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Chapter 1
 
 
The rooftop garden of the monastery on the Isle of the Dead Souls remained silent. Realmists Avruellen and Arcon had been standing in the same position maintaining the circle for an hour while they waited for their protégés to return from activating their amulets. 
Both Bronwyn and Blayke had fallen to kneel on the cool grass, their chins resting on their chests; Bronwyn’s dark hair curtained around her face. The moon had slipped lower, lengthening the shadows. From their vantage point a few feet away, the creaturas watched.
Avruellen saw Bronwyn’s head twitch, and it was all she could do not to break the circle and rush to see if her niece was finally coming out of her trance. What was taking them so long? What was happening? When the realmist lifted her eyes from her niece, she met the calm gaze of Arcon. While his eyes held sympathy and understanding, there were no words he could offer—he was just as worried as his sister.
While the realmists maintained their silent vigil, a cacophonous battle raged in the Sacred Realm.
 
***
 
Devorum, please don’t! Bronwyn shouted into the mind of the dragon as she lay smothered under her brother. She squeezed her eyes shut, knowing her plea would fall on deaf ears. At least it will all be over quickly, she thought. And then . . . the gaping maw and tearing teeth didn’t come. Blayke’s grip on her arms relaxed, and Bronwyn felt him let his breath out. They should have been eaten by now. What had happened?
The hulking dragon spoke into their minds. Get up, children. Look into my eyes, if you dare. Blayke pushed himself up and reached a hand down to help Bronwyn stand. She looked at Blayke, and he shrugged. They turned to Devorum who loomed over them, red eyes glowing, vast nostrils sucking in air before blowing it over the realmists with each breath. Bronwyn coughed at the sulfuric odor but held the dragon’s gaze.
After a few heart-racing moments, Blayke spoke. “Why are we still alive? In my dream, you ate me.”
“Why are you trying to trap me?” Devorum stood straighter and stretched his coal-black wings to their full width before folding them again. Bronwyn cowered closer to Blayke, and he put his arm around her.
Bronwyn was the first with the courage to speak. “W . . . we were trying to help, and we need to get home to Talia.”
“And who are you trying to help?”
Bronwyn turned, looking for the men who had requested their aid—Sander and Korden, their guides and allies in the Sacred Realm. Bronwyn almost jumped when she came face-to-face with the men, who stood right behind her. 
Sander nodded, his blue-green eyes solemn. “It’s okay. Tell him.”
Facing the dragon again, Bronwyn tilted her chin to the sky to look at the mountainous creature. “Our friends needed us. Their king requires your help. This world, the Sacred Realm, is under threat, and for some reason, they thought you could help.”
“But they weren’t asking me to help, were they?” A puff of smoke washed over the realmists, and they coughed.
Bronwyn’s cheeks heated. She looked to the ground before staring back up into the accusing, flame-colored eyes. “No. They ordered it. They wanted to take you and use you. No one asked.” Bronwyn took a deep breath and thought of Drakon, the dragon god, how he had abandoned his first children, the gormons, and, in turn, what they had done to the dragons in Talia. No good came from enslavement and using others against their will. Bronwyn gripped her brother’s arm, pulling him down with her to kneel. She heard a muffled thud as Korden and Sander did the same. 
Bowing her head, Bronwyn spoke again. “We are sorry, Devorum. I guess it never occurred to them to just ask you. Please forgive us.” She glanced up to see what she thought was a look of contemplation on the dragon’s face. He turned his eyes on her, and a warm tingle spread throughout her body.
A brief nod came from the dragon before he spoke into their minds. I have looked into your hearts, realmists, and I see no evil there, except for the normal human faults I find quite common.
Bronwyn opened her mouth, on the verge of defending herself, when he put a mammoth-sized clawed hand up to still her words.
I am willing to forgive you, but I am not going to help the king of this realm, not directly, anyway. The answer to the problem lies in the First Realm, on Talia. My aid comes in the form of releasing you.
With the final activation of the amulets you wear, during the final battle for Talia, both you and your brother will be asked to sacrifice more than you ever thought possible. It is a price you must willingly pay. Go now and know that when next you see me, it will be time to pay your debt.
Devorum breathed fire toward the realmists—a crimson and orange blaze shot through with black sparks. The humans flinched, drawing their arms up to protect themselves. Had the flames been intended to harm, they would have been ash floating away on the hot breath of the dragon. Instead of burning, the dragon fire coalesced into a large, ruddy disk that spun in the air in front of them, just above the ground. The black sparks turned to flecks before melting into lines that expanded within the spinning circle until all color disappeared.
Blayke and Bronwyn looked at each other before turning to Korden and Sander. “I guess it’s time to go.” Blayke put out his hand, shaking each of the men’s in turn. 
Korden put his hand out to Bronwyn and shook. When she let go and faced Sander, he tilted his head to the side, a half-smile lingering. “Until next time, realmist.”
“What makes you so sure there’ll be a next time?”
“Just a feeling I have.” He stepped forward and embraced her. She rested her forehead against his cheek before pushing back and looking into his eyes one last time.
“See you soon, then.” Bronwyn grinned and turned quickly, not wanting him to see her tears. Taking Blayke’s hand, and without considering what might lie ahead, she leapt into the portal, dragging him behind.
 
***
 
Sinjenasta, who had been sitting on his haunches, stood hurriedly. Fang, they’re back. Can you feel Blayke?
The rat’s whiskers twitched. You’re right!
Here. Jump on. Sinjenasta offered the rat a leg. Fang scrambled up and sat in between the panther’s shoulder blades. The black cat padded to stand two feet from the realmists. Flux joined him, and Phantom silently alighted in a leafless tree, next to Arcon, his white feathers silvering in the moonlight.
Bronwyn lifted her head and looked across to Blayke then up to Avruellen and Arcon. Avruellen shut off the corridor to the Second Realm, breaking the circle. 
Bronwyn smiled and rubbed at her sore neck. “We’re back.”
Avruellen hurried to help her niece stand before enveloping her in a firm hug. “Oh my goodness, Bronny. I can breathe again.” Loosening her grip, she stood back and looked in Bronwyn’s eyes. “Are you okay? What happened?”
“I’m a bit stiff from kneeling for so long, but I’m okay. It’s a long story. I think we should go down to the library and have a chat.”
“She’s right.” Blayke raised his arms in the air to stretch. “I don’t know how much time passed here, but we spent a whole day wherever we were.”
“The Sacred Realm.” Bronwyn offered.
“So, it’s not just a myth.” Arcon mused, rubbing at his short gray beard. “Okay. Seems like you have a lot to tell us, and then we’ll have to prepare—we’re leaving tomorrow. I’ll ask Fiora to send us some tea. I’ll meet you in the library.” Arcon helped Phantom onto his shoulder and was the first to reach the door to the stairs.
Blayke spoke into Bronwyn’s mind. There’s only so much we need to tell them.
What do you mean?
Leave out the bits where we have to sacrifice something. You know it will only worry them. Maybe let me do the talking when we get to what Devorum said. Okay?
If you think it’s best. Okay.
Avruellen linked arms with her niece, and Sinjenasta rubbed his head against her chest, purring. Bronwyn sneezed, her allergy to the giant cat a constant annoyance. Sinjenasta spoke into her mind. I’m glad to have you back. Avruellen wasn’t the only one who was worried.
Bronwyn scratched under her creatura’s chin. “You’ll all have to stop worrying so much. Blayke and I did all right, believe it or not.”
“Hmm, I’m sure you did,” Avruellen said. “You made it back, and I can imagine you would have had a hard test to pass. You can tell us all about it when we get downstairs.” As Avruellen ushered her niece through the door, the creaturas following, she wondered what Bronwyn and Blayke were hiding. She could tell they had spoken privately, shortly after returning. A cold wind of premonition blew through her, teasing the hairs on her skin to attention. What are they hiding? Do I really want to know? Deciding this was one secret that might be better left unexplored, she descended the shadowed stairs and pretended, for a moment, that everything was under control.



 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
 
High Priest Kerchex stood at the bow and watched the barge’s crew from the shadows. The intoxicating scent of fear filled the night air. Smiling was something he had rarely done in the Third Realm, but here, in their new home on Talia, there were so many things to be happy about.
The plan had worked. Thousands of gormon souls had made it through the corridor to the cave at Blaggard’s Bay. Over the past few days, the gormons had found their hosts and had been taking root in new bodies. The numbers of gormons had been so great that they couldn’t fit enough people into the cave. Kerchex had ordered some of the gormons to take people in their homes. The island’s population had been possessed, and still there hadn’t been enough bodies to house the gormon souls.
A barge delivering the weekly supplies to the island had been commandeered. Kerchex, needing people for food and for his gormons to inhabit, ordered the crew to take him to the mainland. He left his gormon brethren in a village on the mainland coast while he gathered some of the Talians to take back as food. None disobeyed him: he was a legendary creature, a myth. But a new time had approached, and he was proof of the new order to come. The humans cowered and obeyed.
He could read the captain’s anxious thoughts, and he laughed. Shivers of pleasure ran through Kerchex as he felt the captain’s fear. The gormon’s nails clicked across the deck until he stood close enough to breathe on the man’s cheek. The captain froze—not a breath did he take—and his eyes remained on the dark night ahead. Kerchex answered the man’s thoughts. “You will be our slave . . . until something you do displeases me.” The gormon caressed the man’s cheek with one claw. Even though he was gentle, a ruby droplet bloomed from the slender cut. Kerchex touched a leathery finger to the blood before placing it in his mouth. “Mmm, tasty,” he rasped. Life is finally good, he thought as he smelled the urine trickling down the captain’s shaking leg.
 
***
 
Echoes of distant thunder rolled through the streets of Klendar. Klazich, the gormon who had led his race to Talia, stood next to the newly crowned king, Leon, and supervised the fresh batch of future soldiers. Gathered from towns near the capital, the Talians were herded like cattle, bumping against one another as they shuffled toward the barracks. Not a few of them thought they were being brought here for meat rather than their military potential. More than one future soldier had become a gormon meal on the three-day journey to Klendar.
Klazich turned to Leon, who once again occupied his Talian body. “They will require much training to become the formidable army we need.”
“Never fear; they will be ready.”
“They have eight weeks; then it will be time to move on Vellonia. We can come back to conquer the other cities later, but we’ll need a force to trap your brother in his castle at Bayerlon until we can deal with him.”
“Hmm . . . my brother. I was hoping we could deal with him first, and, after having secured my second throne, I can use his Veresian army to help subdue Vellonia.” Leon narrowed his eyes. “Do not stand in my way, Klazich.”
Humans are not much different from us, thought Klazich as he considered the king—tall in the land of the humans but less than half his size. He could have ripped him apart with minimal effort. To Klazich, Leon was just another piece of meat, but as much as the gormon would like to feel the warm blood of the king sliding down his throat, he stayed his claws. “The only reason I don’t kill you now, little man, is that Kwaad needs you at the final battle, but who knows if you’ll be needed after that.” The gormon turned abruptly to enter the castle, his tail sweeping across and smacking the back of Leon’s legs, the gormon’s sharp barbs stabbing into Leon’s hamstrings.
Leon gritted his teeth and berated himself for allowing a grunt to escape his lips. He didn’t want to give Klazich the least bit of pleasure. Walking toward the barracks, Leon added the gormon ruler to the list of beings he would kill once this was all over.
Leon entered the barracks, and another roar of thunder, this time closer, shook the windows. Leon could feel the tension in the air—barely contained electricity, power, ready to shatter the uncertain peace of Talia. He saw the gormons directing the Inkrans. In close quarters, he knew the human aroma would tempt the Third Realm creatures—it was like watching a trained dog eyeing a fresh haunch of venison.
Leon stood on the edge of two realities—human and Kwaad. A human survival instinct made him want to kill the gormons or run as fast as he could, and the Kwaad predatory instinct made him want to hunt, to tear the Talians limb from limb. He remembered being in the perverse gormon form, the way his niece and Boy had smelled. His mouth watered at the thought, and he was now caught between hunger and vomiting. He addressed two gormons. “You are dismissed. I have arranged for arms training to begin in five minutes. Queen Tusklar has some things she needs seeing to.”
The gormons grunted; the larger of the two shrugged his gargantuan shoulders before leading his brother out. Leon saw saliva fall from their mouths as they walked past, and he heard the hiss as the acidic slobber hit the ground.
Dark clouds drew across the city, shadowing the barracks in an eerie, yellow-gray light. The somber glow permeated the room and cast the men’s faces in shadow. Straight-backed, Leon surveyed the scrawny, would-be soldiers, who had arranged themselves in neat rows in the center of the room. He spoke in Inkran, his ability with the language becoming fluent after he had shared Tusklar’s mind. “We march in eight weeks, and training begins this afternoon. Those of you who excel will be rewarded. Those of you who are a disappointment will be fed to the gormons. Captain Akashin will be here shortly. Are there any questions?”
A blinding spear of lightning rent the ground outside as the storm that had been pushing toward Klendar arrived. Dirt and rocks clattered against the windowpanes, the sound unnoticed beneath the deafening crack that flayed the air. Many of the men started, Leon flinched, and one of the villagers fell to the ground, hands covering his ears. He kneeled, shaking, until the king strode over and kicked his prone form.
“Guards!” Leon shouted. Two Inkrans ran in and stood in front of Leon, heads bowed, clothes dripping dark spots onto the floor. “Take this man to the dungeons. He is to be fed to the gormons.” The king waved toward the man who was curled in a fetal position, head burrowed down and covered by trembling arms. The guards grabbed the man’s legs and dragged him away, his chest scraping the ground, desperate fingers scrabbling vainly for purchase on the timber floor.
The remaining recruits stared at the floor, afraid to meet Leon’s eyes. The king noticed that some had shaking hands. Smiling, his voice now thundered over the hammering rain. “So . . . who’s next?”



 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
 
King Edmund’s large meeting room in Bayerlon castle was overflowing—most of Talia’s leaders, three dragons, and Edmund’s captain crowded around the long table.
Agmunsten, head realmist of The Circle, turned from the window, his features dark, indiscernible, his five-foot-ten-inch-tall form silhouetted against the midday light. “I’ve been in touch with your father, Zim, and we’ve had a change of plans. He needs all the realmists and dragons guarding Vellonia. They have a lot to prepare. We’ve probably only got six weeks to prepare for war—as soon as those gormons mature, they’ll probably head straight to Vellonia.”
“So, Agmunsten, what part of the plan has been changed?” Zim drank from a bucket of water; his massive dragon hand closed around it as if he were a human holding a mug.
“You and I, Arcese, Arie and Astra are going to Zamahl instead of any of the realmists I sent to Vellonia. We leave tonight for the coast. I’m afraid I’m going to need you and your sister to fly us there. Would you? Please?”
Warrimonious interjected. “But Arcese is pregnant. I won’t allow it!”
The spikes on the back of Arcese’s neck rose, and she narrowed her eyes. “Don’t start this pregnancy thing now, husband. If we don’t go, Talia is lost.”
“Am I the only one who cares that you’re carrying a precious egg—an egg I had half a hand in producing? And besides, you are so close to delivering. What if you deliver in a strange country? No. The dragons have enough to worry about without the risk to one of our rare young. Not to mention what your father would do to me if anything happened to either of you.” He turned to Agmunsten. “I’ll go. Arcese will stay and help Edmund prepare.”
“But, I—”
“No. I can’t let you. If something happens, I will never forgive myself.” Both dragons glared at each other until Arcese puffed out her chest and looked away, a frustrated breath ruffling the hair of Astra, who sat beside her.
The violet-eyed realmist patted the dragon’s arm. “There will be many important things for you to do here,” Astra whispered. “Leon may come to Bayerlon first—he hates his brother. Come to think of it, you’re probably lucky that Warrimonious didn’t send you back to Vellonia.” Arcese scowled at the realmist. Astra shrugged.
King Edmund spoke into the awkward silence that inevitably follows a public argument between spouses. “Ahem. Um, Agmunsten, didn’t you have some other news you wanted to share? And can you come back to the table, away from the window, please? I’m having a hard time seeing your face, and it irritates me when I can’t see who I’m talking to.”
Agmunsten rolled his eyes, figuring Edmund couldn’t see him, before crossing the room and taking a seat. “Is this better?”
“Quite.”
“Just a moment.” Agmunsten closed his eyes then opened them. “Just checking that our meeting is still warded against listeners. I received a brief message from Arcon this morning. He says the second activation was successful, and they’re on their way back. They’re headed for Vellonia.”
The king smiled. “That’s wonderful news.”
“Yes,” Zim said. “It means we’re not wasting our time with all of this.” He gestured around the room. “We still have hope.”
“That’s all we need to discuss for now. Warrimonious, I’d like you to remain and go over tactics. I want my soldiers to be ready for anything, and since the gormons can fly, I want your take on what strategies they might employ and how we might guard against it.”
The dragon nodded as everyone else, except for Edmund’s captain, Pernus, and King Fendill, filed out of the room. Arcese stopped at the door and turned. “Since I’m staying here, shouldn’t I sit in on this conversation? Or will that hurt the egg too?” With her chin tilted up, she looked down her nose at all of them. “I’ll be the only one left here who can fly.”
Warrimonious pursed his black dragon lips. “Okay, but I don’t want you fighting when I’m gone. I’ve managed to get your father to spare three dragons. They’re arriving in a couple of days.”
“Fine.” Arcese crossed her arms in front of her chest and took a seat. She would show them that female dragons were more valuable than just egg-carriers. “This, gentlemen, is what I’ve been thinking….”
 
***
 
With only thirty minutes until dinner, Queen Gabrielle fought the urge to slump her shoulders as she sat, straight-backed, in front of the mirror while Sarah swept her raven hair into a bun. Sarah walked in front of her queen and bent slightly to tease two tendrils loose to frame Gabrielle’s face. “There. Perfect.” She stood back and admired her handiwork.
Looking in the mirror, Gabrielle smiled. “Thank you, Sarah. What would I do without you? This is the first time today I’ve sat down. Organizing Bayerlon for war is a lot more work than I ever imagined, and we haven’t even begun to fill the storerooms with extra food. I’m not sure how long we’ll last if we’re trapped here in a siege.”
Sarah frowned. “Let’s not think about that now. We’ll prepare as best we can, but there’s no use worrying ourselves sick over what might happen. What about the young lady, Karin?”
“In light of what’s happened, she’s going to stay here, where she’s safe. When the time comes, we can crown her as Queen of Inkra, once we kill that usurping brother-in-law of mine.” Gabrielle noticed Sarah fidgeting, picking at the nails of one hand with the other. “What’s wrong, Sarah? Is there something about Karin I should know?”
Sarah, tears brimming at the corners of her eyes, shook her head and spoke in a shaky voice. “Pedro sent me a letter. He’s met someone else. They’re getting married.”
Gabrielle rushed to hug her lady’s maid. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” The queen held Sarah while she cried, her tears wetting Gabrielle’s shoulder. A plan formulated in the queen’s mind, even as she sat Sarah on the bed and fetched her a hanky to blow her nose. She wouldn’t let Sarah cry too long. The queen disappeared into her dressing room, returning with a blue gown slung over both arms. “This is a dress I last wore two years ago, so no one will remember it. I think you should wear this to dinner tonight.”
The younger woman reached out and tentatively stroked her fingers along the soft, shimmering fabric. “But I can’t wear your clothes. What would King Edmund say?”
“Nothing, if he knows what’s good for him. There’s nothing like looking fabulous to cheer a woman up. Now, wash your face and put this on. When you’re dressed, come to dinner. And don’t be late.” Gabrielle patted Sarah’s shoulder before making her way to the kitchen to ensure all was in order for the night’s meal.
When Gabrielle entered the warm, bustling kitchen, she spied her daughter, Verity, and Karin standing by the stove, a gray-and-white cat rubbing its head against Verity’s ankle through her green skirt. “What in Talia are you two doing?”
Verity looked over her shoulder. “Hi, Mother. When I was away, the food I ate was delicious. Karin has agreed to make one of their dishes for me. This one’s lamb ahkti. It has a spicy sauce that’s divine. We had trouble getting some of the ingredients, though, and Karin managed to improvise.”
Gabrielle leaned over the girls and breathed in the fragrant steam. “Mmm, this smells delicious.”
“Thank you, Queen Gabrielle. It’s served with rice.”
“I look forward to tasting it at dinner.” She turned to the chief cook. “Is everything nearly ready?”
“Yes, my lady.” The plump woman nodded. Gabrielle wondered why all cooks were plump—well, all the ones she’d met, anyway. She supposed it was a pitfall of tasting food all the time. 
“Girls, I’ll see you at the table shortly.” Both girls curtseyed as the queen left.
“Gee, even you have to curtsey to your own mother?”
Verity shrugged. “Not in private, but in front of others. It’s good to set an example. I’m used to it.” Talking about their rituals made the princess remember how she had felt being imprisoned in Inkra, and she worried for her friend. “Do you miss home?”
“Not the place so much, because this is much nicer, but I miss my mother, and I’m sad my father’s been killed.”
“Did you know him well?”
“He visited a couple of times, but I haven’t seen him since I was ten. He felt it was safer that no one knew I was his daughter—the king’s daughter. There is a long history of siblings of the royal family killing each other. Power is everything over there, and the people are treated like animals. No one has their own voice. Your mother told me they will kill your uncle, and my half sister, and put me on the throne.” Karin furrowed her brow.
“You’re not happy about that?”
“Not entirely, but I have plans for when I’m in charge. The people will be given their freedom, and no one will have to fear the army or the ruler. I like Veresia’s system.”
“But you must have order. I would be careful that you don’t let everyone run wild.”
“I’m sure your parents will help me arrange things so that there’s not total chaos, and my mother is wise. We’ll find a way.”
“Will you come back and visit?”
Karin smiled. “Of course I will. My husband will be Veresian, after all.” They both giggled at her reference to Chisholm, the soldier who had helped save Karin from Inkra and who had rarely left her side since. Verity hoped that Karin would be able to marry the man she loved, rather than a man picked out for his political suitability. She wondered who she would be forced to marry and hoped that he was young, handsome and nice. She’d had too many nightmares about being married off to some elderly, balding man with a potbelly. Verity pursed her lips.
“What’s wrong?”
“Oh, nothing. Come on. They’re starting to take the food in. We’d better go.” The friends linked arms and made their way to the dining hall. At the royal table, King Edmund sat at the head, his wife to his right and Queen Alaine next to her. Verity and Karin sat to his left. Gabrielle was talking to her husband about his absent advisor. “Perculus is too sick to eat, is he? Why don’t I believe that?”
“Yes, I know it seems impossible, but that’s the excuse he gave for not being here. I didn’t have time to question him further. Try not to worry. I’ve got someone looking into it. Look at the positive side: you won’t have to watch him eat.” Edmund patted his wife’s hand and raised his eyebrows to indicate that he didn’t want to discuss it further. Gabrielle rolled her eyes but nodded, suppressing a desire to scrunch her face at the memory of the last time Perculus dribbled food down his double chin.
“Good evening, Princess Verity. How have you been?” Queen Alaine set a sympathetic gaze on the girl.
Verity’s smile was small, but at least it was there. Sometimes Verity wondered if she would ever truly laugh again after seeing her friend murdered by that hideous gormon hybrid. How had Leon and his wife turned into that? She shuddered. “I’m okay. Agmunsten says it will take time for the nightmares to go away.”
Gabrielle leaned close to Alaine and whispered, “She’s been taking something to help her sleep.”
Queen Alaine nodded. “Nasty business, all that. But we will win and send those gormons, and your foolish uncle, packing.”
“I hope so.” Verity shifted her gaze from Alaine’s blue eyes and saw Sarah, who sat next to Karin. Dressed in a fitted, sapphire-colored gown, her fair hair pulled back in a loose bun, she looked radiant, her smile warming those around her, including Pernus, Edmund’s Captain, who seemed to be the cause of her cheerful demeanor. He sat next to Sarah, and they chatted, ignoring everyone around them.
Verity hoped that one day a man would look at her in the same way, and that she would be able to forget enough of her past to smile as Sarah was. Gazing around the room, she saw high-ranked soldiers from three countries dining, some barely old enough to grow a beard.  It might be a long time before the taste of war and death was out of her mouth, and she silently mourned Boy and all the other young men who would die before the gormons were defeated . . . if they were defeated.
The serving girl ladled rice and stew into Verity’s plate, but it was too late; her hunger had gone.
 
