and those they had treasured and lost along the way.  

      The following day, the different parties packed up and started leaving to return home to begin the new governance that Anders helped set in place. Watching the elves and dwarfs board their ships, Anders felt a hand pat him on the shoulder. He turned to see his friend Max.  

      “Don’t wait too long to come and visit us on the Islands,” Max said, shaking Anders’ hand.  

      “Same goes for you two,” Anders said as Britt joined Max.  

      “Yeah, you have to see what we did to Theodor’s place,” Maija said.  

      “I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other now that you’re sending some warriors to train with us,” Anders said.  

      “And we’ll see you at the wedding,” Max said.  

      “That’s right,” Anders replied. “Can’t get hitched without my best man.”  

      “Well, we better hit the waves while the tide’s still favorable,” Britt said.  

      Anders and Maija hugged their friends and watched them board their ships. Within the hour, the dwarfs, elves, Rollo Islanders and Westland ships had set sail for their homes.  

      Anders and Maija met their dragons and climbed into their saddles. Anders looked overhead to see Kirsten and Thomas flying north with the two dragonriders-in-training. He smiled at Maija, “Where to?”  

      “Home,” she replied.  

      “Highborn Bay it is,” Anders answered with a grin.  

      While Zahara and Raffa took to the skies, they waved goodbye to the new Queen in Southland. They set their sights on Grandwood as they flew north through the clear blue sky. They had a lot of work to do to get their Order of Dragonriders going and to distribute the inhabitance crystals among the various nations, but at the moment, Anders, Zahara, Maija and Raffa looked forward to spending a few days with each other and Anders’ family back at Highborn Bay.  
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