***
Young Arie, dressed in black and wearing a balaclava, drew Second-Realm power and created a barrier of silence around himself, ensuring Perculus wouldn’t hear his footsteps. King Edmund had asked him to keep an eye on the advisor after he had said he was too sick to eat dinner. And lucky he did, thought the twelve-year-old as he followed Perculus and a wiry, nimble accomplice through the tunnels under Bayerlon castle.
Sandstone block walls, barely discernable in the light cast by Perculus’s lamp, curved over their heads to blend into an arched ceiling. Damp tinged the still air, hinting at the watercourse that ran underneath the ancient structure.
Perculus and his accomplice turned left at a T-junction. Arie stopped when he reached the corner, carefully poking his head around. The men had halted at an arched door. Arie waited while Perculus took a key from his pocket and placed it in the keyhole. He opened the door, and he and his companion entered, Perculus turning to ensure they were not being followed. Arie quickly ducked his head behind the wall, his heart pounding. Even though he knew Perculus couldn’t hear him, he held his breath. Unfortunately, the silence shield worked both ways, and Arie couldn’t hear if the door had been closed.
He drew energy from the ground, creating the dragon scales he had learnt at Vellonia. He covered his face with the scales then pasted an image of the dullgray
of the stone floor onto them. Not sure if it had worked, he knew he couldn’t wait any longer so extended his head past the safety of the wall. The door was shut. Stopping the drawing of energy, he listened, but no sound reached him. While deciding whether to approach the door, the rattle of a handle alerted him. Quickly reinstating his bubble of silence, he ran back the way he had come and didn’t stop until he’d reached the king.
 
***
 
With a sense of déjà vu, Arie donned his yamuk-skin coat and climbed onto the saddle on Zim’s broad back, Astra mounting behind him. The moon, a few days after full, brightened the field in which they gathered and lit King Edmund’s face so that Arie could see the lines of worry on his brow. The king and Agmunsten were saying good-bye, while Arcese and Warrimonious rubbed noses, the moonlight glittering on their scales and causing phosphorescent speckles to ripple over their bodies. Arie watched the display and smiled, joy filling him.
The prophecy stated that all of Talia must be united to defeat the gormons, so the realmists were leaving for Zamahl—a country that had kept to itself for as long as anyone could remember. 
King Edmund and Arcese stepped away from the dragons. Edmund spoke. “Stay safe and keep me informed.”
Agmunsten climbed on Warrimonious’s back and gripped his scales. “Will do. By the gods’ graces, we’ll see you soon. Arie and Astra, make sure you’re holding on. Is everyone ready?”
A chorus of agreement, and the dragons drew Second-Realm power to assist takeoff. Arie held Zim’s scales, and Astra embraced Arie’s waist. When they were safely gliding toward the ocean, Arie spoke into Astra’s mind. Will the Zamahlans help us?
I have no idea. It depends who’s in power. I haven’t had much contact with anyone from Zamahl since I left. If it’s Ruler Pemel, we are more likely to, but if High Chancellor Calinsar has managed to get his grubby hands on the leadership, we’re in trouble. We may not come home at all; I’m considered a deserter. No one is allowed to leave Zamahl.
What! That’s just wrong. And what do they do to deserters?
Astra’s strained laugh was more of a snort. Imprisonment and death.
Arie considered her words, the exhilaration of being back in the air forgotten. If only the wishes of a twelve-year-old could save the world, he thought.
Vowing to go down fighting, as Boy had, Arie took a moment to remember his friend while Zim flew them into the unknown.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
 
Arcon and his party had left The Isle of the Dead Souls the morning after Bronwyn and Blayke had completed their second activation of the amulets. Unfortunately, for Arcon, they were traveling by boat—not his preferred mode of transport. 
Although they were finally near the mainland, Arcon wouldn’t be happy until he had immovable earth under his feet. The realmist leant over the railing and vomited into the water. 
Avruellen, in a freshly laundered white shirt and black fitted pants, watched her brother from a few feet away, her fox Flux sitting by her feet. 
Why don’t you go and comfort him? her creatura asked.
Don’t be ridiculous, Flux. I don’t want to risk a face full of windswept sick. Why don’t you go and comfort him?
I’m not his sister or his creatura. It’s not my job. Where is Phantom, anyway? The fox looked up and saw the owl perched on the tree-trunk-sized boom holding the mainsail. Hey, stop preening yourself and help Arcon. Flux’s tongue lolled out in the semblance of a grin.
There’s nothing I can do for him. He knows I’m here, caring from afar.
Arcon looked up, his blue eyes like sunken pebbles wallowing in the algae-green depths of his skin. “I appreciate everyone’s concern and will be sure to remember to return the favor next time one of you needs my help. Now, if you’ll excuse me….”
Arcon retched, a force of sound that had Flux turning his head away. Avruellen put her hands over her ears to block the noise as Arcon’s breakfast vigorously disavowed itself of a place in his stomach, each weighty plop bringing fish to the surface to share in his reluctant generosity.
The fish followed them for the next ten minutes, nibbling at the trail of Arcon’s half-digested food, until the boat pulled up alongside the wharf at Carpus, which was eerily empty. Bronwyn, Blayke, Avruellen, the creaturas, Corrille, and Toran, the new recruit from The Isle of the Dead Souls, stood on the deck, wary in the unusual silence. Even though Arcon was hunched over, he opened his mind to the Second Realm and drew power, just in case. Avruellen sensed the subtle pressure change and reached for her own power.
Grabbing ropes and dropping sails, the crew jostled past and bumped into the realmists, brushing them aside, as they moved to lay out the gangplank. Arcon, ignoring the heaviness in the air that screamed trouble, disembarked with the longest, fastest strides he could manage and swore never to get on a boat again.
Flux, now standing next to Avruellen on the dock, waiting for the bags to be unloaded, sniffed the air. He picked out three scents, none of them welcoming. Av, I smell carrion, fresh blood, and something else I’ve never smelled before. It’s like a stagnant swamp mixed with sulfur. My fur is standing on end. I don’t like it. We need to be very careful.
“Okay, Flux.” Avruellen turned to her companions. “Everyone, Flux has just given me some news. We need to tread very carefully on our way to the inn. We’re going to get our horses and leave as quickly as possible. Stay together.” Privately, to her brother, she said, If anything happens, defend Blayke, and I’ll protect Bronwyn, if she needs it. If we have to sacrifice anyone, let it be Corrille and Toran. I would hate to see anything happen to that young man, because he seems nice and Bronwyn likes him very much, but our children are more important.
I hear you.
Bronwyn shouldered her pack and drew her sword. “Auntie, is it okay if I hold some of the power, just in case?”
“Yes, dear. You don’t need to ask. You know the risks and you know what danger outweighs that now. It’s time you took responsibility for yourself.” Bronwyn’s mouth fell open as Avruellen led the way off the dock. Had she really just said she could make her own decisions? I never thought I’d see the day, she thought as she drew power from the Second Realm’s symbol-flecked darkness.
Corrille clutched Blayke’s arm as they walked. He held both power and sword. “It’s too quiet,” he whispered, not wanting to disturb the silence of the wharf. As they walked, he noticed two other ships tied to the pier—empty. No sailors loaded or unloaded cargo; there was no one cleaning the decks, no merchants with fancy coats strutting around watching their money being made. This was supposed to be one of the busiest docks on Talia, but not today. Even the seagulls stayed away. Blayke wished they had too.
Arcon, Phantom perched on his shoulder, led the way up the hill to the town, Avruellen and Bronwyn close behind, Sinjenasta protecting their backs. Everyone’s eyes scanned the surrounding shrubbery, looking for hidden danger.
As they reached the top of the rise and started on the sandy road into town, Flux’s ears lay back against his head, his hackles raised. Flux’s low growl reached Avruellen, and she tensed. They stopped when the first house came into view.
Nothing.
A northerly wind blew in their faces, whipping sand around their legs, sighing through the long grass that bent, throwing invisible arms to the south. Arcon stopped and held his hands up. Everyone halted. Sinjenasta and Flux padded to stand on either side of the realmist, noses poised to steal any scent they could from the breeze.
Arcon looked up as a shadow darkened the main street. A black smudge of cloud covered the sun; similar dark shapes quickly approached from the north, pushed in by the ever-increasing gusts. Flux and Sinjenasta edged forward until they were level with the first house, the realmists close behind. Sinjenasta spoke to all the realmists. I smell gormons.
Lightning flashed. Bronwyn, staring at the window of a house to their left, saw red eyes shine through the glass pane. Opening her mind fully, she drew from the Second Realm. With static lifting strands of her hair, she held her hands in front, as if she were holding a ball. Silver light filled the space between her palms. She shoved her hands forward, and the shining orb shot toward the house.
The energy exploded into the cottage. Timber splintered outwards—igniting—glass shattered, and pieces of roof speared into the sky. Two creatures, aflame and screeching, stumbled toward them. Arcon shot successive fireballs from his palms. The immature gormons fell to their knees, their skin hissing and crackling. “Run!” Bronwyn shouted, sprinting toward the inn, and hopefully to their horses.
The clouds layered themselves unnaturally, one atop the other, dimming the light—it was as if dusk had fallen. Avruellen, running to catch up to her niece, shouted, “What in the Third Realm were you thinking? Have you gone mad?”
“No, Auntie!” Bronwyn shouted back, turning her head without slowing. “You know gormons prefer to come out when it’s dark, especially before they’re adults. If we don’t hurry, we’ll be overrun.”
Ten feet from their destination, two hunched-over, but hulking, creatures scuttled out of the inn, blocking the realmists’ way. Bronwyn stopped, relieved to see Sinjenasta step in front of her, and, out of the corner of her eye, she could just make out Arcon to her right.
The gormons slowed, advancing warily.
The clouds, not content only to darken proceedings, opened up. Cold pellets of hail, some as big as a panther’s paw, pummeled them from above. Visibility reduced to almost nothing, and Bronwyn strained to see through the maelstrom—she knew the gormons were there, but it was impossible to see them. Her eyes wanted to shut against the tempest, and she tried to protect her head with her arms, but the ice battered her, one larger chunk cracking into her wrist. She swore.
She smelled them before she saw them—a warm, sickly breath of stale air washed up her nose. Too late, Bronwyn realized the gormons were only inches from her. Sinjenasta leaped for one of the seven-foot beasts. Bronwyn screamed as the panther’s powerful legs torpedoed him toward the gormon’s spike-studded throat. “No! Sinji, no!”
The gormon, who could see better in darkness than they, swiped a clawed hand at Sinjenasta.
The sound of the deafening storm retreated as Bronwyn desperately focused her attention on coalescing a spear of ice, which she aimed at the monster. She couldn’t use lightning because if the gormon touched Sinjenasta at the wrong moment, he would be fried too. Within a second, she had released the shard, which caught the gormon’s arm, just as one of its claws touched Sinjenasta’s fur, pinning its forearm to its shoulder.
A piercing wail rent the air.
The giant cat sunk his long fangs into the gormon’s throat as it lashed out with its free arm; its brother attacked from the side, slicing a chunk out of Sinjenasta’s side.
Arcon, master of the fireball, spun one out of Second-Realm power and launched it at the second gormon, which caught fire, the oil on its hide igniting in a gush of flames despite the rain. It staggered, bellowing an ancient curse, and Arcon and Bronwyn thought they heard the name “Drakon.”
Sinjenasta’s grip on the gormon’s throat was slipping, undermined by the gormon’s blood and the rain, and his side burned as if someone had stuck a scorching branding iron in it. Dizziness threatened, and he almost let go, but he would suffocate this monstrosity if it was the last thing he did.
Bronwyn created another shard of ice and let fly. It sped silently, pushing its round cousins out of the way as it neared the target.
The gormon’s deadly hand was on the panther’s back, its claws sinking through fur then flesh. Sinjenasta’s blood streamed down the gormon’s arm to its elbow and then the ground, where it was carried away with the torrent of water. As Sinjenasta’s jaw relaxed and the gormon lowered an ugly head to take a bite, Bronwyn’s spiky pillar of death pierced it between its red eyes.
Jolted back, it froze, Sinjenasta sliding off its claws to collapse onto the sodden ground. The gormon fell backward, and Bronwyn heard the crack when it fell on its tail, breaking it.
With Arcon at her side, watching for more enemies, Bronwyn ran to Sinjenasta. She knelt in a cold stream of water and put her hands flat upon his side, using Second-Realm power to delve inside and see what was damaged. The panther’s blood was warm under her palms, the tears hot on her face.
His eyes remained closed at her touch.
To Bronwyn, the labored rise and fall of Sinjenasta’s chest felt more like the last pained half flutter of a butterfly’s wings rather than the beat of an eagle in flight. As her awareness sunk through pelt, muscle and bone, she found torn veins and an artery that leaked his life in ever-decreasing spurts. Channeling the power, she knitted the torn vessels together, cell by cell, and when she had erased every tear and slash, she melded the rents in his skin—the only proof that he was ever injured was the bald patches where his fur had been torn away.
Bronwyn felt a light touch on her shoulder. “You’ve done your best. There’s nothing else to do but wait for him to regain his lost blood. He may not wake for a while. But he’s still alive.”
Were Arcon’s last words a question or a statement? She put her head on her creatura’s chest and listened. The faint thud of his heart was not her imagination. When she smiled, tears salted her tongue. Sitting up again, she shouted to be heard over the downpour, “Now what? Where is everyone?” The hail had stopped, replaced by pouring rain, and she could see, maybe, twenty feet away.
Arcon, while careful to keep watch for gormons, leaned down to Bronwyn to be heard. “I sent them ahead to grab the horses—if they’re still there. We might have a long walk ahead of us. Looks like we’ve stumbled into a nest of newly arrived gormons. Maybe they’ve eaten the horses—who knows. Those gormons were almost fully matured. We’re lucky we had this fight today and not in a week. They’ll be much stronger then.”
“How can you tell?”
“The transparency of their skin and their size. I studied the books at the Isle of the Dead Souls. They were rather helpful. I’ll just find out where your aunt is. Hold on a moment.” Arcon, straining his eyes through the downpour, hoping to see any enemies before they were too close, sent a mind message to Avruellen. Where are you? Is everyone okay?”
We’re all safe, but it’s not good news. Blayke and I killed one gormon and we’ve discovered only one horse in the stable. We’re just leaving now, but we’re taking it slow, letting Flux sniff out our path. We’ll meet you at the north end, where we came in when we first met up. Are you and Bronwyn all right?
We’ll be fine, but Sinjenasta was almost killed defending Bronwyn. He’s still alive but barely hanging on. Can you bring the horse here? I think we’ll have to put him on it.
Not the safest idea, but okay. We’ll make our way back. Be there soon.
With one hand on the panther to feel for every rise and fall of his chest, and the other ready to throw Second-Realm power if necessary, Bronwyn turned her head from looking out for gormons to Sinjenasta.  Her awareness was drawn tight, her eyes open as far as they would go. She could feel a mild throb at the back of her head—the beginnings of a headache—and realized she was clenching her teeth.
Then, through the gauze of rain, came a haze of light: a ball shape bobbing in midair moved toward them. It’s us; don’t attack. Avruellen’s words sounded clearly in Bronwyn and Arcon’s minds. Bronwyn stopped drawing power for the ball of fire she was about to manifest and wiped her sodden hair off her face instead.
Arcon knelt next to the panther. “Bronwyn, help me get Sinjenasta on the horse.” The rain streamed from the ends of his hair and beard.
Nodding, she drew power and placed fingers of energy under the panther, lifting him out of the puddle, before carefully raising him to the back of the horse Avruellen had led to them.
Arcon, as used as he was to schooling the expression from his face, could not hide the shock of watching Bronwyn effortlessly move the heavy panther in a way that had never been done before. The realmist waited until Sinjenasta was safely lying over the horse’s back before he asked, “How in the Third Realm did you do that?”
Bronwyn blinked and looked at him through the rain, which had started to ease to a consistent, but softer, flow. “I don’t know. I just asked the power to weave into a kind of mat, and it did.” Without warning, Bronwyn hunched over and vomited. She shut her eyes at the sudden intensity of her headache.
“I think she’s overdone it with the channeling,” said Arcon. “Blayke, help me get her on the horse, behind Sinjenasta.”
Bronwyn didn’t argue when Arcon and Blayke held her arms and assisted her onto the beast. She looked down at them and could see Avruellen, Corrille and Toran standing nearby, all nervously looking around. “Thanks.”
After loading Bronwyn and Avruellen’s packs onto the horse, Arcon took the reins from his sister. “Let’s get going. We have a lot of ground to cover, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to stay anywhere near any gormons one minute longer.”
There were no arguments, and they departed for Vellonia. Once they reached the city, they would be preparing for war. Arcon involuntarily shuddered. He felt, in his veins where power had surged and flowed for so many years, that the coming war would bring them much heartache. Even if they won, a heavy price would be paid. And when, after many hours of trudging, they stopped under a clearing night sky, Arcon managed to sleep three fitful hours.
In his dream, he watched Phantom plunge out of the sky, a gormon in pursuit. Blood-covered, the once-white owl glistened red as he plummeted toward Arcon. Phantom’s screams sounded so real that they woke him. When Arcon rolled over and saw Avruellen asleep next to the subdued fire, he saw blood smeared on her face, dribbling out of her nose, saturating her clothes. His heart racing, he pushed quickly to his feet then blinked. The blood was gone, but the image remained, seared into his mind.
Sensing the future hurtling toward them like an incensed dragon, Arcon wiped the sweat from his brow and resisted the urge to call on Drakon, the god who had gotten them into this. The realmist spoke quietly to himself. “But why are we the ones who always have to pay?”
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
 
The sun rose, its yellow-tinged rays coloring the undersides of the scattered clouds. For breakfast, Zim and Warrimonious enjoyed a stolen sheep between them while the realmists ate leftovers from the previous night’s dinner. They sat on the edge of a field, which bordered a cattle and dairy farm that seemed, Arie thought, to be on the coast but in the middle of nowhere.
Arie had his back to the dragons, not wanting to see fresh blood decorating their claws and faces. Unfortunately, he couldn’t shut his ears to the noisy crunching that signified bones snapping. Each loud chomp caused him to pull a face that looked like he was either in pain or constipated.
“Something bothering you, lad?” asked Agmunsten, his face straight.
Arie cringed again at a snap, crunch. “No. I love to hear the chorus of breaking bones in the morning. Don’t you?”
Zim said through a mouth full of mutton, “You should try it sometime. Mmm. Juicy and warm.”
Warrimonious interrupted. “Zim, is that a hoof sticking out of your mouth? Please don’t talk while you’re eating; it’s baaa-d manners.” The dragons and realmists, with the exception of Arie, laughed.
Without turning to face the dragons, Arie said, “That’s just going too far. You’re going to be responsible for a child’s nightmares. I’m telling your mother as soon as I see her again; you’re going to be in so much trouble.” The young realmist stood and walked away from the group, only stopping to sit when he was out of earshot. He enjoyed the rest of his breakfast in silence until Astra came to get him.
“We’re leaving in a minute. Now’s the time to have one more bathroom break.”
Arie stared at her and sighed loudly. “What is it with adults? You’d think I was too stupid to think of going to the bathroom myself. I’m not a baby, you know. I’m twelve. In some cultures I’m old enough to be a father.”
Astra snorted laughter. “Second Realm help us if that happens in the next couple of years. Just thought I’d remind you; it’s no reflection on your ability to take yourself to the bathroom at the appropriate time. See you back over there when you’re done.”
When Arie joined them, the dragons had cleaned the blood from their mouths and claws. The young realmist inhaled the early-morning dew-laden air before mounting Zim and pulling his hood tight.
Already sitting astride his saddle on Warrimonious, Agmunsten said, “The next leg is going to be tough. Our next rest stop is over twenty hours away—an island in the middle of the Western Sea. Arie and Astra, stay low on Zim’s back to cut wind resistance. We may need to resort to Second-Realm power if the dragons become tired, and at this stage, I don’t know if it matters that the gormons know where we are. They’re here and they’re a danger, but I think they’re too busy getting ready to assault Vellonia, so I won’t bother shielding. Are we ready?”
Dragons and realmists answered “Yes” before launching into the air.
At about lunchtime, Arie’s fingers and hands ached from holding on so long, and his shoulders were sore. He had taken to letting go with one hand, wiggling his fingers and rotating his wrist before grabbing on and then letting go with the other. While he did this, he clenched his knees against the saddle as tight as he could, worried he’d fall and take Astra with him.
He asked Agmunsten, mind-to-mind, Are you sure we can’t stop for a rest break before tomorrow? I don’t know if I can keep holding on for that long, and what about sleep?
You’ll just have to do it, lad. No one said this was going to be easy.
Arie swallowed hard and told himself, Okay, it’s not that hard. You can do it. As the sun moved laboriously over their heads and midafternoon descended, Arie spoke again. I’m starving. How am I meant to eat? You haven’t thought this through very well, Agmunsten.
I beg your pardon? Of course I’ve thought it through. Dragons are not made for water landings; well, they could probably land, but there is no way they’d be able to take off again.
He’s right, interjected Zim. I’m not even sure whether I’d float after landing, or sink. It’s not a good idea.
Trying to ignore his aching limbs and grumbling stomach, Arie said, But there must be somewhere to stop—even a little island or a rock. I’ve seen pictures, in one of the books at the academy, of mammoth rocks jutting out of the ocean. Surely we could find one of those.
Astra spoke into their minds. Can we tie ourselves onto Zim with Second-Realm power and then grab some food out of the bags and eat?
If you can figure out how to do it without killing yourselves, please let me know, but right now I have some thinking to do. Agmunsten’s mind-voice was in his “this conversation is finished or else” tone.
Well, Arie, it looks like we’re going to have to figure this one out for ourselves, because I’m with you—it’s time to eat.
Another hour of what seemed like never-ending ocean went by when Arie smiled and said: I’ve got it, everyone. I’ve got it!
So then tell us, lad. Don’t make me wait. Agmunsten looked across the expanse of air between the dragons and made eye contact with Arie.
I’m going to weave the power into stretchy ropes and wrap it around our legs and waists and around Zim. Then we shouldn’t fall off.
That sounds rather convoluted. If it doesn’t work, you’re going to use a Third Realm of a lot of energy, which you’ll need later. You might end up falling asleep when you’re supposed to be holding on.
What do you suggest, smarty-pants Head Realmist? Arie let sarcasm color his voice.
I’m suggesting you save your energy and stop talking nonsense.
Since when did you become a naysayer, Agmunsten? When I was at the academy, you were all for trying new things. Sounds like someone got old while they were away. Astra teased.
Warrimonious cut in. Ahem, realmists, while you were arguing, it seems as if a bit of luck has come our way. There’s a large ship down there. It looks big enough for us, if we take turns of being onboard. What do you think?
How fortuitous, said Agmunsten. Are you sure you could land without becoming tangled in the rigging? And who would have a ship out this far? The Zamahlans wouldn’t have patrols this close to the mainland, would they, Astra?
Astra pouted while she thought. It’s possible, but highly unlikely. Maybe they’re pirates?
It’s too risky, said Zim. We’ve got enough to contend with, without bungling into a ship full of bloodthirsty thieves.
To add to his aching arms and shoulders, Arie’s neck started to spasm. “Ouch. I can’t hold on for much longer. What are you worried about, anyway? You’re a freaking dragon! You can set people on fire with one breath. No one’s going to mess with us. Please? Just for ten minutes, so I can stretch out, go to the bathroom and eat. I’m desperate.
Arcon looked across at Zim and nodded. Are you sure? The dragon asked.
Yes. I don’t think Gabrielle would forgive me if I let Arie fall to his death. Arie’s right: we don’t want to kill anyone, but if it comes to that, we are the superior force. You land, and we’ll stay in the air. If it goes off without a hitch, after you take off, we’ll land. I could do with a bathroom break.
Okay, but just remember it was you who gave permission. I’m not taking the blame if it all goes to the Third Realm.
Yippee! Arie shouted, and Astra laughed.
The dragons glided in wide arcs as they descended, Zim flying faster than Warrimonious, who stayed higher and kept watch. Arcon was poised to grab Second-Realm power if the need arose. As they neared the ship, Arie smelled the fresh brackishness of the ocean, and he could make out the crew on deck staring and pointing. When they were fifty feet from the ship, a few of the men ran below deck, scurrying like mice before a cook with a broom.
Arie gripped tight, anticipating the jolt as Zim landed on the hard deck. Astra’s chin knocked into the back of Arie’s head. “Ow!”
“Sorry, Arie. Are you okay?” Astra asked, rubbing her chin.
“Yeah, I’ll live. Are you all right?”
“Yes. I still have all my teeth, so it’s all good.”
After recovering, Arie noticed the sailors that surrounded them. Some were shirtless with tanned skin; some wore black vests over fraying white shirts sullied with stains. Their loose pants ended just below the knee. Some wore fresher-looking clothes: shirts without wrinkles or loose threads, hemmed pants and clean vests. Arie had never seen so much variation in facial hair, from neatly trimmed goatee-style to bushy-vagrant that reached to one man’s belly button. After performing a quick head count, he estimated at least half of them held daggers or cutlasses at the ready. He knew pirates when he saw them and wasted no time in drawing Second-Realm power.
Zim kept his wings half outstretched in an attempt to appear more menacing. He would have stretched them out fully, but the mast was in the way. It didn’t prevent one of the sailors from approaching them, though. Stopping directly in front of Zim, he stared into the dragon’s eyes with the one eye that wasn’t covered by his black patch.
The man, who Arie assumed was the captain, had an orange-colored beard that finished just below his chin, cut straight across, like the fringing that decorated the ends of his mother’s curtains. Flame-red dreadlocks sat like unused rope on his shoulders. His lips curled up in a sneer before he spoke. “What do ye be doing here?”
Arie added, Me hearties, in his mind. He knew he should be scared, but he was trying not to laugh. All pirates spoke the same language. Arie made a mental note to ask Agmunsten why that was.
Zim finally answered. “We needed a place to rest. I hope you don’t mind. My name is Zimapholous Accorterroza. On my back are Arie and Astra. And you are Captain…?”
“My sailors call me Captain Death. Now ye have rested, be gone.”
“But I need to eat! We just need a few minutes, please?” Arie knew he should be quiet, but he couldn’t help himself.
“And what do we have here, aye?” The captain strode around the deck to look up at Arie with his uncovered eye.
“Just a small boy who needs to eat and pee,” said Arie.
“Well, we don’t want small boys aboard. Nasty things can happen to them; don’t ye know.”
Zim curled his neck around to hover his head over the captain. It seemed like being polite was not going to help them. The dragon opened his mouth and shot out just enough flame to singe the base of the mast.
The captain jumped around at the flash of flame. “Are ye mad? You’ll burn the ship to the waterline and kill us all. Get off my ship, now!” He gestured with his cutlass, swinging it about before pointing it at the new arrivals. “Lads, attack!”
The horde of sailors warily closed in on them, hands tensely gripping weapons honed to razor-sharp perfection. Zim quickly spoke into Arie and Astra’s minds. I can’t take off quickly. We’re going to have to use the power to kill them.
Arie tried to fight the feeling of panic that rose in his chest. What? We can’t just kill all of them, can we? Isn’t that bad?
Zim’s right, Arie. We don’t have a choice. Obviously, we’ll only kill as many of them as we need to. But we’re sorely outnumbered. If we don’t act now, we’ll be overcome. Astra drew Second-Realm power and hit three of the approaching men with what looked to Arie like a fork of red lightning. The crack of the impact made Arie’s ears ring, and the three men dropped to the ground, black holes in their clothes where the strike had passed through their chests.
The captain didn’t spare a glance to see what had happened to his crew. Instead, he growled and rushed forward, sword held high.
Heartened by the captain’s charge, the remaining sailors pushed forward. Zim turned his head from one side to the other, breathing fire. Accompanying the sailor’s screams was the stench of burning skin and smoke. Even though Zim had killed a few men, others advanced, a swarm now spewing from below decks.
Arie flinched when the tip of a cutlass stirred the hair on his arms as Zim stepped sideways just in time. Shaken out of complacency, Arie reached into the starry realm and siphoned as much energy as he could handle. His palms tingled and warmed as he held them toward the attacking pirates. Not wanting to see men die by his own hand, he shut his eyes and started firing indiscriminately.
Arie chanted to himself as blood vibrated and heated in his veins: Go away. Go away. Disappear.
Zim continued to breathe fire and Astra sent lightning strikes into the men who slashed from the other side of Zim. If Zim hadn’t already had his mouth open, his jaw would have dropped like a stone. He watched silver beams shoot from Arie’s palms. Whatever the beams touched disappeared leaving no trace, as if they had never existed. Parts of the men popped away, leaving three men with spaces where their stomachs should have been and two without groins or thighs. Their screaming remained for a few seconds.
Arie swung his arms to the right and up, taking away a man’s head before the bright beam reached the mast, the base of it vanishing. Zim yelled into Arie’s mind. Stop! Stop! Arie, no. But it was too late. Sound died. Everything stilled. All eyes stared at the heavy mast, waiting to see which way it would fall.
Sensing the strained silence, Arie stopped channeling and opened his eyes. “What the…? Did I do that?”
“Yes,” Zim answered, not taking his eyes from the great trunk.
As the mast started to fall, away from them, sending sailors scattering, Arie jumped from Zim’s back, climbed the railing and launched himself into the sea.
“Arie!” Astra jumped off Zim’s back, simultaneously drawing her dagger to stab a distracted sailor in the neck. Pushing him out of the way, she ran to the railing and looked overboard. Frantically scanning the water, her heart racing, she finally spied Arie, who waved.
“Are you okay?” she yelled to the boy whose face had a relaxed expression of contentment.
“I’m fine,” Arie called back. “I just had to go before I wet myself. The whole fight thing wasted a lot of time.”
Astra stared, her mouth open.
“Well, I did say I was busting.” Arie shrugged as he bobbed in the sea.
Astra shook her head and sent her thoughts to Agmunsten, who was circling above on Warrimonious. Can you keep an eye on that child? I have to go help Zim clean up.
Agmunsten chuckled. Will do.
Thanks. Astra turned and took stock. Zim stood tall, his black scales tarnished with soot and ash from the cremated crew, his shadow darkening the reddened deck. Scores of dead bodies littered the vessel, the captain’s among them, their heads lolling this way and that with the motion of the ship bobbing on the waves. The few living sailors knelt in front of the dragon, heads bowed in defeat.
“I’ll check below decks, to make sure we’re not missing anyone.” Astra strode past Zim, dagger held in front.
Why don’t you come down here, Warrimonious, Zim sent. There’s room now. We’ll eat and continue on.
Okay. Coming down.
Astra emerged from the hold dragging two cowering sailors. She dumped them with the group huddled in front of Zim. “That’s the last of them. Now what?”
“Eat, stretch, and do whatever else you need to, and we’ll take off in fifteen minutes.” Zim stretched his wings over the space that the mast previously occupied.
“But what about them?” Astra jerked her head toward the sailors. “They’ve only got one mast left. Is it enough for them to sail on and reach land?”
“Should be, but do we really care? Pirates are the worst type of scum, and I have better things to worry about.” Zim stopped speaking as Warrimonious landed on the deck, a rush of air blowing Astra’s fringe from her face.
“So, I see you’ve been busy.” Agmunsten hopped off the dragon and put his hands on his hips.
Zim grinned. “Yes. We have to talk. It seems as if Arie has discovered the forbidden art of making things disappear.”
Agmunsten blinked then looked down at one of the bodies—the one without its head caught his attention. He approached it and crouched for a closer look. “Fascinating.” He picked up a nearby cutlass and prodded the neck before standing and throwing the cutlass to the deck. “It shouldn’t be possible, of course, especially for one of his little experience, but…. I’ll have the talk with him when we’re back in the air. Now, where’s the bathroom?”
“Glad to see you have your priorities straight.” Astra laughed and reached into one of the packs secured to Zim’s back. She pulled out an apple and a chunk of cheese, sat and ate.
A faint cry reached them. “Hey. Hey! Isn’t anyone going to help me up. I’m hungry.”
“And that would be Arie,” Zim grumbled. “Someone throw him a rope.”
“I’m eating,” Astra mumbled through a mouthful of cheese.
“I just got here. I need to stretch my wings.” Warrimonious unfolded his wings, letting them reach from portside to starboard.
Zim let out a gush of flame in frustration. He bent and retrieved a rope. “I hope you know how to climb, Arie,” he called as he lowered it over the side to the grinning boy below.
By the time Arie scrambled over the railing, Agmunsten had appeared. When he sighted the boy, he stopped, his eyes calculating. A hint of anger rippled over his expression before he took a deliberate breath and walked to his protégé. “We’ll discuss this in more detail later, but don’t you ever, ever, ever make anything disappear again.” He craned his neck to stare forcefully into Arie’s eyes. “Am I understood?”
Arie, usually one to make a joke out of everything, swallowed his response and nodded, his eyes solemn for the first time that Agmunsten had ever seen. The three other realmists ate in silence, watching the exchange from the corner of their eyes.
“Now eat and we’ll be on our way.” Agmunsten stomped to Warrimonious, grabbed two pancakes out of the pack and ate his meal while sitting on the fallen mast. Biting a chunk from the round snack, he hoped no one noticed his shaking hands.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
 
One could almost smell the fear and excitement in the air of Klendar, the capital city of Inkra. The Inkrans were ready to wage war against the rest of Talia, at the demand of their new king. 
Clothed in matching, red, shimmering attire, King Leon and Queen Tusklar stood next to each other in front of a small crowd. Leon ran his finger along the fabric of his sleeve, enjoying the feel of the cool, smooth material—it was how he imagined caressing a snake would feel. Taking his wife’s hand, his gaze slowly scanned the circular room. Fixing a smirk to his face, he pushed away his annoyance at having been shunned by Kerchex—the gormon had refused to watch the proceedings. Jealous, no doubt, thought Leon.
Assembled dignitaries of Inkran society—his two generals, captains of the guard who were proficient at torturing innocent members of the population, heads of ruling factions who had supported Tusklar in her ascendency to the throne—stood entranced and more than a little nervous, dark sweat patches on the underarms of their gray clothes giving them away.
Leon had gathered them in the ruined top-floor chamber where he had originally become part of Kwaad. The shattered roof glass had been cleaned from the floor but had not been replaced. Summer approached, and the warm night air eddying around the room brought with it sweet fragrances and moon beetles, their glowing bodies flashing on and off, on and off. It reminded him of a party he and Edmund had attended as youngsters, before his parents had favored his brother over him—before they had stopped loving Leon. Swathes of colored fabric had flowed from the topiary trees in the garden adjoining Bayerlon’s ballroom. The soft edges of the material had waved intermittently in the faltering evening breeze. Moon beetles had clung to the fabric with small claws, flashing their festive lights upon the bright decorations, enchanting the young boy who was about to learn what it felt like to be unwanted, unimportant. And it was all Edmund’s fault. If his brother didn’t like what Leon had become, he had no one to blame but himself. Leon shook his head, purging the last truly pleasant memory he had of his childhood.
One by one, Leon looked into each person’s eyes. Satisfaction flowed through him as they diverted their gazes to the floor—acknowledgement, confirmation that he was their superior. They would see the truth of that in a few minutes when they watched as he and Tusklar transformed with High Priest Zuk and changed into Kwaad. If there were any who doubted his right to rule, he intended to squash their dissent now, before they marched on Bayerlon. In the few weeks since the gormons had arrived, much had been achieved. The soldiers were already on the way to his brother’s city, and one of the gormons who had come through the portal had been dispatched to Zamahl.
His voice firm, commanding, Leon said, “Adzes. We will begin.” He felt Tusklar squeeze his hand as Adzes, the realmist who replaced the unfortunate Orphael, approached the marble table that had survived the night of the first transformation. The rust-colored tabletop mimicked the shade of dried blood—convenient since blood was likely to be spilled during the ceremony.
The king and queen stood side-on to the crowd as they took their places at either end of the table, facing each other. Leon rolled his sleeve to his elbow and smiled to see the scar on his wrist from the last time he melded into Kwaad. The realmist would follow that contour with the edge of a knife, spilling Leon’s blood into the small dish on the table, beginning the painful yet exhilarating metamorphosis.
Tusklar and Leon held their wrists over the bowl as Adzes chanted, his voice rising and falling with each guttural word. When Adzes sliced Leon’s wrist, the king shut his eyes and breathed in the sting; ecstasy, rather than pain, radiated from his features. Adzes slid the tip of the dagger across Tusklar’s wrist, and her blood mingled with her husband’s. She licked her bottom lip as the warm fluid dripped into the vessel.
The chanting gathered intensity while Adzes lifted the bowl from the table. He held it above his head—a performance for the crowd or necessary for the ceremony? Leon didn’t know. Walking to the fire in the chipped hearth, his voice rose to a fervid crescendo. He threw the small dish into the flames with a final cry. Bright orange flared, and sparks shot from the fireplace, alighting on his black robe. He was quick to slap at the embers with frantic palms.
But Leon didn’t notice. His cells were being torn apart. The pain didn’t last long, and he thanked the gods that his nerves were disassembled quickly. But the torture started again as his body joined with Tusklar and Kwaad’s. He wondered where Kwaad’s body came from, since he didn’t exist in the First Realm—he only appeared when joined with Leon and Tusklar.
I am everywhere, Talian. You would not understand the principles. Are we ready?
Yes, master. Leon knew Kwaad needed him, for now, so he bowed and scraped, obeyed, biding his time.
Tusklar’s mind-voice sounded breathy, awed. Master, I am glad to be with you again. May we fly?
Hello, my favorite queen. Just a moment. Kwaad’s voice boomed throughout the room, sending the crowd to their trembling knees. “Servants of the gormon cause, you will hold this city until we return. Any who displease us will be fed to my brethren. In fact, I’m rather hungry—attaining this form takes much energy. Who will volunteer to serve the cause?” Kwaad turned its head and smelled the fear that saturated the air, smothering the summer floral aroma. An escaped sob, out before its female owner had time to cover her mouth, drew Kwaad’s attention.
The monster smiled. Gray teeth glinted in the firelight. “Come to me.” Kwaad pointed a blade-sharp claw at a short, slim woman. Her cropped blond hair framed what Leon would have called an attractive face in which was set large, dark eyes, bursting with terror. “You will do nicely. I don’t like to fly on a full stomach.”
When the woman failed to move, the man behind her pushed. She stumbled forward. Advancing simultaneously, Kwaad grabbed her around the waist with one massive hand and drew her to him. Its free hand tore into her stomach, freeing her steaming intestines. The gormon lifted the screaming woman to his face and sucked her innards into his mouth. When Kwaad bit down, her bodily fluids mixed with his acidic saliva to drip down his chin in a foul-smelling reddish stream. A general in the front row vomited. Kwaad laughed at the sound, a string of small intestine escaping to dangle from his lips.
The ashen crowd waited silently—the only sound the crunch and slurp as Kwaad finished his meal. When the last piece of flesh was ingested, Kwaad patted his stomach and burped.
His multi-toned, thundering voice carried throughout the city, reaching every gormon and cowed citizen. “We fly!”
I’ve been looking forward to this, said Leon.
Kwaad launched, his leathery wings lifting him off the ground. As they cleared the palace and rose higher, Leon turned Kwaad’s head to look behind. Hundreds of gormons, black wings beating slow and unwieldy, followed them—a swarm that blotted out the few lights of Klendar.
Leon spoke to himself, forgetting Tusklar and Kwaad could hear. Brother of mine, here we come. Laughing, he planned where to hang his brother’s head.



 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
 
After spending longer than Agmunsten wanted on the ship so Arie could dry off and the Talians could rest for an hour, the dragons took flight. The first hour was spent in silence. Arie kept glancing at Agmunsten, whose face alternated from scowling to worry and back again. Finally, Arie couldn’t stand the silence any longer. Why are you so angry? I didn’t mean to make them disappear. It was an accident.
Agmunsten turned his head and stared at the boy. It’s an accident that could get you killed or your status as a student realmist revoked. One former realmist, who disappeared his wife and her sister, was imprisoned for life . . . after the authorities chopped both of his hands off.
Arie blinked, his eyes solemn. But why?
Making things disappear is an insult to the gods. What they created, we should not erase. Secondly, if you were up against an experienced realmist or a dragon who knows how to use a redirection shielding weave, you would have been the one to disappear, and lastly, not all realmists have the skill to work out the spell, and it is certainly never taught, so those who know it are usually of evil intent. If we allowed this spell to be performed with no consequences, we’d all be in great danger. What we have now is a kind of truce. If anyone finds out what you did, you would have to be punished.
What’s the punishment?
Life imprisonment or death, depending on what, or who, was sent into oblivion.
Oh. Arie lowered his head. I promise I will never ever do that again. I really didn’t mean to. I was scared, and when I drew the power I was just saying “disappear.” I was really going for lightning, like Astra. I noticed the weave was different while it was happening, but I figured it’s because it was my original lightning.
Don’t let it happen again. Thoughts manifest into reality when it comes to Second-Realm power. You will never make it as a fully-fledged realmist if you can’t control your thoughts. Agmunsten focused on the sky ahead.
Do you hate me?
The head realmist looked at Arie again, his mind-voice tired. Of course not! You’re like a son to me, Arie. When I think what could have happened…. He shook his head.
Not wanting to let go of the dragon, Arie brushed his face on his shoulder to wipe away the tears. He felt Astra squeeze him in a hug, and it reminded him of his mom. So much had happened in the past few months that he had hardly had time to think of them, and he suddenly needed to see them, feel their arms around him. More tears rolled down his cheeks. He made no move to wipe them away, wanting to feel his sadness as something tangible. Wind rushing past tugged at the moisture, and Arie smiled when the wetness snuck past his hood and tickled his ear. The first thing he would do when the war ended was find his family.
As they continued toward the horizon, the afternoon faded into evening. The sun sank behind them, turning the sky mauve before it darkened to deep blue and black. Arie tried to retreat further into his yamuk-wool jacket to escape the chill. When that didn’t work, he bowed his head, trying to get out of the wind. My nose is frozen. Are we stopping soon?
Astra laughed. Have you already forgotten what happened last time we stopped?
Ha, ha, no. But isn’t there a deserted island we’re aiming for?
Warrimonious flapped and picked up speed. Yes, there is, but we’re still some hours away. I can fly a bit faster, but you’re really going to have to hold on this time. Zim, can you handle a faster pace? If we get to the island sooner, we can rest longer.
Of course I can handle it. Let me know if your wings cramp. Both dragons chuckled, and the realmists held on as their speed increased.
Astra?
Yes, Arie.
Are you getting even a little bit excited to go home? Have you still got family there?
I suppose I am getting a bit excited, but I’m wary. You know we could get a less-than-ideal reception. And yes, I imagine some of my family would still be alive. I’m sure my parents will be torn between being happy to see me and angry that I ran away. Astra sighed.
Why did you leave?
I wanted adventure. We don’t have realmist academies in Zamahl. They don’t even believe in different realms. But rumors still make it through, and the things I’d heard about the land across the ocean excited me. I had three older brothers. They were allowed to serve in the army, but I wasn’t. I felt life was boring and unfair, so I left.
Do you regret it?
I don’t know. I suppose a bit.
What about the rumors we hear about Zamahl where they torture people for nothing and eat their babies?
Arie felt Astra shake as she laughed. Oh my goodness, no! The kings and governments spread the rumors because they want to keep control, and they don’t want to lose the population to migration. We live in a very primitive society in some ways. We have great scholars, but most of the people work the land or make things, like shoes, or clothes, even furniture. I found out, soon after moving here, that the men who rule Zamahl profit from their people’s labor, and they have trade agreements with a select few merchants over the sea. It’s top-secret stuff—not even your kings know. That’s something I want to address when we’re there.
I’d be careful if I were you, Agmunsten said.
Don’t worry—saving Talia comes first. I won’t do anything to jeopardize that.
Long after the stars embossed the night sky with their shining forms and the moonlight reflected off the water below, Arie’s face cramped from yawning. He shook his head, forcing himself to stay awake, but only yawned again.
Astra, sensing Arie’s struggle, yelled against the wind, “We’re almost there! Not long now.”
Arie started and smiled. He shouted back, “Thanks! Woohoo! It feels good to yell.”
“It does, doesn’t it!”
Zim spoke into their minds. Okay, children. We’re almost there. I can see the outline. Only a few more minutes.
“Yay!” Arie screamed, and he and Astra laughed.
When they landed on the sparsely-treed island, Arie was the first to jump off in a rush to go to the bathroom. His legs, not having moved for a long time, collapsed underneath him, and he scraped his hands when he landed on the pebble-covered ground.
“Careful. I haven’t brought you all this way to see you die from a rock to the skull.” Warrimonious’s deep voice seemed too loud in the isolated silence—the only other sound being the wash of the small waves on the nearby shore.
Standing up, Arie dusted himself off before taking a more careful step away from the realmists. “I think I’m okay now. Be back in a minute.”
Agmunsten called, “Don’t go too far.”
“I won’t.”
“How much further, Astra?” Agmunsten asked.
“Quite a way. It’s been a long time, but it must be at least three more days, maybe four. I know it took four weeks of sailing for me to come from Zamahl. And we had the wind behind us most of the way.”
Agmunsten wrinkled his forehead. “I can’t believe it’s not that far away. Why do we never go there?”
“The rumors?” asked Zim.
“Now that I think on it,” said Agmunsten, “I just never thought about it enough to insist on going. How strange.” The realmist tugged at his earlobe in thought.
Warrimonious divested himself of the packs, found a large boulder and sat. Rummaging through one of the bags, he found a leg of lamb and set to devouring it. The others joined him, salt-filled mist hanging in the still night.
Zim turned to his dragon companion. “There’s one more island I know of en route. It’s at least twelve hours away, but then we have maybe two days of nonstop flying before we come to some scattered islands a day from Zamahl. I followed this route when I visited last time.”
“Did anyone see you?” Warrimonious took a swig from a bottle that looked ridiculously small in his large hand.
Zim turned to the head realmist. “Not that I know of. I flew at night, plus I wasn’t game to spend too long there and didn’t want to start any wars. You know, they think dragons are spies for the other kingdoms. Agmunsten, how do you think Arie will do if we have to fly two days without stopping?”
He took a large breath and looked at his protégé. “That’s a good question. So far his inability to suffer discomfort has almost gotten us killed.”
“What do you suggest? Leaving me here?” Arie stood quickly and put his hands on his hips. “Because that would be abandonment. You can’t do that!”
“We won’t leave you here,” said Zim.
Arie’s mouth dropped open. “You’re going to leave me on the next island . . . by myself? But I’m just a kid.”
“Now you’re a kid. You usually can’t wait to tell me how grown-up you are,” said Agmunsten. “What do you propose? We really won’t have anywhere to land, in all probability. And a deserted island will be far safer than hundreds of feet in the air when you can’t stay awake. I should have thought about this before.” Agmunsten rubbed his forehead. “Plus, if it all goes wrong and we don’t return, you can send a message to Arcese.”
“I don’t like the idea.” Astra stood and put her arm around Arie. “The gormons can track our symbols in the Second Realm. It would be just like them to wait until Arie is isolated and kidnap him to use against us later. It’s not worth the risk.”
“Square one,” said Zim. Everyone looked at everyone else, waiting for someone to make the final decision. Astra squeezed Arie tighter, but it wasn’t enough to remove the despondency from his face.
“Grrrr. All right then. You’ve left me with no choice. I never wanted to do this, but….” Agmunsten threw his hands in the air then stomped over the pebbles and rocks, stopping thirty feet away.
Arie’s palms started sweating, and he looked to the dragons for an explanation, but they shrugged. As far as any of them could tell, the head realmist stood still. After a few minutes, he returned. “It’s done. I hope you’re happy.”
Zim flared his nostrils. “What are you going on about, old man? If you’re going to complain, you could at least be less mysterious.”
“You’ll see.” Agmunsten sat on a flat rock and folded his arms.
The others waited for a few minutes, and when nothing happened, it was decided they would get some sleep.
When Arie lay down, dawn wasn’t far away, so he tied a spare shirt around his head to cover his eyes. In his dream, he sat in his mom’s home with his family, who gathered for dinner around the table his great-grandfather had built. Arie reached for the baked potatoes, to get some more, when his mother, who sat opposite him, opened her mouth and shrieked. The piercing sound, a mid-range pitch, shook the table. Arie clapped his hands to his ears, but the vibration wormed its way into his head. He tried to shout above the noise. “Mom. Stop it! Please.”
Someone shook him. He woke to the grinding and clatter of stones—footsteps running away over the pebbly ground. The eardrum-shattering noise hadn’t stopped. He scrambled to his feet while frantically untying the shirt from around his head. Freeing his eyes, he turned toward the noise and saw the realmists and dragons near the shore, staring out to sea. There was tension in their stance—except for Agmunsten, whose shoulders looked relaxed, his hands dangling by his sides. Arie opened a corridor to the Second Realm. Before he had completed it, a mammoth, gray sea creature jumped from the water, forty feet from the shore. It was in the air long enough for Arie to see the occasional black splotch on its skin and the white, straight horn protruding from its colossal head. Mid-arc, it turned and looked at him—he was sure he didn’t imagine it—before it cut through the waves and dove. The screaming stopped. “What in the Third Realm?” he whispered, moving closer to his companions.
Without warning, the animal emerged again, leaping higher, turning in mid-air before landing on its back, sending a giant gush of water skyward. Astra looked at Agmunsten. “What is it?”
“It’s Kaphos—my creatura.”
Astra gasped. “But I thought you didn’t have one. Not to mention I thought they were extinct.”
“I do. I just didn’t want to call on her. Welpids are private creatures, and we had an agreement when we bonded. She really only agreed to bond with me so she wouldn’t end up with a realmist who might expect her to turn up every five minutes.”
“But why did you bond her?” Arie asked.
“I had a dream when I was a child. I always knew I had to. It looks as if this might be why.” Agmunsten looked at Arie. “She can swim so that the top of her body is out of the water. You can hold onto her spike. If you get tired, she’ll let you float for a while to rest. It will take you longer to get anywhere, but it’s an option. You can fly with us to the next island and beyond. When you get tired, Warrimonious can fly low and let you jump off and catch a ride with Kaphos. It means we’ll have to wait for you when we reach Zamahl, because she’s not as fast as the dragons.”
“Wow.” Arie smiled. “Are you sure she doesn’t mind?”
“You can ask her yourself.”
Arie looked out to sea. Kaphos had swum closer, her head above the water. Her dark eyes looked at Arie. He walked to the edge of the water and returned her gaze.
Hello, Arie. Her mind-voice was calm, reminding him of when his mom had sung lullabies, not at all like the scream earlier. Agmunsten has told me all about you. It seems flying long distances doesn’t agree with you. Did he detect a hint of mirth?
I guess it doesn’t. Flying is good when I can have bathroom and food breaks. He smiled. Are you sure you don’t mind taking me?
I do what I must. I do prefer solitude, but the fate of Talia is more important than my preferences. Don’t worry, little Talian. I will enjoy your company, as it is for but a short time.
Thank you.
“Okay, now that that’s settled,” said Agmunsten, “it’s time for breakfast, bathroom, and off we go.”
When they flew again, Arie intermittently looked down, checking for Kaphos. She swam underwater for the most part, rising every now and then to breathe. The boy smiled, relieved he wouldn’t be left behind. Now he just had to hang on for a few more hours. To keep his mind occupied, and awake, he tried to imagine what Zamahl would look like. But then he remembered he could just ask.
Hey, Astra, what’s Zamahl like?
Very different from what you’re used to. Our farms and villages are similar to what you would find in Veresia or Brenland, but our cities are full of color. We paint our buildings red, blue, orange, white, and green, or build them out of colored marble, and we have many buildings that are four or five stories tall, with one home on each level. There is the most amazing range of flowers, and everyone has potted blooms hanging from their balconies or in their gardens. We also have many people living close to each other. I imagine it’s even more crowded than when I left all those years ago.
Sounds interesting. I can’t wait to see.
Well, reserve your judgment until we see who is in charge. We could be walking into incredible danger.
Will you visit your parents?
Astra considered the question. Would they still be alive? Would they be happy to see her, or angry? Would they inform the authorities? She sighed. There were many times she almost returned for missing them, but she knew realmistry was her calling, and she couldn’t change who she was or what she was destined to do. The night she left, she had made her choice, and even though she had cried countless times, she knew the decision to leave Zamahl was the right one.
I don’t know, Arie. It depends on a lot of things. But I do hope so. Astra crossed her toes, like it would make a difference.
By early evening, Zim noticed dark clouds on the horizon. A storm approached from the west, and they were flying to meet it. Spindly forks of electricity flashed out from the roiling mass. Zim spoke to the other realmists. We’ll be in that within fifteen minutes. We’re the only things out here, so we’re sure to be hit. We’ll need to shield. Agmunsten can shield us, and Astra, can you please shield Warrimonious?
Of course, Zim. You’re not worried about the gormons tracking where we are?
The gormons won’t matter if we get struck by lightning.
I suppose not. Let me know when to start, Astra replied.
Soon drops of water hit their faces, and the dragons put their heads into the gusting wind. Now, Zim called.
Astra opened the portal in her mind, feeling for the Second-Realm corridor. She was quick to locate it. Her awareness was sucked through the black until she was spat out into what she liked to call the “jewel of the realms.” Millions, maybe billions, of symbols shone like many-faceted diamonds laid out on black velvet cloth, reflecting light and twinkling with the magic of life’s essence. Smiling, she silently thanked the realm and took the power she needed, drawing it into her body.
As Astra surrounded them with her invisible bubble, the rain turned into a pelting torrent. From the safety of the bubble, Arie could see the drops sliding horizontally along the surface of the shield, like tadpoles swimming in a stream. A deafening crack divided the ozone. Arie flinched and was almost blinded when Agmunsten’s shield was hit. The lightning shunted Zim, and he fell a few feet before recovering.
“Whoa! That was close,” Arie said. “Oh, you can hear in this thing.”
“Yes. Being inside the barrier is like being closed in a room. It’s warmer too. Can you feel it?”
“Hmm, you’re right. This is a much better way to travel.”
“Well, I’m tiring, so we need to fly through this storm as fast as we can. It takes a lot of energy to shield a flying dragon. The wingspan is ridiculous.”
Warrimonious interrupted. “Ahem. If you have any complaints, I’d be happy to let you off here.”
Astra remained silent.
“I thought so.”
Flying deeper into the storm, Zim was hit again, and Agmunsten spoke into their minds. I can’t take too many more hits. It’s like getting whacked over the head—the vibration makes it feel like my teeth are falling out, and I’m sweating.
Does that mean your blood is heating up too much? Arie asked.
Yes, lad. We’ll fly for a few more minutes, but lower, so if I have to drop my shield, there is less risk of being hit.
Can’t we fly above the storm?
No, Arie, Agmunsten answered. None of us will be able to breathe.
Within seconds, the rain turned to pellets of ice, the hail hitting the invisible Second-Realm power and bouncing off. Astra squinted her eyes, straining against her body’s desire to stop channeling as her blood heated.
And then it happened.
A bolt of searing electricity exploded from above, striking Astra’s invisible shield of energy. The realmists gripped tighter as Warrimonious was shoved downward, and they were jerked almost out of the saddle. Astra’s ears rung, and her tentative hold on the flow from the Second Realm broke. She could feel the wisps of hair that had escaped her hood stand on end from the static before the rain flattened them to her face.
I’m sorry.
It’s okay, Astra. I’ll fly lower. Warrimonious descended until he was three dragon lengths from the ocean. Soon enough, Zim joined them—Agmunsten had given up shielding too.
How much farther, Zim? asked Warrimonious.
We should arrive around midnight—still five more hours.
Arie groaned but gritted his teeth. He would make it if it took everything he had . . . although he wasn’t sure even that would be enough.



 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
 
Queen Jazmonilly stood in the Heart of Vellonia on the five-pointed-star shape embedded into the floor. She channeled Second-Realm energy while holding two columns that rose from the floor to the ceiling—one obsidian, one blood-red. In her mind, she saw two blockages in the rivers of energy powering the golden spires that protected Vellonia from airborne attack. Carefully, she diverted a dribble of energy from the main river into the blockage to break it apart. Fleck by fleck, it dissolved to become part of the sea of magical current that surrounded it.
Closing off her link with the Second Realm, she removed her hands from the pillars. A low growl escaped her mouth as she stared around the room looking for any sign of who had been tampering with Vellonia’s protective spires. This room was warded against Second Realm and Talian power that was drawn from outside its confines, and the door was locked and had been guarded since Symbothial’s death. So who was getting in here and causing trouble? Or was it just a natural occurrence? This was the third time since Zim had left that she had found blockages on her daily checks.
Her silver scales flashing in the torchlight, Jaz shut and locked the door, nodded to the sentry, side-stepped a startled, black-bearded realmist—one of the ones Agmunsten had recently sent from the academy—who had been scurrying past, and made her way to see her husband, King Valdorryn. Knowing he would be seeing to newly-arrived provisions of dried fruit and herbs, she took the stairs to the first-floor kitchen storeroom.
When Jaz entered the high-ceilinged storeroom, she couldn’t see Valdorryn. But then she spied him: hidden by a mountain of boxes—the tip of his tail peeking out from behind the wall of produce gave him away.
“There you are, my love.”
The king peered out. “Hello, my darling. This is the never-ending supply of human food. I hope they appreciate it.” He made a few ticks with his quill on the list he held.
“Have we enough space in here?”
“For these boxes, yes. But there is at least double this. They’re moving the other boxes downstairs to one of the dungeon cells. So, what did you want to talk to me about?”
“I don't want to worry you, but two channels were blocked this morning—the spires to the north of the city. I don’t know if I’m being paranoid or if someone is sabotaging us. It was bad enough to believe Symbothial would betray us, but surely no other dragons would. I mean, who would side with the gormons over us?”
Valdorryn raised his eyebrows when some of his wife’s scales flashed red. “We’re not at war yet. Calm down, love.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down. Without those defenses working, those wretched flying demons will kill us all.”
The king took a deep breath and blew a puff of smoke to the ceiling. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. We have someone on the door all the time. There’s nothing more we can do, short of sleeping in there.” Jaz looked at him as if he’d just had a brilliant idea. “No, you’re not sleeping in there.” She still looked hopeful. “No, Jaz, I am not sleeping there either.”
She came as close to pouting as a dragon could. “Maybe we could get someone else to.”
“No. It’s too dangerous. And what if they caught someone in there and a battle of power erupted? The whole city could collapse. I won’t have it.” The king cast a stern glare at his wife. “Now, surely you have other things to attend to, as we have many guests arriving over the next few weeks and a castle to prepare for war.”
The queen matched his scowl with her own. “Yes, I have things to do, but I hope I won’t have to say “I told you so”.” As she walked to the nursery, she sent a mind-message to the “head of visitor comfort.” Anazista, I’d like all the guest rooms ready by the end of the week, if possible.
It will be difficult, but I will do my best. I thought we had a few more weeks.
Unfortunately we have no idea when everyone will start arriving—things can change quickly. Arcon, Avruellen and their protégés could arrive any day, and I know that King Fendill sent some of his army this way when he left for Bayerlon, as did Queen Alaine. So we’ll need accommodation for their seconds-in-command. I have Karadimbas organizing the soldier’s accommodation in Little Vellonia. Little Vellonia was secreted across the valley and took up three floors of a mountain that was smaller than the royal family’s lofty home. Decorated more sparsely than the main dragon lodgings, it provided perfect accommodation for visiting armies.
As you wish, Queen Jazmonilly. My team and I will do our best.
Continuing up two flights of stairs, Jazmonilly quietly sung a lullaby.
 
A little egg hatched and gave to me
A precious dragon hatchling
New scales shining so bright
In the gentle firelight
A precious little hatchling
Your untried claws are yet to hunt
And your gossamer wings barely dry
Precious little hatchling
But one day you will fly far from me.
And when you soar the skies,
My precious little hatchling
Remember that every flame I breathe
Is for you
 
As she finished, she reached a blue door—the color signified freedom in the sky and the hope of a better future for the dragons of tomorrow. Jazmonilly nodded at the two hulking dragons guarding the door. They saluted and stepped aside.  On entering, Jazmonilly immediately felt at peace.
Twelve stone blocks, knee-high to a dragon, the insides carved out to fit dragon eggs, sat against one of three blue walls. A mosaic of young dragons playing in the thermals above Vellonia decorated the fourth wall. Standing a dragon’s head shorter than Jazmonilly, and watching the eggs, was a gray-scaled dragon, her tummy a shade of pastel yellow.
“Oh, Queen Jazmonilly. How lovely to see you.”
The dragon nursemaid bowed her head in respect. “You’re just in time for today’s firing of the eggs. Would you like to do it?”
The queen smiled and clasped her hands together. “I would love to, cousin. Thank you, Emerance.” Jazmonilly approached the line of eggs. Hello, future Vellonians. We can’t wait to meet you. Here is some fire to warm your tiny bodies and make you strong. She breathed in through her sizable nostrils, and then opened her mouth. A controlled stream of orange fire streamed out, flowing over the first egg and stone holder. The flame embraced the egg for a few seconds before Jaz moved to the next one, the stone holding the heat that would warm the egg for twenty hours. Walking down the line, she heated the eggs one by one.
“There we are, Emerance. They’ll stay warm until tomorrow. I can’t wait until Arcese’s egg arrives. You’ll be seeing a lot more of me then.”
Emerance smiled. “I look forward to it too, my queen. Ah, to have a royal baby in the nursery will be an honor. It’s been such a long time. I remember when Zimapholous, Arcese and Pandellen were in here. So long ago, but it feels like yesterday.”
“They were such a handful—especially Zim, but he is such a good young dragon now, and who would have thought he would become part of The Circle. And I remember your little ones—Symbothial was always so lively.” Jaz smiled, her silver cheeks shining with pride until she saw the look on Emerance’s face. She put her clawed hand to her mouth. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Emerance. We all miss your darling boy. Please forgive my slip up.”
Emerance’s sorrowful expression flicked to anger before she schooled it to neutral so quickly that Jaz shrugged it off as her imagination fooling her. “I’ll see you soon. And thank you for doing such a wonderful job with our young ones.”
“I live to serve the dragons, my queen.” Emerance inclined her head.
Stepping out of the nursery, Jaz heard the guards talking and then noticed a black shape out of the corner of her eye. When she turned her head to look down the hallway, it had gone. She turned to the guards. “Shouldn’t you be paying attention? Not talking?”
“Sorry, my queen. It just gets a bit, well, boring.”
Jazmonilly flared her nostrils. “Complacency won’t be tolerated. If anything happens to those eggs, you will both be banished. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, Your Highness,” both dragons answered in unison, bowing.
“Now, did you see anything unusual while I was in there?”
“No,” the larger dragon answered, being the more senior of the two.
“Carry on, then, and don’t let me catch you slacking on the job again.” Jazmonilly lifted her chin and walked as regally as she could down the hall. But something bothered her. She had never caught guards talking on the job—not in the fifty years she had been queen. And what was that dark shape—if indeed there had been a dark shape. Hmm, I must be imagining things.
There is too much to do without making up new things to worry about, you silly dragon. Trying to rationalize it did not stop the feeling of foreboding that slithered, spike by spike, down Jazmonilly’s spine.
 
***
 
Bronwyn trudged next to the horse that Arcon led, her hand resting on Sinjenasta’s shoulder. The panther was still slung over the horse’s back—a week after they had left the seaside town. “He’s not getting any better, and the fever isn’t coming down.”
Avruellen looked at her niece, lines of worry cementing a path across her usually smooth brow. “You don’t look so good, either.” The realmist placed the back of her hand on Bronwyn’s brow.
“I’m okay. I don’t feel great, but what do you expect when my creatura is sick. Bloody infected gormons—I’m happy to die if I can at least kill a few before I go.
“You’ll get your chance,” said Arcon. “But if we don’t get Sinjenasta to Vellonia soon, he may not.” He exchanged a fraught glance with his sister.
“You’ll be okay, Bronwyn. You’ve got us.” Toran walked next to Bronwyn. Since they had met, he was never far away, wanting to stand near her and protect her from what may come.
“I won’t be okay. You don’t understand—the bond between a realmist and their creatura goes deeper than anything you can imagine. I can feel his pain, and I have a fever too—even if it is mild. What happens to him, happens to me in a way. If he dies, part of me will die with him. I don’t know if I could survive with such a big hole in my heart.” Bronwyn looked at the panther, her eyes red and glistening with tears.
Avruellen spoke into Arcon’s mind. If we don’t reach Vellonia soon, he’ll die. I think it’s time to call someone.
Arcon sighed.  That gormon saliva is packed with one Third Realm of an infectious punch. None of the herbs I’ve tried have done anything. I give him one, maybe two days.
So, what are you waiting for? We’re what—another week from Vellonia? Call someone now!
We’ve asked so much of them already. If they refuse, I’ll be more than angry. The last thing we need right now is a disagreement on our hands when we’re so close to going to war.
If you don’t call them, Bronwyn could die. Maybe not today but in a few months—if we survive that long—she’ll lose the will to go on. You know that as well as I. It’s not a hard choice, Arcon.
All right. Arcon stopped walking. “We’re going to rest here for an hour or two. Everyone find a place to sit.”
Bronwyn looked at her uncle, dark circles under her eyes. “But we don’t have time to waste.”
As Blayke and Corrille, who had been walking behind, moved past Bronwyn, Corrille bumped into her. “Oops. Sorry, Bronwyn.”
Avruellen and Bronwyn both gave her a dirty look, and then Avruellen spoke mind to mind to her niece. If she wasn’t your friend, darling, I would have killed her by now.
Auntie! You can’t say that, although I’m beginning to think your instincts were right.
Beginning to think? Boh! Honestly, Bronwyn, you have to be more discerning when it comes to who you call a friend.
The young realmist shook her head. Not now. Can you leave the lecture for another time?
Avruellen sniffed, got some water from her pack and filled a kettle.
Arcon helped Toran lift Sinjenasta off the horse. When they had settled him on the ground, Arcon said, “I’ve got a message to send, so if you talk to me, I won’t answer.” He sat cross-legged on the ground and stared into the distance.
Valdorryn. Valdorryn, are you there?
The dragon king answered immediately. Arcon? Is everything all right?
No. I need your help. You know I wouldn’t ask unless I had the greatest need.
Go on.
We need a dragon, or two, who can come and take Sinjenasta, Bronwyn and I to Vellonia. Sinjenasta was injured in a skirmish we had with a couple of gormons, and his wound is infected. He hasn’t got long to live unless we get him to Vellonia.
But what can we do for him here that you can’t do there?
I’m not sure, but I have a gut feeling that something in Vellonia can help.
You want me to use my people as packhorses just because you have a gut feeling?
Arcon winced at the insulted tone in the king’s voice. Bronwyn won’t be at her best if Sinjenasta dies, and if she’s distracted, it will be all the harder to fight off the gormons when they attack. We needed a whole circle, and we’re so close to Bronwyn and Blayke joining us. Please, King Valdorryn. I think your son, Pandellen, might know more about healing gormon-inflicted wounds than I do.
Some of the dragons are already upset with me over letting my son, my daughter—their beloved princess—and our master of war, be used as camels, or some kind of flying workhorses. I don’t want to risk any more dissent. You know our history only too well. If you want our support in the war against the gormons, you’ll listen.
Arcon balled his fists so tight that his nails dug into his palms. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath to fend off the insult that wanted to fly off his tongue. If The Circle isn’t whole when the gormons attack, we won’t need your help. We’ll all be dead.
Valdorryn didn’t answer, and the silence continued—a palpable presence that felt like thickening of the air.
“Valdorryn!” The disembodied voice boomed throughout the dragon city and the clearing in which Arcon sat, causing everyone to jump. Avruellen put a hand to her chest, her eyes wide.
The dragon king paled, his scales lightening by a few shades. Oh, no, not again. He shook his head.
“I wouldn’t have to interfere if you would make the right decisions. I have trusted you to do what is best for the dragons. Be the leader your people need, Valdorryn. If any dragon wants to argue with your decision, put them in the dungeon. Now, I would appreciate it if you helped Arcon. Don’t make me have to interfere again—I have more important things to do.”
Arcon blew a breath out, looked up and mouthed, “Thank you.”
Y-y-yes Drakon, almighty God. I will instruct my dragons straight away.
“That’s more like it. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” And he was gone.
Arcon gave the king a moment to recover before he said, I think Sinjenasta means more to him than we realize. I am sorry to have to ask this of you.
I should just give up and leave the governing of Vellonia to Drakon. Hmph. At least no one will argue with me. The whole city heard that conversation. I’m going to go and ask for volunteers. If I can get enough, we’ll fly you all here. We’ve also got a couple of harnesses somewhere that dangle beneath the dragon, like a sling. We use it to transport sheep and cows when we want them for breeding—it’s too easy to accidentally kill them if we carry them in our claws. They should be there by this time tomorrow. I’ll be glad when this war is over.
You’re not the only one. And thank you.
Hmph. See you in a couple of days. The king cut the connection.
Arcon stood. “Valdorryn is sending dragons. They’ll be here by this time tomorrow.”
“I’m not surprised, after that interruption.” Avruellen lay out her bedroll. “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad Drakon butted in. I can’t believe the dragons could be so petty.”
“There are dragons, like Talians, that are not as smart as we’d like them to be. It’s those ignorant ones we have to be careful of.” Arcon unrolled his bed, too.
“Why can’t everyone be as smart as us?”
“I don’t know, sister. But it’s getting harder to avoid the idiots.”
Avruellen laughed and looked over at Corrille, who was out of earshot, cuddled against Blayke. “You’re not wrong there.”
Bronwyn, Toran by her side, laid her bedroll next to her aunt’s. She collapsed onto it and shut her eyes. “Gods, I’m so tired.”
Toran sat next to her and rubbed her back. “Not long now, Bronwyn. You heard Drakon. We’ll be flying to Vellonia soon.”
“I know, but what are we meant to do for Sinjenasta once we get there?”
Avruellen looked at her niece. “I’m not sure, but maybe you have some ideas—he’s your creatura, after all. You’re so close to becoming a member of The Circle. Part of that is figuring things out that no one else can. I want you to think, Bronwyn. Think hard.”
“First I’ll have a nap, and then I’ll think.”
Toran and Avruellen shared a worried look. Then Avruellen turned to Arcon. The bond isn’t supposed to be that strong. I’ve never seen anything like it. She’s becoming almost as sick as he is. Why?
Arcon shrugged. It must have something to do with the gormon poison. Hmm, I have an idea. Hang on a minute. Arcon closed his eyes and let his mind drift to the Second Realm. Despite the worry about what was happening in the First Realm, Arcon felt relaxed as soon as the darkness embraced him. It didn’t take long for him to find Bronwyn’s symbol, as it mirrored her position in the First Realm—right next to Arcon.
I’ve never seen anything like it, Av. You’d better come and have a look.
“Toran, can you please watch over Bronwyn. I’m just going somewhere for a moment.”
“Okay.”
Arcon felt Avruellen’s presence next to him in the Second Realm. Oh, my. What in the Third Realm is this? I’ve never seen anything like it either. I’m afraid it’s not good news.
No. No, it’s not. Arcon floated around Bronwyn’s symbol, which was attached by a nearly-invisible thread to Sinjenasta’s symbol. Both symbols were supposed to be bright, but Bronwyn’s shone half as much as it should, and Sinjenasta’s was even dimmer.
Arcon looked even closer and noticed black spots on Sinjenasta’s symbol, like spores of mold on a white wall. He tracked the marks along the thread that joined the symbols and noticed a few had attached themselves to Bronwyn as well. And then he saw something else. Oh my gods! I think I know what it is.
What?
I only noticed when I looked at the black dots with your symbol shining behind. There are tiny, tiny threads coming off each spot, and I bet they lead to the gormons. They’re leeches, feeding off their life force. There’s only one way to fix this, and it will be my absolute pleasure. I wish I could see the gormons’ faces.
Arcon, no! They could come and attack us here.
He ignored his sister and followed the thin black lines that stretched from a few of the spots. Careful to keep bright symbols behind the threads, he finally found their source: a gormon symbol. The black gormon symbol was practically invisible in the dark Second Realm, but with the light of other symbols behind it, the realmist found what he was looking for. Now, how to kill the parasite before the gormons realized what was happening. If he didn’t do this right, he would be fighting for his own life. Deciding on the best course of action, Arcon drew power. He cut the thread first, not knowing what the gormon in the First Realm would feel.
Sure his body must be sweating, he drew in power until he was on the verge of what was safe. Destroying symbols was one of the most difficult things to do—the gods forbade it, but Arcon was willing to take that chance. Piercing through the dark symbol with a shaft of fire, Arcon prayed it would work. He watched the symbol expand, the center of the flames forcing the energy outward until, Arcon hoped, it would explode. But it was taking longer than he thought it would. Back in the First Realm, his mouth grimaced, and his hands clenched his knees. As Toran watched, the old realmist started to convulse.
 
***
 
The maturing gormons lounged in the hotel dining hall, rain falling outside. A sliced Talian, his gory pieces arranged artistically on each gormon’s plate, made Eksilon’s stomach grumble. Drips of blood beaded on the shiny timber table, the raw limbs too big for the plates. “Mmm,” he rasped, “I love drumsticks. Look at that meaty thigh.” The four other gormons laughed, one picking up an arm from his plate, the shoulder still attached. He licked the still-warm morsel then burped.
Eksilon closed his mouth around the thigh but stopped just as his teeth pierced the flesh. The other gormons didn’t notice anything until Eksilon started to scream. His gurgling shout drowned out the sound of the rain. While three gormons dropped their food and shot to their feet to look for the cause of his distress, the fourth one dove his mind into a corridor and raced to the Second Realm.
 
***
              
Arcon floated in the star-smattered darkness of the Second Realm, wondering what to do next. The symbol he’d attacked looked like it was about to burst. The realmist wanted to pump more energy into it, but he felt another presence—one that made the Second Realm feel like a place full of evil shadows, rather than one of infinite peace. Knowing that he couldn’t draw any more power to defend himself, he raced through the darkness, the malevolent force a heartbeat away.
When Arcon spied the slight tonal change indicating the tunnel that led back to his body, he flew faster, First-Realm gravity aiding his escape. He opened his eyes to Avruellen, Phantom, Flux, Toran and Blayke’s worried faces. “Is there any change?”
Avruellen’s face had lost its veneer of strength. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought the white streak in her hair was wider, and the sparse wrinkles around her eyes had multiplied. She shook her head. “Arcon, she’s worse. What are we going to do?”
He stood and enveloped his sister in a hug. “We pray.”



 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
 
Disguised in one of the palace cook’s clothing, Gabrielle, her hair gathered atop her head in a crocheted net, wandered the market at the bottom of Bayerlon. The citizens were buying as much produce that could be dried or pickled as they could afford. The streets had become so crowded with an influx of scared people that the queen often found she had to push her way through the aisles to where she wanted to go. More than once, she had grunted when an elbow had stabbed her in the stomach or a shoed foot stomped on her slipper-clad ones. She had been okay with wearing someone else’s washed clothes, but sharing shoes was just going too far, and it would have looked strange if she wore her hardier riding boots.
She reached a fruit vendor and filled her basket with ripe, firm strawberries. “How much?” she asked.
He weighed them. “That will be one silver piece.” The vendor held out his hand, his rough, deeply-lined palm demanding.
“That’s criminal, man! How can you charge so much?” Gabrielle was careful to make her voice more like a worker and less like a queen.
“It’s the laws of supply and demand. I’m sorry, but there’s a war coming. I’ve heard the ladies are making very nice strawberry jam.” He put his hand down. “If you can’t afford them, please put them back. I would hate for them to get damaged.”
Gabrielle scowled. “This is disgusting, but I’ll pay.” She reached into her pocket and found a silver piece—she had brought four, thinking to buy enough provisions for dinner, but if strawberries cost that much, how much would the venison cost, and what about the potatoes?
“Thank you, ma’am,” the vendor said and tipped his gray cap.
“I’ll be complaining about this to the king. There might be a war coming, but there is still enough produce to go around.” She nodded at the several boxes of strawberries that sat on the ground near his feet.
“Good luck with that. King Edmund has enough on his plate without worrying about some nobody cook.”
Gabrielle opened her mouth to reply, but he had already turned away and was weighing someone else’s basket of apples. Realizing she could never afford the meat, she spent the rest of her money on potatoes and rice—at least it would go further, and rice would last.
She strode swiftly uphill, all the way back to the castle, replaying the scene with the fruit vendor over and over in her head. By the time she reached the courtyard, her cheeks were flushed and her teeth clamped together. Edmund, who was walking out to find Perculus, approached his wife but stopped short when he saw her face. “I don’t know if it’s wise, but I’m going to ask anyway—what happened?”
She snorted out an angry breath. “You should see what they’re charging for food down there, and they’re using the war as an excuse. How dare they! At this rate, our people will be starving before this war even starts.” She placed the hessian bags of potatoes and rice on the ground and lifted the basket that contained the berries up to Edmund’s face. He leaned his head back to avoid being hit. “These cost one silver piece! One silver piece! Our people are being robbed by their own countrymen. I’ve never seen anything like it.” She lowered the basket. “I would like you to make it stop, please.”
Edmund looked around the courtyard, futilely searching for an excuse to walk away. When Gabrielle wanted her way, she usually got it. “That does sound a tad high, but I have more urgent things I need to attend to. And I hate to say it, but I can’t tell vendors what to charge—it’s a free market.”
“But they’re robbing them blind.”
“Well, if they can sell their produce and people are paying, then there’s nothing I can do.” He shrugged.
Gabrielle shook her head. “I’m disappointed in you, Edmund Victor Laraulen.”
The use of his full name caused him to wince. Things were going to get ugly. Unless he could get her to see sense, he’d be down at the bottom of the city by this afternoon, wasting time with vendors instead of dealing with more pressing matters.
Straightening his shoulders, he looked his wife in the eyes. “My queen, I cannot go down there. Firstly, I have to find Perculus. He has the lists of provisions and weapons, and I have to know exactly what we have so we know where we stand when the gormons get here. Secondly, if I go and interfere with what’s going on down there, I’ll have rebellion on my hands. We’ve had strikes before, and you know how stubborn those farmers can be. They could turn around and go home, and then we would all starve. Please, Gabrielle, understand why I can’t do anything right now. If we survive this war, I’ll bring in some measures to stop this happening again, but right now, we have to let it go.” He had moved closer to her and was caressing her arm.
She looked at his chest, too angry to look into his eyes. “I’m not happy, but if you promise to change things after the war. . . .”
“Yes, of course. I promise.” He pulled her to him and leaned his cheek on her jasmine-scented hair. “Sorry, my love, but I have to go. Gods know where in the Third Realm Perculus is.”
Gabrielle finally looked up at him. “Better to find him now than have to share a meal with him later.” She smiled. He returned her smile and continued on his way out of the courtyard. He would start with the soldier’s quarters.
 
***
 
Hermas followed Perculus as he turned right down an alleyway between rows of two-story terraces, halfway down the hill from the castle. Hermas tried to look as old as he could and leaned on his walking stick, pretending to need a rest, and snatched a look down the narrow lane, careful his quarry didn’t see him.
When Perculus reached the end of the alleyway, he turned left. Losing his semblance of age, Hermas jogged down the passageway, ducking his head around the next corner in time to see Perculus enter the gate of a well-cared-for terrace on a tree-lined street. What is that scoundrel up to? Hermas wondered. He had been following Perculus for the last couple of weeks, from one end of the city to the other, but no pattern had emerged, except that the type of people he was meeting almost all fit into the “unsavory” category. This terrace was different—someone relatively well-to-do would live here, a merchant or high-ranking government official.
Something tickled the back of Hermas’s mind. There was a link, if he could only figure it out. He knew there wouldn’t be anything random about what King Edmund’s advisor was up to. Picking a public bench farther up the hill, he put on his shuffling act and sat, pretending to be asleep. He leaned back. With his hat cocked over his face, it was unlikely anyone would recognize him. There was just enough of a gap that he could look out of the corner of his eye and watch the front gate of the property.
By the time Perculus reappeared, a long while later, Hermas was ready for a real nap. The king’s advisor retraced his steps and didn’t seem to take any notice of the stooped old man resting on the bench, a cane propped on the ground, resting against his thigh. After Perculus disappeared back down the alleyway, Hermas counted to fifty, slowly. Reaching fifty, he stood and leaned heavily on his stick. Labored walking was tedious, and Hermas had to keep reminding himself not to rush.
The red-painted iron gate—the color indicating the residence of an apothecary—made a slight squeak when he pushed it open. His cane clicked on the limestone paving as he hobbled to the front porch. Ignoring the brass doorknocker of a gargoyle’s head, Hermas tapped the curved end of his cane on the door. A distant voice answered the knock, the words getting louder until he could understand them. “I’m almost there.” And the door opened.
Wind from the movement of the door sent the auburn strands of hair that framed the woman’s face floating back before they settled again. Hermas swallowed when he met the woman’s dark eyes, prominently staring out of a pale-skinned face. She wasn't what he expected—attractive features, pale pink gown that modestly covered from her neck, skimming her body until it reached the polished-wood floor.
“What are you doing back . . . oh, sorry. What can I do for you?” she asked, smoothing the front of her dress with delicate fingers.
Hermas nodded once, slowly, in greeting. His eyes pleaded with hers as he spoke. “I was walking down to the market, and I suddenly felt faint. Could you spare a glass of water and a seat for a moment?” The hand leaning on the cane trembled.
“Of course. Do come in.” She held his elbow and helped him into the house. “Daklesh, please attend me,” she called toward the curved staircase as they walked to the left of it, toward a tall door. “What is your name, sir?”
“Thomas. May I ask your name?”
“Lily.”
A petite, dark-skinned man, who had quietly taken up a position behind her, spoke. “Lady?”
She jumped slightly. “Oh, Daklesh! You will have to walk louder—you’re always surprising me.” Lily fanned her face with her hand.
“Sorry, lady.”
She smiled and shook her head. “And it’s “my lady.” You’ll have to remember that or you might offend one of our guests one day. Could we please have a glass of water for this old man?”
“Certainly . . . my lady.”
Hermas coughed to hide his surprise. This woman was not the usual company he had seen Perculus keep in the time he had been following him—she was too, well, nice and not at all criminal, from what he could tell. Not only that, but if his memory was not lying to him, her servant was an Inkran. In his younger days, too many years ago to want to count, Hermas had undertaken a spying mission but had not made it much past the first village near their border with Inkra. Daklesh couldn’t be from anywhere else, with his pale-blue eyes and dark skin. It would have to be the first instance, ever, of an Inkran working or living outside Inkra. And he bet it hadn’t happened by chance.
Lily led Hermas into a formal sitting room; brown-leather sofas faced each other in the middle of the room, a fireplace on the far wall, two red glass vases and a gold urn sitting on its red stone mantle.
Lily helped Hermas sit on a sofa. Fortunately the sofa faced toward the back of the home and another set of open double doors showed him a large, well-decorated room that was obviously the dining room. But it was what lay beyond the room’s windows that interested Hermas. The curtains were drawn back, and he had a clear view through the large panes.
The water arrived, and Hermas took it with a shaking hand. He sipped it until it was all gone.
“Would you like some more?” Lily asked.
“Maybe just one more. Thank you.” Hermas stared beyond those windows at the formal garden. “You have a lovely garden. Do you maintain it?”
“Why thank you.” Her smile radiated joy. “I have a gardener who helps me once a week, but it is mostly my work. Before my father died, we would garden together.” Her smile faded.
“Please forgive me, but do you live here by yourself? I would have thought a woman as beautiful as you would be married.”
Lily looked to the urn. “My father never found anyone he thought was good enough. I don’t bother anymore, as I’m too old to worry, now.”
“Too old? My dear, I’m too old, but you’re in the best years of your life. You should get out and meet people.”
She blushed and shook her head. “I’m sure Father would disapprove.”
“But he’s not here.”
“I worry he still sees me. And I have the business to run. Father would be most upset if I let his life’s work dwindle to nothing. Anyway, enough of that—it’s not important. Ah, here’s your water.” She jumped up and took the glass from the Inkran’s hand, passing it to Hermas so quickly that some water splashed out.
After finishing the water, Hermas wobbled to his feet. “Thank you for your hospitality. I feel much better.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. Thanks again. Good luck with the business.” He took one last look through the rear window and made his way to the front door.
“Thank you,” Lily replied, opening the door for him.
Once safely walking through the tunnel, Hermas lost the tortured gait and carried his cane, twirling it about. So close. The pile of dirt in the middle of her back lawn was strange. He hadn’t got a good look at it, of course, but it was a rather large pile—much too big to have come out of a hole that a tree was meant for. A new idea forming in his mind, he walked faster, an overwhelming need to reach the castle pushing him on.
Puffing, Hermas finally reached the castle. He rushed through the courtyard and went straight to King Edmund’s meeting room. Arcese and Edmund’s captain, Pernus, were seated at the long table, updating each other on the war preparations. Pernus looked up as Hermas burst into the room, the white hair around his face stuck to his skin with sweat.
Pernus stood, his lean, broad-shouldered frame tense. “Hermas, are you all right? What are you doing here?”
The old man stopped. Pernus was not privy to his secret—that he ran errands and collected information for Gabrielle and Edmund. Deciding it didn’t matter anymore, as if what he suspected was about to happen, he spoke. “I need to look at some plans.”
Pernus stared at him, Hermas’s confident, coherent manner catching him off guard.
“Oh, don’t look at me like that, Pernus. Yes, I’m not a crazy old man—I’m old, just not crazy, and I need to see the sewer plans of the castle. Now!”
“Ah, okay. I’ll get them for you.” He exchanged a worried look with Arcese and unlocked one of the tall timber cabinets that sat along the back wall. He brought a roll back to the table and found the one they needed. Hermas helped him lay it flat. They stopped the edges rolling up with polished stones from the same cabinet. “What’s with the sudden lack of senility?”
Palms flat on the table as he leaned over to study the map, Hermas raised his eyes to meet the captain’s. “It’s easier to find things out if people think you’re nothing. Not that it matters, but I’d appreciate it if we could keep this among us.” He looked at Arcese, who nodded. “I’ve been following our slimy friend around—”
“You mean Perculus?” the captain asked.
“Yes. He’s been running around the city like an ant preparing for rain. I couldn’t figure it out before, but I think I finally have. If it’s what I think, then we’re in a lot of trouble. Let me have a look at the plan first. We can talk in a minute.” Hermas examined the drawing. First he looked for Fletching Street, the street he had followed Perculus to that day. As he looked up every street and establishment he had watched Perculus enter, a pattern was finally sketching itself out.
“Each home he’s visited sits over one of the larger sewerage tunnels that passes under the city walls. See these three homes,” Hermas pointed at each one, “they butt up against the boundary wall. I was at one of them today, and there was an awful lot of dirt in the back garden, as if someone were digging a massive hole, maybe even a tunnel.”
“But we can’t prove anything,” said Arcese. “This really is just a guess.”
“If anyone was going to betray Edmund, it’s Perculus. He’s always been Leon’s man. We all know Leon is going to invade—he wants to be king, and he hates his brother. What if the gormons were going to sneak in through the tunnels? We’d be overrun in no time.”
“I can do some investigating, check it out. Don’t say anything to Edmund yet—I don’t want him worrying unnecessarily.”
Hermas nodded. “Okay, Pernus, but only if you check them out today. Who knows when they plan on coming through.”
“If they plan on coming through that way,” Arcese added.
Hermas shook his head. “Well, if you’ve got a better explanation of why Perculus is fraternizing with so many people who live in properties over the major sewerage tunnels, you tell me.”
“I’m not saying you’re wrong, Talian, just that there might be another explanation. It would be just as dangerous to jump to the wrong conclusion and miss what is really happening.” Arcese lifted her chin and looked down at the standing Hermas.
“Humor me, then.” Hermas turned to Pernus. “I know we don’t want to alert Perculus, and we don’t know when he might want to speak with his associates, but do you think we can kidnap one for questioning?”
Pernus rubbed his chin with his thumb and forefinger. “That’s probably a good idea, but we will obviously have to be careful so Perculus doesn’t know we know.”
“Because if he knows we know, we won’t realize he knows we know, and we’ll be in trouble, you know.” Arcese boomed out a laugh. The two men were too surprised to laugh immediately, but when they’d had time to appreciate the joke, they joined in.
“Um, precisely.” Hermas grinned. “Arcese?”
“Yes?”
“Can you read minds?”
“It’s a skill I do possess, but it is not something I would do lightly. Why do you ask?” She had stopped laughing.
Hermas cleared his throat. “We might need help with our captive. If the normal methods don’t make him talk, we will need your skill in this area. We can’t afford to not know what Perculus is planning. Leon and his disgusting allies could be crawling through the tunnels as we speak.”
Arcese closed her eyes and hummed. After a minute, she opened them. “No gormons are crawling around any tunnels.”
“You can sense them?” Pernus asked.
“Yes, although, if I put my awareness out there, they will be able to sense me too and could possibly find out what my symbol is by following my energy to the Second Realm. It’s risky, but I don’t believe they will come via tunnel—they’re too arrogant.”
Hermas sat at the table and considered the map again. “Arcese, what does the humming do? Does it help you find a certain frequency?”
The dragon chuckled. “No, of course not. It just helps me concentrate. I can do it without humming, but it’s automatic. I always hum when I’m focusing on something, whether it’s spying or reading. It annoys Warrimonious, especially when he’s trying to read too.” She sighed and looked toward the window. “I wonder how they’re doing and how far they’ve gone.”
“I’m sorry we can’t communicate with them,” said Pernus, “but we all know how dangerous it would be if the gormons found out about any of our plans.”
The dragon rested her large jaw in her massive hands. “I know, but it doesn’t mean I can’t worry.”
Hermas looked at the dragon. “So, will you do this for us? For Talia?”
“Yes, Hermas, I will read the mind of the person you kidnap, but I am not responsible for the plan backfiring; if your assessment is correct, the gormons may have a mind-link to the Talians they are using, and if that’s the case, we will be found out.”
“We appreciate it, Arcese,” said Pernus. “It’s a risk we have to take—we won’t hold you responsible if anything goes wrong.”
“Thank you, Pernus.”
Hermas clapped his hands together. “So, what’s the plan?”
 
***
 
Despite the constant murmur of fear that provided subtle background noise to Bayerlon, Queen Gabrielle enjoyed having Queen Alaine, King Fernis, and Elphus at her table each night—it provided a welcome distraction to watching Perculus dribble food down his chin.
Gabrielle smiled and turned to her husband, seated next to her. “Not that I’m complaining, but this is the fourth night in a row that Perculus has missed dinner. Did you manage to catch up with him today?”
“Briefly. He doesn’t look well. His face is so thin, yet his stomach isn’t much smaller than it used to be. There’s something about his skin, too.”
Gabrielle lowered her voice. “I don’t know why you haven’t fired him yet. Your ex-brother appointed him, and when was the last time he gave you good advice?”
Edmund looked at the venison sausages on his plate and poked them with his fork before looking up at his wife. “Hmm. I know you’re right. It’s just, well. . . . Leave it with me.”
The queen placed her hand over his and squeezed gently. “I know. I’m sorry.” Her heart ached when she saw the pain on her husband’s face—the new lines around the corners of his eyes, the tightness of his mouth. It would have been so much easier if Leon had died in an accident. Death was definitely preferable to betrayal.
Looking up, the queen tried to lighten the mood. “So, Karin, I hear you’re teaching my daughter about your customs, and she’s even managed to pick up some Inkran.”
Karin smiled. “Yes, Your Majesty. Princess Verity is a very fast learner. We thought she should learn as much as she can since she’ll be visiting me when I’m back there.”
“Well, let’s hope we get to that. We’ll certainly do our best to see you safely home again.”
Queen Alaine, sitting opposite Karin, leaned toward the table. “And I can’t wait to get my hands on some of those divine fabrics you were talking about. The bright colors look exquisite!” Karin had drawn sketches and shown the women the previous day. “And you are such a talented artist.”
“Thank you, Queen Alaine.” Karin nodded. “The pencils Queen Gabrielle gave me are incredibly beautiful. We usually only have charcoal to draw with, but my mother had four colored pencils that she would let me use on special occasions. I don’t know where she got them, as they are not for sale anywhere in Klendar. As for the fabrics, the average person isn’t allowed to wear them, but I’m going to change all that. There is too much gray in Inkra, too much smothering of anything beautiful, anything that empowers the individual.”
“And we will help you, when the time comes,” Verity said, reassuring her.
Kind Edmund placed his knife and fork on the table and looked at his wife’s lady-in-waiting. “Sarah.”
“Yes, Your Majesty?”
“Do you know where Pernus is? I was expecting him at dinner tonight.”
She shrugged. “I’m not sure. He did say he had some jobs to do. Maybe he isn’t finished yet?”
“Thank you, Sarah.” The king looked over his shoulder at one of the green-vested guards standing against the wall. He waved his arm, and the man approached then bowed. “If Captain Pernus hasn’t arrived by the time we’ve finished dinner, I would like you to send out a company to find him, Perculus, and Arcese the dragon princess. They may not be together, but I want all of them found. That will be all.”
“Thank you, Your Highness.” The young man returned to his post and waited.
Gabrielle touched her husband’s hand. “My love, what’s wrong?”
“Something’s going on.” He lowered his voice so that Gabrielle had to put her ear close to his face. “I’ve had some brief correspondence from Hermas. I would rather not talk about it here. When you finish eating, we’ll retire to my rooms.”
Gabrielle nodded and finished her meal.
They stood to leave, and everyone at the table stood in respect. The soldier Edmund had previously spoken to nodded at the king and hurriedly left the room. King Edmund looked at his visiting friends. “Queen Alaine, King Fernis and Realmist Elphus, I would be pleased if you would accompany Queen Gabrielle and I to my private chambers. Verity, please take Karin and Sarah and retire to your chambers.”
“But of course,” King Fernis replied, while Verity looked at her father, her brows drawn down. It was an unusual request, and she was curious.
Gabrielle, noting the exchange, shook her head at Verity. “I will be in to see you before I retire for the night, darling.”
Verity wasn’t convinced, but she wasn’t going to argue, having noted the sternness of her mother’s voice. “Okay, Mother.”
Gabrielle detoured to the kitchen and ordered hot drinks be delivered to Edmund’s rooms. By the time she entered Edmund’s private reception chambers, everyone was seated on plush couches, the blue and white tapestry of the Laraulen crest that hung on one wall was a comforting sight to the queen.
Edmund sat forward on the couch, his hands resting on his thighs. Gabrielle sat next to him and put her hand on his back. He smiled and then spoke. “Thank you all for joining me. Before we start, I’d like to ask Elphus to ward the room.”
“Certainly, Your Majesty,” Elphus replied, closing his eyes for a moment. “Done.”
“Thank you. Now, I’ve called you all here because something’s afoot, and I’m afraid whatever it is might be gormon-and-Leon related. I’ve had trouble finding Perculus over the past few days, and when I do manage to speak with him, he’s extremely guarded and vague. I’ve also noticed that Pernus and Arcese have been absent since this afternoon. I also have it on good authority that Perculus is organizing something that could very well amount to treason.”
Gabrielle frowned, and Queen Alaine made a small squeak.
Elphus scratched his arm before speaking. “Your Majesty, I would offer to search for them, but I don’t know their symbols, and it’s always too difficult to find the exact placement of someone in a city because of all the other symbols close by.”
“I know, Elphus, but thanks for offering your services. I have guards out looking for them, but I don’t like waiting.”
“You always were a man of action.” Gabrielle winked at him, and Alaine hid her giggle with a cough. King Edmund shook his head but smiled.
King Fernis brushed a dark piece of thread from his white shirtsleeve. “It certainly sounds suspicious. Maybe things are coming to a head. We weren’t sure whether Leon would come here first or go straight to Vellonia, since that is his ultimate objective—without Vellonia, they will never have Talia. I wonder if we can assume Perculus is working for Leon and that they will attack your castle first.”
“I don’t like to work on assumptions. Elphus, all the realmists were shown mine and my brother’s symbols when we were children—all in the name of finding us if we were ever kidnapped. Isn’t that right?”
Elphus looked up quickly, his chins jiggling. “Yes, you’re right. At least we could check to see where Leon is. Some information is better than none.”
“Can you do it now?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. Give me a few minutes—it could take a while to find him. I’ll be back.” Elphus closed his eyes and clasped his hands together in his lap. Everyone watched as his breathing slowed.
Gabrielle looked around the room and saw everyone staring at the realmist. Alaine, next to him on the chair, leaned toward him, her mouth open slightly. King Fernis watched, his fists clenched, and Edmund tapped his foot, counting out the tension-laden seconds. Eventually Gabrielle’s eyes stopped on Elphus. His forehead glistened with sweat, and he gritted his teeth, his cheeks red.
She whispered to her husband, “This shouldn’t be dangerous, should it? He looks like he’s struggling.”
Edmund, without taking his eyes off his friend, answered, “I wouldn’t have thought so, but maybe it is. I wish Agmunsten or Arcon were here—they’d know what was going on.”
Someone knocked, and the door opened. Gabrielle jumped off her seat. “Oh my! It’s just the hot beverages. Put them down on this table.” She indicated a low rectangular table in between the two plush seats. The servant, dressed in blue livery, carefully set the tray down and reached for the teapot.
Gabrielle shook her head. “No, that’s all right. We’ll serve ourselves. That will be all, thank you.”
The young man shut the door behind him, leaving them in silence except for the tapping of the king’s foot and Elphus’s heavy breathing.
Gabrielle turned to Edmund. “Can we wake him up?”
“He’s not asleep. This isn’t a dream.”
“I know. I’m sorry; it’s just . . . well, I’m worried.”
Edmund rose and went to the door. He opened it and spoke to the guards. “Please send someone to fetch Princess Verity, Karin and Sarah. Tell them to pack a bag with a change of clothes suitable for traveling, and then bring them straight here.” He stuck his head back in the room to see Elphus, eyes still closed, one hand gripping his chair arm. Alaine had her hand on his shoulder, trying to reassure him that someone was there for him, but she dared not speak, in case it somehow affected what he was doing.
Edmund returned to his seat. “Gabrielle, my dear,” he said softly, “please go and change into traveling clothes.”
“Why? I thought this castle could withstand any invasion.”
“It probably can, but there is no need to be unprepared. If Leon comes here first, we will be under siege, and anything could happen. I would just prefer if you were dressed for anything.” He held her hand.
“But why now? This wasn’t in the plan.”
“Something’s going on, and I would feel better if we were prepared for any eventuality. Maybe Leon will go straight to the dragon city, but maybe he won’t, and maybe they’re only a couple of days away. Worrying about Pernus and Arcese has just brought home that war is coming, and if we know Leon is definitely coming here, you and Verity would be safer in Vellonia.”
She opened her eyes wide and tightened her fingers around his. “We won’t leave you here to fight that monster by yourself.”
“I’m sorry, my love, but you won’t have a choice. I’ve already made arrangements with Chisholm. He and Pernus have picked out ten soldiers they trust. Depending on the situation, you’ll go with Chisholm and those men.”
“But won’t it be more dangerous outside Bayerlon’s walls?”
Edmund opened his mouth to answer, but Elphus yelled, “No!” The realmist opened his eyes and looked around until his gaze met Edmund’s.
“Are you okay, Elphus?” Edmund asked.
“Yes, but they were waiting. I was ambushed and only just made it out.”
“Who? You mean the gormons?”
“Yes. I’m sorry, my king, but your brother and the gormons are on their way. At the speed they’re flying, they’ll be here within two days.”
The king took a deep breath. “Well, it’s happening. We’re officially at war. Pernus and I had planned for two different scenarios, but neither one took into account that he or Arcese would be missing. If anything’s happened to the princess, the dragons will never forgive us.”
“If we live that long,” said Alaine.
Another knock and the door opened. Verity, Karin and Sarah rushed in, the princess’s face pale. She embraced her mother.
“It’s going to be okay, my darling.” Gabrielle caressed her daughter’s hair. She spoke over the top of her daughter’s head. “Alaine, Fernis, I imagine you have troops to instruct. I’m going to retire to my bedroom with these girls,” she said, indicating the new arrivals, “and we’ll await further instructions. At least we’ll all be in one place if we need to move quickly.”
The king kissed his wife on the forehead. “Thank you. I’ll come by later and—”
Footsteps scuffled in the vestibule outside the door, silencing the king.
In the midst of pushing her charges through the bedroom door, Gabrielle turned to see the guards blocking the opening. Just visible between the two soldiers was Hermas’s wispy, white hair. He was speaking to the guards and sounded out of breath. “I have urgent news for the king. You have to let me in. Now!”
The more senior of the guards answered. “Look, old man, you can’t just—”
Gabrielle ran to the doorway and pushed in between the soldiers, wrinkling her nose at the metallic smell of their armor. “Let him in. Hermas! Come in.” The queen grabbed his hand and pulled him inside.
“Thank you, Gab . . . Queen Gabrielle.” Once they were safely inside, he bowed to Edmund.
Everyone crowded around Hermas. “So,” said Edmund, “I gather you have some news.”
Hermas nodded and looked at each person in turn. “Can I speak freely?”
“Yes, Hermas. I have the feeling that the time for secrecy is past.”
“Pernus is currently holding an accomplice of Perculus in a basement at The Moonlight Inn. Arcese is keeping lookout from the rooftop. They couldn’t risk transporting the man here. It seems that Perculus has built up quite a network lately. Pernus has managed to find out that your advisor has made a deal with Leon. We’re not sure exactly what he has promised him, but he’s been digging holes in people’s backyards, making doorways to the large sewerage tunnels under the city.”
Edmund nodded slowly. “I take it those tunnels are large enough for a gormon to walk through?”
Hermas nodded.
“Well, we’ll just have to get soldiers to every site and fill in the holes.”
Gabrielle frowned. “But if the sewer system is ruined, the city will turn into a cesspool.”
Edmund turned to his wife. “You didn’t just say that, did you?”
Her cheeks flushed. “Sorry. Spoke before I thought. If the gormons get in through there, we won’t have a city left.”
“Fernis and Alaine, come with me. Hermas, you’re going to point out on the city map where all the houses are, and then we’re going to divide the city into north and south. Fernis’s troops will take the south, Alaine’s the north. Elphus, I want you to let Vellonia know our situation. See if they can spare some dragons to help.” Edmund stopped to speak to the soldiers at the door, who were standing at attention, ready to move. “You.” He pointed to the younger man who looked so young that his freckles were more dominant than his sparse facial hair. “Go to first soldier Chisholm and tell him he’s to meet me with his team at the main gates at the bottom of the city as soon as he can. He’ll know what that means.”
He spun quickly and grabbed both of Gabrielle’s arms, just below the shoulder. “Pack some clothes and a warm coat, in case you end up on a dragon—I’ve heard it’s cold up there.”
Tears welled in the queen’s eyes. Like a warm spring breaking the surface, they built up until they spilled over her lashes. She wanted to beg him to come with them, but she knew he would never abandon their people. Nausea gripped her, and she swallowed against it. “Please be careful. I love you . . . .  It’s always been you. Never forget that.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed his lips, savoring the moment lest it be the last.
When they broke apart, Verity threw her arms around Edmund. “I love you, Father.”
“And I love you, my darling daughter. Look after your mother.”
Verity nodded.
“Come now,” said Gabrielle, “we have a lot to do before we leave.” Karin and Verity followed her into her room—Sarah had left to gather everything her queen would need and was already packing her own bag.
“Let’s go. We have a lot to do and not much time to do it in.” The king marched out of the room, a group of determined Talians behind him. As he hurried down the stairs, one thought dominated all others: Bring it, brother of mine. We’ll be ready.



 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
 
Agmunsten and his party reached the larger island safely, much to his relief. Although in a hurry, they slept from midnight until dawn, knowing they would need all their energy to last the next two days in the air.
After leaving, Arie managed to spend the whole of the day on dragonback, but at dusk, he decided he’d had enough and asked Warrimonious to drop him in the ocean. He had left his heavy jacket in his pack—it would be too hard to stay afloat if he came off Agmunsten’s creatura. That was a day and a half ago, and now Arie shivered against the welpid’s back. Any warmth the creatura could have passed on was swept away by the frigid water each time she plunged into the waves. His grip on Kaphos’s horn was weak, his fingers fatigued and cramping. Feeling that the creatura was about to dive again, Arie held his breath. As Kaphos’s head speared the water, Arie lost his hold and slid off.
Kaphos noticed immediately and returned to pick him up. She nudged the boy with her flipper. Floating on his back, arms and legs splayed out like a starfish, Arie waved her away. “I’m tired. Can’t I just float here for a while?”
We’re almost there. Can you see that outline in the distance?
Arie let his feet sink under him and climbed back onto Kaphos, just behind her head, and sat up. He looked ahead and squinted. The subtle predawn glow revealed rounded shapes that looked like giant boulders, but Arie knew they were small islands. “Just give me a minute.” He leaned down and hugged her, soaking up as much of her warmth as he could. Rubbing his face on her skin, he marveled at how soft she was. When he’d first touched her, he anticipated she would be slimy, like a fish, but her skin almost felt like a cat’s, and it was warm—something else he’d never expected.
Come on, Arie; the others are waiting for us.
“How much longer?”
About thirty minutes. Ready?
Sitting up again, he gripped her horn and tightened his legs against her sides. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
She rode above the water for a few minutes, propelling them with flippers and tail. It wasn't long before she became impatient, though, and Arie held on tighter when he felt the telltale lifting of her head. He took a breath and shut his eyes.
Thirty minutes later, Arie slid off Kaphos and swam to the beach. Thanks, Kaphie.
My pleasure, Arie. Go and warm up. I’m off to find some fish.
The island was at least twice as big as the last one, Arie noted, and instead of being rocky, fine white sand led from the water where silver-colored grass sprouted between low, gnarled bushes. Where is everybody? he wondered as he furiously rubbed his arms, trying to warm them. Looking down, he saw smooth sand—no footprints. Is this the right island? He looked back out to sea, but Kaphos was gone. He called out in his mind-voice. Hello! Agmunsten, Astra? Where are you?
We’re here. Where are you? Agmunsten’s voice wavered with a suppressed chuckle.
I’m on the west side of the island. I’m assuming I’m at the right place, but there aren’t any signs, and I can’t see anyone.
Yes, well, we were cold and couldn’t risk lighting a fire—the smoke might be seen. This close to Zamahl, there’ll be fishermen wandering about. We’re sitting in the sun, on the eastern side of the island. I’ll send Zim around for you.
You’re cold? You should try being in the water all night. And thanks; you’re too kind.
No need to get sarcastic.
I’m bloody freezing, and my skin is even wrinklier than yours after soaking for too long. How long have you been sunning yourself?
This time the laughter came through. About thirty minutes. Had a hearty breakfast before that, and a nap. You really should hurry up—you’re missing out.
Arie was about to swear when he saw Zim approaching from the right. Deciding to stretch out the kinks and warm himself up, Arie jogged toward the black dragon.
Zim stopped and waited for Arie to catch up before leading him to their small camp.
Rounding the bend, the newly risen sun glinted off the water but didn’t heat Arie straight away. Rubbing his icy hands together, he wished it were midday.
“Arie!” Astra stood, waving her arms.
Arie waved back. “Hey!” He saw she was holding his spare dry clothes in one hand. That was incentive enough to run.
“Get those wet clothes off and we’ll put these on.”
“Thanks.” Arie grinned, peeling off his clothes as fast as he could.
Astra laughed. “You’re not shy, are you?”
“No way. I’m too cold to be shy.” Naked, he ran down the beach, back the way they had come.
Agmunsten watched as he reached the bend, stopped, basked for a minute, and then ran back. “What in the Third Realm?”
When Arie returned, he grabbed his clothes and dressed.
“What was all that about?” asked Agmunsten.
“How else was I going to dry off?”
Agmunsten shook his head. “Haven’t you learned anything I’ve been teaching you? You could have used Second-Realm power to heat yourself.”
Poking his head through his top, he stopped and looked at his mentor. “Oh, yeah, I forgot. You know, I could probably use energy from Talia, like we learnt with Arcese.”
“We do that in Zamahl.”
Agmunsten stared at Astra. “You do what?”
“We call it Energizing. We take only what we need, as you can cause a natural disaster if you take too much—remember that, Arie.” Astra looked at the boy.
“Yes ma’am.”
Agmunsten frowned, his thick gray brows drawing down. “Why did you not share this information with the academy?”
“I’ve already betrayed my country by coming to you and learning realmistry to help countries other than my own. I wasn’t going to compound the betrayal. Besides, I didn’t think you needed to know—Second-Realm power is far superior.”
While Agmunsten and Astra argued, Arie took one of his boots in each hand, reaching deep into the sand with his mind. His awareness traveled through the sand, to rock, until he found a molten river. The energy he syphoned gave up its heat as he told it what he needed. “Heat my boots until there is no moisture.” Everyone watched as steam rose into the slightly-damp morning air. “Mmm, it’s warming my hands too.”
“Useful,” said Zim. “We only used that energy for the spires. And before you start, Agmunsten, our reasons for not telling you are similar to Astra’s. You didn’t need to know, and we dragons need to have some secrets.” The black dragon smiled.
“And here I was, thinking I was the smartest person on Talia. Looks like I may have been deluding myself.” Agmunsten’s shoulders dropped.
Arie sat next to him and patted his back. “There, there. We can keep pretending if it makes you happy.”
The head realmist sniffed. “No, it’s okay. I can’t unknow it now, can I? My dreams have been shattered. Please leave me alone. I need to grieve.” He put his head in his hands, and his shoulders started shaking.
Arie looked questioningly at Zim, who shrugged. Turning back to Agmunsten, Arie tilted his head, trying to see the man’s face. “Are you okay? Look, we were just joking. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
Agmunsten let out a guffaw. When he looked up, tears of mirth glistened on his cheeks. “Oh, my goodness. You should see your faces. I’m an old man—as if I care about that!” He continued to laugh.
“I think I liked you better when you were miserable.” Arie tried to be cranky, but soon they were all smiling.
Warrimonious spoke, his green scales sparking with a hint of blue, mirroring the color of the sea. “Okay, time to get serious. Arie, I want you to eat something and get some rest. We’ll be leaving at dusk—we're too close to Zamahl to risk flying during the day. The next group of islands is maybe six hours away, and then it’s another few hours to reach the mainland.  We’ll have a brief stop so you can have a bathroom and food break, and then we’ll keep going. We’re so close, and we don’t have time to waste.”
Zim scratched his belly. “Hence the new plan.”
“What new plan?” asked Arie as he rifled through his pack looking for food.
The black dragon continued. “Because we don’t have time to sneak through the Zamahlan jungles and forests, we’re just going to go on in there and make a show of being powerful and superior—surprise them into siding with us. And, as much as I don’t want to, I’ll burn a few officials to ash if things come to that. We only have a limited time for diplomacy. If we can’t get the result we want in a couple of days, things are going to get nasty.”
Astra cringed. She had agreed to the plan, knowing they didn’t have a choice, but that didn’t mean she liked it. While the others lay in the sun, Astra rose. “I’m going for a walk. Be back soon.” Her mind wandered as she made her way along the sand. She’d had many dreams, and nightmares, over the years about returning to Zamahl. In some, she’d returned to open arms; in others, she’d been arrested, thrown into a dungeon and shunned by her disappointed family. Which would it be? She stopped walking, picked up a shell and threw it toward the water as far as she could. The foaming surf that washed along the reef surrounding this side of the island drowned out the “plop” as the shell landed.
Looking toward Zamahl, she whispered to her homeland, “You hold the fate of Talia in your hands. Will you finally let the rest of the world in, or will you doom us to the claws of the gormons?” She shivered. Returning to her friends, she hoped it was the former.
 
***
 
The afternoon was warm—but not warm enough to cause the sheen of sweat that coated Bronwyn’s forehead. Arcon and Avruellen had left to collect firewood, and Sinjenasta lay on the cool grass, still unconscious, Bronwyn draped across him, her hand intermittently caressing his head. Fang rubbed his nose against the giant panther’s as he spoke into his mind. If you can hear me, Sinje, hang on. The dragons should be here soon, and they’re going to take you and Bronny to Vellonia. You have to get better; you’re one of my best friends. Fang laughed, which came out as a squeak. Who would have thought a rat and a panther could be friends? My life took an interesting turn the day I met Blayke, and knowing you has been an honor. Hang in there, my friend. He patted the black creatura’s face with a tiny paw, his whiskers trembling with sadness.
Blayke sat next to them and watched, his face serious. He looked down at Corrille, who rested her head in his lap. “Sorry, but can you move for a sec? I just need to do something.”
“Do what?” she asked without moving.
“I want to see if Bronwyn needs anything.”
Corrille rolled her eyes. “Surely if she needed anything, she’d ask. She’s too wrapped up in that big lump of a panther to care about much else. Isn’t that right, Toran?”
“I don’t know if that’s fair, Corrille. They share a strong bond. She’s sick too.”
“Sick shmick. I think it’s all an act.”
Blayke breathed out loudly through his nose. “Why do you hate my sister so much? She told me, back on the island, that you’ve been purposefully nasty, but I told her she was imagining it. But now I’m not so sure.”
Corrille sat up quickly and opened her eyes wide. “I don’t hate Bronwyn. How could you say that? She was my best friend. I don’t like it when people don’t just get on with it; that’s all. Those scars on my back didn’t get there by magic, you know. But every day, I kept going like nothing happened.” She brushed a hand across her eye, as if wiping away a tear.
Blayke considered her for a moment before moving to kneel next to Bronwyn. He rubbed her back with his hand and leaned his mouth to her ear. “You’re burning up, Bronny. I’m going to get you some more water, and I want you to drink it. You’re not helping Sinjenasta by not looking after yourself. Lend him your strength.”
She looked up at his face and nodded.
“I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” Blayke made his way to the nearby river. By the time he returned with a flask full of chilly water, fresh from the spring thaw, Bronwyn had managed to sit up and was chatting with Toran. “Here you go.”
Bronwyn took the flask and drank deeply. Toran smiled. “Thanks, Blayke.”
“My pleasure. Now we just have to get her to smile.”
Toran looked at Bronwyn. “That might be easier said than done. The only thing that will make her smile is getting Sinjenasta better.”
“I’m sorry I’ve been so down, but on top of worrying about Sinjenasta, this fever feels like it’s getting worse, and I’m so tired.”
“To be honest,” Blayke said, “you don’t look much better than Sinje.”
“Thanks.” She managed a wan smile. Blayke smiled back.
“Oh, look,” said Toran. “I do believe she smiled.”
“I think you’re right,” said Blayke. “Do we get compensation, as in money or something?”
Bronwyn shook her head. “Shouldn’t my happiness be enough?”
As they laughed, Flux, who had been sitting at the edge of the clearing, observed Corrille. Now he knew where the saying “if looks could kill” came from. Blayke and Bronwyn are lucky that girl isn’t a gormon—they’d be halfway digested by now, he thought. Flux’s ears pricked up at a rustle beyond the clearing.
Everyone turned to watch as Arcon and Avruellen returned. Arcon put his armload of wood down. “We’ve just had a message from the dragons. They’ll be here soon. Bronwyn, Blayke, are your bags packed ready to go?”
They nodded.
“Is that them?” Toran stood and looked to the west, shading his eyes from the setting sun with his hand on his forehead.
The dragons made two outlines, backlit so no details were visible. Even Corrille, who had never seen a dragon in the flesh before, stopped her death stares and stood to watch their approach.
Both dragons circled, one following the other, swooping down, wings angled. The late afternoon light turned their wings blood red. It reminded Toran of the elegant dancers, billowing sleeves trailing behind as they leapt across the stage, he’d seen once on his travels, before he had made it to the monastery. He hadn’t expected the dragons to possess such grace. Mesmerized, he smiled.
“Everyone, get out of the way,” Avruellen called as the dragons reached the clearing. The realmists and their companions rushed to the tree line, Toran helping Bronwyn.
Just before they landed, Blayke noticed that the closest dragon held something in its claws. With a strong downward beat of its wings, sending twigs and dirt showering onto the humans, the first dragon landed. Green with a brown belly, he wasn’t as magnificent as his companion, whose bronze-colored scales were reflective, like Queen Jazmonilly’s silver ones. The dimming sun caught each scale, causing a brilliant nimbus to surround her. She folded her wings slowly, carefully, as if they were as delicate as those of a butterfly. When she was done, she smiled to herself.
“Greetings,” Arcon said, inclining his head.
“Greetings,” the more brilliant dragon replied. “I am Supestia, and this is Garrimonious, brother of Warrimonious, third-highest ranking dragon in Vellonia’s army.”
Garrimonious nodded once. “It is my pleasure to finally meet you, Arcon, and your sister, Avruellen. I regret that I was absent the last time you visited our fair city.”
“Better late than never.” Avruellen smiled. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we can’t waste any more time. Sinjenasta hasn’t much longer. If he dies, our chances of winning the coming battle will lessen considerably. Are you able to take just a quick rest?”
Supestia held one arm in front of herself and twisted it this way and that, admiring the way it glittered in the light. “I should think we could.” She looked at Avruellen. “I’ll return in thirty minutes. My cousin will need at least a drink from the river, if not more sustenance, before he returns.” Supestia departed on her way to the river; Garrimonious nodded at the realmists and hurried to catch up to her.
“Wow, she’s one bossy dragon,” said Corrille, who had assumed her normal position next to Blayke, gripping his arm with both hands.
“I wouldn't speak too loudly, if I were you.” Avruellen lifted her chin as she looked down at the girl. “Dragons have very good hearing and very hot breath.” Corrille held her gaze, but Avruellen didn’t miss the shiver that passed through her body. A small smile played across the realmist’s face.
Corrille whispered to Blayke, “Are you just going to let her talk to me like that?”
He shrugged. “Would you prefer me alive or dead?”
The girl pouted. “If you really loved me, you would.”
“You know I love you, but sometimes it’s best to just keep quiet.”
An angry glint flickered in her eyes. “You’re not the man I thought you were. Not to mention you’ll be leaving me with her. Am I safe without you? And why should I have to walk to Vellonia when you and your stupid sister get to fly?”
Blayke took a deep breath and faced Corrille. “I’m sorry it’s turned out this way. You know I have no say in what happens, and don’t think for a minute that Avruellen would ever hurt you. She’s not a monster and she knows if she hurts you, she hurts me and hurts our chances of beating the gormons. Just trust me. If we get through this, I’ll marry you and give you everything you’ve ever dreamed of.”
Delight pushed aside the anger. “Marry me! Oh, yes, I would love that. I didn’t know you were thinking of marrying me. Can we have a pretty house in Bayerlon? I love it there.”
“Of course we can. Anything you want.” He kissed the top of her head.
Flux, his sensitive ears picking up every whispered word, spoke to Avruellen. We’ve got trouble. Blayke’s just proposed to the wicked one.
What! But he’s hardly dated before. What can he be thinking? And since when do you call her “wicked?” I remember someone once telling me I was being too hard on her.
Foxes, like humans, are capable of changing their minds. Let’s just say that I’ve seen enough after traveling with her for a while. So, what are you going to do about it?
Nothing, yet. They’ll be apart for a good while. Maybe if I’m rude enough, she’ll decide to go her own way before we reach Vellonia. I’m sure she’d fall for the nearest male, as long as he has money or a pretty face. If we say anything outright, it’s liable to go against us—you know how young ones always want to do the opposite of what you tell them.
Flux smiled, his tongue hanging out of his mouth.
As Bronwyn gave Toran one last hug and a quick kiss, the dragons returned. Supestia instructed everyone on what was expected. “I will be taking Arcon and young Blayke. There are straps on the back of the evil contraption on my back to tie your packs to. You will mount the saddle carefully.” She stopped speaking to snort before gathering her composure. “We have a basket for Sinjenasta and Bronwyn to ride in—it is attached by straps that loop over Garrimonious’s back.”
Arcon stood close to Supestia and craned his neck to look into her eyes. “We are in awe of your generosity, my lady. You are giving us a gift that is greater than any we can give you in return. Please accept my humble thanks. If there is ever anything you require of me, you only have to ask.” At the last, he put his hand over his heart.
The dragon regarded him, giving a slow nod. “Well spoken, Realmist. I thank you for your sentiments. Now, enough chitchat. It’s time we were on our way. The quicker I can get this dreadful contraption off my back, the better.”
Blayke and Toran lifted Sinjenasta into the basket, and Bronwyn climbed in and sat next to him. If she kneeled, she could see over the edge. Toran handed Bronwyn her bag. “Now don’t go standing up in that thing while you’re flying.”
Bronwyn laughed. “Don’t worry; I don’t feel like dying by splat.” It reminded her of the day her whole life changed. What would have happened to Talia if she had jumped off that cliff? They would have had no chance at all. She was happy she had been too scared to die that day. What a silly thing to want to do, she mused.
Toran smiled and held her hand. “I’ll see you soon. Be careful, okay?”
“I will. I don’t think there’s any safer place than Vellonia. You be careful too, okay?” She squeezed his hand.
“I promise.” He gave her a parting kiss and stepped away from the basket.
Avruellen stepped into the gap he left and gave her niece a hug. “If you need anything, send to me.”
“I will, Auntie.”
“Remember, Bronwyn, you can do whatever you set your mind to. I believe in you.”
The young realmist hugged her aunt tight. “Of course I can. I was taught by the best.”
Avruellen smiled and joined Toran a safe distance away, Flux coming to sit at her feet. Blayke and Arcon had mounted Supestia, and Corrille watched them, a scowl on her face.
“Looks like someone isn’t happy you’re leaving, Blayke.” Arcon, who sat in front, nudged his nephew in the ribs with his elbow.
See, Blayke, said Fang, I told you. The rat peeked out from the collar of the realmist’s coat.
“Yeah, I know. I have a feeling she’s going to make my life hell when she gets to Vellonia.”
“Welcome to the world of women, my boy.”
“I don’t know. Bronwyn doesn’t seem all that difficult with Toran. He has it easy.”
“Well, maybe you just need to pick your women more carefully. There are some crazy ones out there.”
“I wouldn’t let Avruellen hear you say that.” They laughed.
“I hope you’re not including female dragons in that unfounded assumption.” Supestia craned her neck around so she could eyeball them with one huge eye. Arcon coughed. Blayke shook his head and shrunk behind his mentor while Fang retreated into the safety of the jacket. “Just as well.” She huffed. “Are we ready, children?”
“Children?” Arcon asked.
“You are, as far as I’m concerned. I’d say you’re about one hundred and ninety-five, give or take a year?”
“How did you guess?”
“I know many things. I, my child, am four hundred and eighty-five—old enough to be your great grandmother many times over. As I was saying: are we ready? Is everyone holding on?”
“Yes,” they answered unanimously.
Channeling energy from underground, Supestia created an updraft of warm air. She spread her wings, each bronze-colored scale looking like smooth, dark metal now that the sun had set. She beat her wings, the long, powerful downstrokes lifting them higher while buffeting Flux, Avruellen, Toran and Corrille with displaced air.
“Ready, Bronwyn?” Garrimonious asked.
She lay down, put her arm around Sinjenasta’s neck and sneezed. “Damn allergy. Yep, I’m good to go.” When Garrimonious took off, Bronwyn had to shut her eyes against the wind from his wings. She buried her face into Sinjenasta’s fur and sneezed again.
Bronwyn waited until the vigorous flapping had finished before she opened her eyes. Looking above, she saw the dragon’s underside six feet away, his tail floating out behind him, almost invisible in the growing darkness. Do I really want to look down? she wondered as she wobbled to her knees, the basket jerking beneath her. Gripping the edge of the thick fabric conveyance, she straightened her back and peered over the edge, hoping to see Avruellen and Toran below.
“Wow! That was quick.” The ground looked so far away, and she couldn’t distinguish her loved ones from the trees in the gray light. Bronwyn waved, even though she knew they couldn’t see her. The dragon flew faster than she had anticipated, and her hair whipped around her face and into her eyes. Spitting a few tendrils out of her mouth, she carefully lowered herself back into the protection of the basket.
“Sinje, can you hear me?” She stroked his once-shiny fur and tried not to cry. “Please, hang on. We’re on our way to Vellonia. I’m not sure how we can save you, but we’ll try. It’s only another day or so. You don’t want those stinky, ugly gormons to win, do you? Plus, you know I can’t live without you, don’t you? I’m willing to have a runny nose and watery eyes for the rest of my life, just for you.” Letting her hand rest on his side, she leaned her head on top of it. With closed eyes, she concentrated on the shallow rise and fall of his chest and willed the cycle to continue. Hang on Sinje. Hang on.
 
***
 
 
Three a.m. Vellonia was quiet, the constant click of clawed feet on the tiled floors absent. Walking through the corridors, Jazmonilly’s scales glinted intermittently, many of the wall torches having been extinguished at midnight. Unable to sleep after one nightmare too many, she thought to visit the nursery—spending time with the eggs always filled her heart with joy.
She nodded to the two dragons guarding the door. They stared straight ahead, intense in their duty, she assumed. In the nursery, Jazmonilly surveyed the room. The eggs sat in their holders along the walls. A low fire in the hearth cast a warm glow. The cozy atmosphere was something Jazmonilly imagined she would feel if cupped in Drakon’s giant hand. “Thank you for these precious gifts,” she whispered while looking to the ceiling.
Jazmonilly gazed about the room and thought, That’s strange. Where is Emerance? She’s probably gone to the bathroom. No matter; I’ll sit with the eggs until she returns. She sat on the bench seat closest to the fire and hummed a lullaby. Jaz sung four lullabies in all and yawned after finishing the last. Hmm, I think I’m finally ready to go back to bed.
I’ll just wait a few more minutes for Emerance to return. Happily, she didn’t have to wait long before the scratching of the handle turning signaled that the door was opening.
Jaz stood as Emerance entered. The older dragon started. “Oh my goodness! What are you doing here, Queen Jazmonilly?”
“Sorry to frighten you. I couldn’t sleep.”
“Ah, yes. It must be the full moon coming up.” Emerance bustled to the eggs and touched them one by one.
“Well, I’m tired now, so I think I’ll go back and try to sleep.” Jaz watched the dragon, waiting to see if she would offer an explanation as to where she had been. She wanted so much to ask, but her question might be taken as an insult—that she wouldn’t trust her own cousin was scandalous in dragon culture. The fact that Symbothial had been believed to be a traitor had meant Emerance and her branch of the family had earned constant suspicious glances and whispers. It saddened Jaz, so she decided not to ask. Besides—just because one member of the family behaves a certain way doesn’t mean any of the others would.
“Good night, Queen Jazmonilly. Sweet dreams.” Emerance lowered her head in respect, and Jaz left.
As she exited, one of the guards turned to look at her, surprise on his face. It took a few moments for him to collect himself enough to bow. “Queen Jazmonilly.”
“You seem surprised to see me. Why is that?”
The guards exchanged glances. “I don’t remember seeing you enter.”
“How strange.” She moved her face close to his and stared into his eyes. “You look all right. So you really don’t remember seeing me go in?” He shook his head. “And what about you?” she asked the other guard.
“No, my lady.” He looked to the ground.
“Maybe you two have been doing too many shifts. I’ll have someone come and relieve you shortly. Good night.” Great—now she wasn’t going to be able to sleep at all. Something was going on, and she was going to find out what it was.
 
***
 
Valdorryn watched his wife yawn for the third time during lunch. “Maybe you should go and have a nap.”
“There’s too much to do. Have you heard from Zimapholous or Arcese lately?”
The king picked up a whole six-pound fish from his plate and threw it into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed before replying. “No. I should try and reach one of them later today. We’re due for an update.”
“Thank you. I do worry about them.”
“So do I, but they’re grown n—” Valdorryn stopped talking and cocked his head to one side. After a moment, he looked at Jaz. “We have arrivals at East One Eight.” The many openings in the mountain that were large enough to take off or land from had names that indicated the level, direction the opening faced and the particular opening—all doorways were numbered from north to south.
“Is it Garrimonious?”
“Yes. Seems they made good time—they’re back within two days. See, I told you the weather would stay fine.”
“So you did, husband. One time out of ten isn’t too bad.” She smiled. He rolled his eyes.
“Apparently Sinjenasta is too sick to move. I’ve told them we’ll meet them in the hallway. I just want to call Pandellen.” Son, we have need of your expertise. Can you meet me at East One Eight immediately?
Yes, Father.
Only one floor down from where they dined, the king and queen reached the newly-arrived group quickly. Backlit by the large opening, Blayke and Arcon helped the two dragons take off their saddles.
As soon as he spied them, Valdorryn asked, “Where are Bronwyn and the panther?”
“They’re still in the basket, King Valdorryn.” Garrimonious bowed.
“Thank you for your service, Garrimonious and Supestia. You have done the dragons proud.”
“Thank you, my king,” they both answered.
“Supestia,” Jazmonilly said, taking her aside. “I have a job that needs doing—something I would only trust to you. Can you meet me in my chambers in an hour?”
“Certainly, Queen Jazmonilly.”
“You may go.”
The bronze-colored dragon nodded to her queen before she departed, Garrimonious close behind.
Jazmonilly rushed to stand with everyone around the basket. She peered in. Used to hiding her true emotions in public when required, all decorum was forgotten when she saw Sinjenasta and Bronwyn lying unconscious next to each other. She gasped. “Oh, for Drakon’s sake! Are they still alive? Quick. Where’s Pandellen?”
“Here I am, Mother. Where are the patients?”
“In here.” Arcon moved aside to give Pandellen room. The black-backed dragon was taller than his father and had silver-colored scales on his tummy, making him recognizably the son of the king and queen. “Sinjenasta was scratched, well . . . sliced open, by a gormon. Bronwyn healed his wounds, but now they’re both very sick. Bronwyn’s suffering because of her link to him. He’s been unconscious for almost two weeks. Avruellen and I couldn’t think what else to do. Have you any ideas?”
“You’ve done the right thing by bringing him to one of the best healers in Talia.” Jazmonilly looked adoringly at her son.
Pandellen kneeled and placed one massive hand on Sinjenasta’s side and one on Bronwyn’s chest. He shut his eyes, delved into the panther’s body and followed the ethereal cord that joined the panther to the realmist.
As they waited, Fang climbed onto Blayke’s shoulder and rubbed his head under Blayke’s chin. The young realmist stroked the rat’s brown and white back and then looked at Arcon. Arcon shrugged and shook his head. And still, they waited.
The healer finally rose and looked to Arcon. “The panther is so close to death; he could cross over at any time. Bronwyn’s only chance of survival is if we cut the cord that binds them.”
Arcon paled. “But—but, that will ultimately kill her.”
“She will die anyway—only sooner—if we don’t.”
Arcon covered his face with his hand. “How in the Third Realm am I going to explain this to Avruellen?” Blayke placed his hand on Arcon’s shoulder, and Phantom hooted from his perch on the ledge a few feet away. Arcon let his hand drop from his face. “Are you sure there’s no other way?”
“Well, there is one other way, but you risk killing both of them straight away.”
Valdorryn cleared his throat. “Well spit it out, my boy. We haven’t got time for niceties.”
Pandellen glanced at the limp bodies in the basket then back to Arcon. “We need to put them both in the Sacred Lake, let Drakon claim them as his own. Only he can heal them now.”
“And if Drakon doesn’t intervene?” Arcon asked. Silence was his answer. Arcon turned to Blayke. “What do you think? Do you think Drakon let us get this far only to have us fail?”
“That wouldn’t be logical,” Blayke answered.
“Ah, yes, but when is anything the gods ever do prompted by logic?”
“Careful,” Valdorryn showed his teeth, “that’s my god you’re insulting.”
Arcon stood tall, fists clenched at his sides. “Do you know what your god has been asking of us? And this war we’ve been put in the middle of is really a war between Drakon and the gormons. I did a lot of reading while we were away, and your god is not the picture of holiness he would have you believe.”
“What do you mean? You’d better have a good explanation, Arcon—you’re close to ending up in our dungeon.” Red splotches pulsed over Valdorryn’s neck.
“The gormons were his children first. When he created the dragons, he ignored the gormons, making an enemy for both of you. They’re coming to take back what they see as theirs. Are they wrong?” Before Valdorryn could argue, Arcon put up his hand. “Delve into my mind and see I’m not speaking false.”
Jaz grabbed her husband’s arm. “You would let him do that?”
“Yes, Queen Jazmonilly. I have nothing to hide.” Arcon held his hands out, palms up.
Valdorryn’s large hands enclosed Arcon’s head, although he was careful to leave enough room for him to breathe. Arcon brought down all his mental defenses. The foreign touch inside his mind sent a shiver over his body, and he clenched his teeth against the involuntary feeling of revulsion. The two minutes that the dragon delved felt like hours to Arcon. When Valdorryn finally removed his hands, Arcon breathed deeply.
The king looked at Jaz and nodded, his face despondent, his wings drooping. “I don’t know what to say, Arcon. Please accept my apologies. I am going to require some time to digest this. All I can offer is that I hope, even if it is for his own self-serving reasons, he sees fit to restore Sinjenasta and Bronwyn to health. Pandellen, please do everything in your power to see that Arcon’s wishes are adhered to. I’ll see you all at dinner.” The dragon king turned and left, his wife by his side, his wingtips dragging on the floor.
“Well, Pandellen, I don’t think we have a choice. Let’s take them to the Sacred Lake.”
“As you wish.” The dragon scooped the basket into his arms and made his way down to the caves beneath Vellonia. The others followed, Phantom finding a perch on Arcon’s shoulder. Blayke spoke as they walked. “If it makes you feel any better, I know Bronwyn would want you to take that chance. She loves Sinjenasta and would give her life for him. Plus, what other decision could you have made?”
Arcon shrugged. “You know, I’ve never seen the Sacred Lake before. No one ever talks about it. I think they want everyone to think it’s a myth.”
“Why?” asked Blayke.
“I have no idea. Maybe the dragons know something we don’t.”
That wouldn’t surprise me, Fang said.
“Well, we’re going to get to see it today.” Excitement grew within Blayke at the prospect of seeing this almost-myth.
They reached the lowest level of Vellonia. Before long, the wall sconces disappeared, and darkness closed in. Arcon drew Second-Realm power and created a glowing ball that bobbed in front of them. But it wasn’t enough to quell the panic that rose inside Blayke like lava from a volcano, threatening to erupt in a scream. He stopped walking and huddled on the ground.
What are you doing? asked Fang.
“We can’t go any farther—something bad’s going to happen,” whispered Blayke.
You’re imagining things, Blayke. Come on; get up. We have to keep going.
“No. I want to go back.”
Fang called out to Arcon. We have a problem.
What is it?
Look behind you.
Where in the Third Realm are you two?
Blayke’s having a panic attack, but I have no idea why.
Must be Vellonia’s defenses. I have ways to deal with it, but I forgot to ward Blayke before we came down. So many things I have to remember. I’m coming back.
Fang had spent the brief time waiting for Arcon, trying to convince Blayke not to leave. Thank goodness you’re here. He was about to run back the way we came, and without being able to see, he would have tripped over something and done some damage.
Arcon laughed before mumbling a few words and gesturing in the air. Blayke shook his head and looked up at his mentor. “What was that all about? I’ve never been so scared. I could hardly move.”
“Vellonia’s inbuilt defense system. I’ve warded you. Did you see how I did it?”
“Not really—I was too scared to pay attention.”
“I’ll show you how to do it later—you may need it one day.”
They soon caught up to Pandellen, who had stopped to wait for them. No one spoke, the only sounds the scuff of their shoes on the dirt floor and the drip, drip, drop of water. Now that his panic had passed, Blayke could appreciate the feel of his surroundings. How many millions of years had these rocks been here? The cool air that suggested immovability and millennia started to feel warmer against his face, and subtle, colored light beckoned from up ahead.
Blayke had the sensation of being drawn into protective arms when he stepped into the light: pink, lime green, mauve, sky blue, just some of the colors that settled on them, changing the appearance of their skin and clothes. Pandellen’s black back absorbed the color, but his silver belly refracted the hues, the beams tinting the rocks on either side of them.
And then they entered the cavern. Both realmists stood openmouthed, the kaleidoscope of light a vision more wondrous than any they’d seen. The reason they had come almost forgotten, Arcon circled the water, child-like joy radiating from his face. He sat on the edge of the lake and dipped his hand into the tepid water. “But how?”
“That is one of Drakon’s great secrets, and wonders. It has been many years since Father has been down here—he forgets the generous gifts Drakon has bestowed on us.” Pandellen gently placed the basket on the ground.
Fang climbed out of Blayke’s pocket, ran down his clothes and rushed to Sinjenasta. He rubbed his tiny pink nose on the panther’s black one. Safe travels, my friend. Please come back to us. Fang was left in the basket with Bronwyn when Pandellen lifted Sinjenasta out and placed him on the edge of the lake.
Looking into the water, the myriad of colors skipping across its dark surface, he spoke. His voice was deeper than any Arcon had ever heard, the sound waves causing the water to ripple. “Hear us, oh mighty Drakon—we, who are but your servants. We request that your holy love and compassion visit us today. Please heal Sinjenasta, your loyal subject. We offer him to you, my god, and accept your decision—whether you return him to us or take him to be with you in the Sacred Realm.”
While Pandellen slid Sinjenasta’s body into the water, Blayke looked on thoughtfully, glad Bronwyn was not awake to see—she would be devastated. Would the panther come back healed? And wasn’t the Sacred Realm where he and Bronwyn had met Devorum? He couldn’t believe they had been to heaven, well, dragon heaven at the very least. His expectation, despite the otherworldliness of this cavern, was that Sinjenasta would sink to the bottom of the lake, never to be seen again.
“We can’t do it.” Blayke moved to stand next to Pandellen.
“It’s too late.” The dragon looked at Blayke and shook his head.
“Sinjenasta was going to die. But my sister may not. Can’t you just try and heal her?”
Arcon moved to Blayke and grabbed his shoulders, forcing him to look into his eyes. “It’s too late, Blayke. Nothing can be done for Bronwyn. This is the only thing left.”
“But—but, you don’t understand. We were there—we went to the Sacred Realm, and it’s just another realm. It’s not heaven. There are no gods there. Don’t you see? Sinjenasta is going to sink to the bottom of this lake and that’s it. He’s not coming back. I can’t let you do that to my sister. Regardless of whether we need her to save Talia, I need her. She’s my sister, and lately I haven’t been the best brother. I want to make it up to her. Please, please try and heal her.” Blayke’s vision blurred as he tried to blink tears away.
Arcon pulled him into a hug. “I’m sorry, son. I’ll have a quick look at her, and if I think she can be healed by anything in this realm, we won’t go ahead with this, okay?”
Blayke nodded and sniffed. Arcon patted his back before going to the basket. He climbed in and sat next to her, placing one hand on her forehead, one on her heart. He flinched at the heat radiating from her. Focusing, he drew Second-Realm power and used it to transport his awareness into her body and look around.
Her organs, arteries and veins were glowing red and blistering in some places—it appeared how he expected it might if one drew too much Second-Realm energy, just before they spontaneously combusted. He noticed the conduits in her mind that she drew power through were blocked, the hot river of red backed up behind it. What if he were to unblock it? Would that heal her? But what was that pent-up heat, and where would it go? Could it cause an explosion? So many questions: to try or not?  To send her over the edge, into Drakon’s territory, and trust the god who had proven he could not be trusted?
He turned to Pandellen. “Please take Blayke, Fang and Phantom and get out of here. I’m going to try something, but there is a lot that can go wrong, and I have no idea how it might manifest.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?” the dragon asked. “Giving her to Drakon would be safer.”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
Blayke’s voice trembled, like the barrier of a dam before bursting. “Can I say good-bye—just in case?”
“Of course, lad.”
Blayke stepped over the edge of the basket and lay next to his sister. He draped one arm around her and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry if I ever let you down, Bronny. You’re the best sister anyone could ever have, and I love you. If it’s up to you, please come back. Please. I don’t want to have to tell Mom and Dad that you’re not here when we finally get to meet them.” The smile he tried to force couldn’t push through the stream of tears. “Come back to us, Bronny,” he whispered before letting her go and rising to embrace Arcon. “Good luck. May the gods guide your hand.”
“Thank you. Now go. I’ll be up soon.” If I don’t kill us all first, he thought.
When he could no longer hear their footfalls, Arcon again knelt next to Bronwyn. He placed both palms on her head and closed his eyes. His corridor to the Second Realm came into view, but before he rushed in, he pondered how to remove the blockage. And after the blockage was removed, would that fix all the damage that had already occurred? Did he risk himself if he touched the diseased gormon energy?
“Blast.” He opened his eyes and tried to calm himself by staring at the hues that pulsed over the water like the last blush of sunset. Breathing deep, he closed his eyes and dove into the tunnel. Knowing the Second Realm was no longer safe, he drew all he could hold and cut off most of the flow, returning safely to his body. But where to send the gormon poison once he had unblocked Bronwyn’s channels? Could he fashion a container of power, but then where would he put it when he was done? The more answers he thought he had, the more questions piled on top of them.
Bronwyn groaned. Arcon looked down at her and noticed that her skin had a red flush that was not caused by the cavern’s otherworldly illumination. If he didn’t do something soon, she would die. Opening his inner sight to Bronwyn’s body, he looked over her once more and noticed something—her ethereal link with Sinjenasta, the cord of energy, was still there. Was the panther still alive?
“Trust me.”
Startled, Arcon looked around the grotto. Seeing nothing, he bowed his head before looking up. “But you make it so hard.”
“Bronwyn is on the brink of death, and it is because of Sinjenasta’s pettiness.”
“What? It’s because he was saving Bronwyn from the gormons.”
“He has been trying to escape my servitude for years—he’d rather doom everyone to annihilation than help me.”
“That doesn’t sound like Sinjenasta, but if it is as you say, I would imagine he had a very good reason.” Arcon swore he heard the dragon god sigh.
“I’m disappointed to say that you’re right. That is why you have to give Bronwyn to me now, or she will die. It is time I kept my promise to Sinjenasta.”
“So why didn’t you help him before?”
“I have an agreement with the other gods. None of us can just resurrect someone and reinstate them to Talia—it could quickly get out of hand with people begging this god or that to return a loved one. It’s just not right, and there are enough of you down there as it is. Now, place her in the water before there is nothing more I can do.”
Arcon lifted Bronwyn’s limp body and carefully stepped over the edge of the basket. He hesitated while deciding feet or head first. Deciding on feet first, he leaned her on the edge of the lake and gently pushed her in. Nausea constricted his throat as he watched her slide under, her hair momentarily floating on the surface before she disappeared.
“Please don’t let me return without her,” he whispered into the silence.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
By the time Zamahl came into view, the sun had risen high enough to blind Arie. How can you see, Warrimonious?
We have an extra eyelid under our outer eyelid that we can close. It blocks out most of the glare—kind of like a dirty window. We don’t see as clearly as normal, but it’s almost the same, just darker.
The young boy was impressed. Gee, I didn’t know that.
What can you see, Warrimonious? asked Astra.
We’re still fifteen minutes or so from making land. It looks like a narrow strip of sand then thick bushland. To the south, along the coast, there are mountains, some high enough to have snow. And to the north I spy less trees, maybe a city?
The mountains are the Peaks of Inspiration—that’s a translation of course—and the city this close to the coast would be Tranquility.
What? Don’t joke. Arie laughed
I’m not joking. Our whole ethos is supposed to be based around peace and happiness, but somewhere along the way, things changed, even without external intervention. The old names and some of the old customs remain. They don’t speak Veresian, by the way. Do any of you know how to speak Zamahlan?
Zim answered, I know some. I tried to learn before I came here last time.”
I’m afraid to say that I can’t, admitted Agmunsten.
Neither can I.
Astra smiled. Make sure everyone is with either Zim or I. Agmunsten and Arie, don’t get caught anywhere by yourselves. If you can’t explain who you are, they could lock you in a dungeon and execute you before we ever found where you were. They take trespass very seriously.
Agmunsten turned his head to the side to look at Astra. They don’t sound too peaceful.
Astra shrugged. As I said, the old ways have almost died out.
Where do you want to land, Astra?
Well, since we’re trying to impress them, Zim, nothing says “I’m not afraid” as much as landing on one of their main government buildings. Do you want to take our chances and go straight to Tranquility?
Warrimonious spoke. We have the element of surprise, so hopefully we won’t get shot out of the sky by overzealous archers, and we are in a hurry. I think your idea is good, Astra.
On the roof of the councilmen’s building it is then. It sits on two city blocks and is two stories high with a flat roof garden. Since this is a power play, Zim, Agmunsten, and I will go downstairs and shake things up. If everything goes to the Third Realm, we’ll mind-message you, and Warrimonious can take Arie away. That way, we can plan for a breakout if we need one.
Arie gasped. But we can’t leave without you!
Arie, if things go wrong, better to save at least you two—then we still have a chance at escape.
Enough of that talk! said Agmunsten. Let’s just concentrate on what we have to do. The rest is out of our control for the moment.
All that discussion is distracting. Warrimonious and I need to concentrate. Zim started to bank right, toward Tranquility. He saw a spout of water far below as Kaphos, the welpid, said good-bye. An updraft of warm air pushed against his belly when the water beneath them transformed into land. Villages lay on the city’s outskirts; each collection of families congregated at their village hall where they worked for the day.
Zim hadn’t dared to come this close to the city last time and was surprised to see a giant statue at the eastern end of Tranquility. Is that a giant dragon? he asked.
Yes.
Why a dragon?
It was here before we were. My forefathers decided to build the city there because they thought the dragon would guard and protect them. There is another statue I will show you later if we, well, you know, survive this.
The dragons slowed, flying lower—low enough that people in the neatly laid out streets began to look up and point. Arie smiled to see the swathes of purple, pink, yellow, red and blue that were splashed against the sides of the four–and-five-level buildings. They were flying slow enough that he could yell and be heard. “Are they the flowers you were talking about?”
“Yes.” Moisture spilled over her lower lashes, and she tried to fool herself into believing it was from the sun or wind. She had been gone so long; worry that everything would have changed beyond recognition had plagued her for the entire journey. Even worse was that it hadn’t changed. Years of childhood memories filled her thoughts, overflowing like the flowers in the pots below.
Not able to yell through her tears, she used her mind-voice. Over there, to the left. The low-set building with the grass and trees on top.
“Wow!” Arie called out. “It’s like a park. Isn’t all that dirt and stuff heavy? How come the roof doesn’t cave in?”
“I’m not sure,” she said into his ear.
Hold on, Warrimonious warned before they alighted with a thump onto the rooftop grass. The realmists climbed down.
Agmunsten took his jacket off and shoved it into his pack. “It’s certainly warm here.”
“Our winter is almost as warm as your summer.” Astra laughed. She walked to the waist-high wall that defined the edge of the roof and looked over. Her heart raced as she took in as much as she could, including the enticing aromas of many breakfasts cooking. A mother and her child stared at them from a balcony directly opposite, their neighbors to the left staring open-mouthed. The city-dwellers wore bright-colored, loose clothing, and most had the same dark, curly hair as Astra. Many men and women hurried along the street—the day had well and truly begun.
The realmist waved at the gawking woman and child then turned to her companions. “Well, we certainly managed to make an entrance. I guess it’s time to shake things up around here.”
Agmunsten looked at Arie. “Find a tree, go to the bathroom, then sit near Warrimonious. You have to be ready to fly at a moment’s notice.”
“Again with the reminding me to go to the bathroom!” The boy threw his hands in the air.
Astra hugged him. “Stay safe. With a bit of luck, we’ll be calling you down shortly to meet our new allies.”
“I hope so.” He returned the hug.
As Zim, Agmunsten and Astra found the door to the lower levels, Arie waved. “Good luck!”
“Thanks,” Astra replied as she grabbed the handle. The door was unlocked and opened easily.
Zim considered the doorway. “I’m not going to fit through there. Why don’t I fly you to the ground, and I can flame the main doors open? That would be more impressive, as far as making an entrance is concerned; don't you think?”
Agmunsten rubbed his ear. “I think you’re right. Okay. Astra, after you.” She climbed onto Zim followed by the older realmist.
“This is going to be fun.” Agmunsten rubbed his hands together before holding onto Astra’s waist.
Zim walked to the ledge and stretched his wings out. His shadow darkened the road below. Pedestrians looked up. When they saw the hulking black dragon poised menacingly on the precipice of the rooftop, they ran for cover. In moments, the street emptied. Zim pushed off with his thick legs, and within seconds they had glided to the ground.
The tall, black double doors to the building had large gilded knockers. Rather than use them, Zim took a deep breath. Exhaling, a gush of flames poured from his mouth. The doors ignited and quickly burnt to ash. Astra nodded. “Nice work, Zim. Sure beats waiting for someone to answer.” The dragon grinned, his teeth gleaming in the morning sun and causing a woman on the inside of the building to scream.
Zim ducked as they stepped through the still-warm opening, and Astra coughed on the smoke. Two short, stocky men with swords confronted them while the screaming woman ran behind a large reception desk and hid. A door at the back of the vast foyer opened and one golden-robed man strode through, his dark, curly hair contained with a triangular black cap. Two taller green-robed men followed. The man with the golden-colored garments called out something that Agmunsten couldn’t understand.
“Amkal ophenstra apoukt,” Astra replied. She glared at the men with swords and raised her hands. They half-heartedly lifted their swords but stepped back at the same time. Zim could smell their fear.
Astra mumbled a few words and gestured. The swords fell from the guards’ hands and clattered to the ground. They looked at each other and ran the other way, pushing past the robed men and through the other door. Nice work, Astra. Stone Swords manifestation, I presume? Heaviest swords around. He chuckled.
Why, yes, Agmunsten. Good guess. Astra put her hands up, palms facing the advancing councilmen. She said something else, which she translated for Agmunsten and Zim. “I’ve told them to stop or I’d call down lightning.”
“Tell them we just want to talk, but we won’t hesitate to start killing people if they won’t listen.”
Astra nodded before speaking to her countrymen. The three men conferred before the black-hatted one answered. Agmunsten folded his arms and tapped his foot on the floor. The man finally stopped talking, and Astra turned to her companions. “Well, do you want the bad news or the other bad news?”
“Give it to us straight,” said Zim.
“High Chancellor Calinsar, the one who hates the eastern countries, is in power. Secondly, it’s been ordered that any dragons seen are to be killed on sight.”
“What? Why?” Agmunsten turned his head to look back into the street, to make sure reinforcements weren’t coming.
“Hang on. I’ll ask.”
Their leader spoke for a while, gesticulating to emphasize certain points. Just as he finished, more robed men entered through the far door.
Astra furrowed her brow. “Alphenston, mangut ashestan. Melphin abustring alt ephinston. Lenst imish ephis.”
The leader looked past Astra and grinned.
“It’s time to run,” said Agmunsten, gripping Astra’s sleeve.
“I think we’re too late for that.” Zim looked at the score of soldiers blocking the opening. “It’s time for more dragon breath.”
Astra put a hand on his arm. “Do we have to kill them?”
“Have you got a better way that won’t drain all your energy? You can’t draw Second-Realm power all day.”
“Better I draw it now than save it for later when it’s too late.” Astra lifted her hands and swept her arms in an arc.
One of the soldiers shouted, “Craackt!”
There was no need for translation as the metal-armored soldiers ran toward the realmists, weapons poised to strike. The first of them reached Zim, his sword aimed for the dragon’s belly. He stabbed it toward the dragon before stopping abruptly, his arm jarred. Another of the soldiers swung a backhanded slice at Agmunsten’s neck. He yelped and grabbed his wrist when the sword met the shield Astra had constructed. The barrier deflected blow after blow, although Astra winced.
“I don’t know how much longer I can hold this.” She gritted her teeth, and sweat dampened her brow.
“Astra,” Arcon said as he touched her arm, “the only way out is that way.” He pointed to the door. “A few of them are behind us, but we’re going to have to kill a few to get out. We need to regroup. And I won’t let them kill Zim.”
“I won’t let them kill me either. Sorry, Astra, but I’m past playing nice.”
“Okay. I’ll drop the shield at the front. Clear the way and we’ll run. On three.”
“Wait! You and Agmunsten get on my back first. We’ll take off and head for a high point just outside the city.” They climbed onto Zim, and he counted. “One . . . two . . . three!”
Zim opened his mouth and sprayed fire from left to right. The six soldiers who stood in front of them had little time to react, each one lighting up like a macabre bonfire. Two of them had the sense to drop and roll on the floor, but once it had started, dragon fire was difficult to stop. Stepping around the bodies, Zim rushed into the street, ran and spread his wings. Creating lift with Second-Realm energy, he took off and spoke to Warrimonious at the same time. We’ve had a few problems and are taking off. Follow me to the west. We’re going to find somewhere just outside the city where we can discuss our options and keep an eye on things.
Okay. I can see you now.
Astra guided them to a set of wooded hills a few miles outside the city. They landed on a cleared flat where a disused lookout tower stood on an angle, one of its four legs cracked midway from ground to platform. From their vantage point, they could see in all directions for many miles—to the east lay the dark blue ocean; to the west, a small city called Inish created a dark smudge in the greenery; to the south, trees and mountains predominated, and to the north, more snow-capped mountains created an almost impenetrable wall dividing the north of Zamahl from the south.
“So,” said Warrimonious once they found a partially shaded spot to sit, “what in the Third Realm happened?”
Everyone looked at Astra. She gripped her hands together in her lap. “Well, it wasn’t quite the homecoming I was hoping for.”
“Can you blame them? We introduced ourselves by burning their doors down.” Agmunsten raised one brow.
Astra huffed. “I know, but that was the plan.”
Zim patted her back. “There was no other way we could have done it. At least they know we’re not easy pickings. It could have gone all right, but you said you had something to tell us.”
“Other than High Chancellor Calinsar being in charge, there’s a kill-on-sight order for dragons. Apparently there’s an island off the coast, to the north, that has disappeared, a whirlpool in its place. Two fishing boats were swallowed up, and the whirlpool is getting bigger. Everyone’s afraid it will eventually consume Zamahl. The chancellor had a dream showing him that it was the fault of the dragons and King Edmund.”
Agmunsten slapped the top of his leg. “But that’s ridiculous! We’ve been set up. We’re going to have a Third Realm of a time trying to convince them to help now.”
“But who would sabotage us?” asked Arie.
Squashing a bug on her arm, Astra answered, “The only way to find out is to go and see the high chancellor and ask him ourselves. We need to get to the bottom of this quickly.”
“Where does he live?” Zim asked.
“The chancellor, whoever that is at the time, lives in the city. When they acquire the position, they get the use of a three-story mansion—not quite as big as one of your castles, but close. We could check it out tonight.” Astra tapped her chin with her forefinger. “But what if he’s not there? He could have traveled to one of the other cities. When I used to live here, there were constant tax-collecting missions, and I doubt anything’s changed. The chancellor doesn’t have to go, but it helps reinforce the idea that he’s always watching. Plus, I think the chancellor enjoys counting the money on the way back.” She laughed.
“We’ll go tonight,” said Agmunsten. “Warrimonious and Arie can stay here.”
Arie jumped to his feet. “Why am I always left out of everything? I can channel too, you know.”
“This isn’t a game, boy. We have no idea what we’re getting ourselves into.” Agmunsten scowled. “I have enough to worry about without worrying about you.”
“I can look after myself.” He folded his lanky arms in front of his chest.
“Next time—I promise. Leave this one to us, okay?”
Arie sniffed and sat down.
“I could sure use a creatura about now,” said Astra. “A bird would have been good—just send it to fly in and check out the residence.”
“Why didn’t you ever get one?” Arie asked.
“I didn’t want to risk forming a close attachment to anyone again. Leaving my family was the most upsetting thing I’ve ever done. If I lost someone else I loved, I don’t think I’d want to go on.”
Warrimonious stood. “Well, no one has a creatura that can help us right now, so let’s move on. Wait until dark; then you go. Question the first person you find—read their mind if you have to. Before you look at me like I just ate your creatura, remember what’s at stake.”
Zim nodded. “If he’s home, we question him, and if he’s not, we come back here, grab you and Arie, and we fly to wherever he is. Easy. Now that that’s settled, I’m hungry. What’s say you and I go hunting for some sheep, Warrimonious?”
The other dragon grinned. “Sounds good to me.”
“But someone will see you.”
“Don’t worry, Arie,” said Zim. “It will be good to create a few rumors of our whereabouts. We’ll hunt somewhere far from here until dark. By the time we return, no one will have any idea where we are.”
“Be careful,” Astra warned. “Remember there’s a price on your heads.”
“We will.” Warrimonious smiled before making his way to the western side of the hilltop. “Bye,” he said as he spread his wings and jumped off the edge.
The humans watched as Zim and Warrimonious flew to the west—two frightening, yet majestic, figures, black against the blue horizon. “I hope they scare a few Zamahlans.” Arie laughed.
“Me too, Arie. Me too.” Agmunsten clapped him on the shoulder and smiled.
Astra didn’t smile; in fact, she didn’t hear what they said—she was too busy worrying about the coming night. Her sixth sense told her that something was off, and it had never been wrong before. She tried to distract herself by picking through her pack. “Who wants something to eat?” she asked as she held out an apple. Agmunsten shook his head, but Arie grabbed it. Reaching into her pack again, she found another for herself. Biting into it, she thought: Enjoy it, Astra. It could be your last.



 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
 
It was after midnight, and the clouds obscured the moon. A group of horses and riders stood in shadow next to the towering stone wall that surrounded Bayerlon, readying to leave. Edmund kept his voice low. “Chisholm, I’m trusting you to keep them safe. Guard them with your life.”
“Yes, sir.” The young soldier stood at attention and held the king’s gaze.
“If you need to send King Valdorryn or I a message, Fendill the realmist can do it. We’ll keep you updated through him, too. Make good time, and may the gods be with you.”
Chisholm turned and mounted his black gelding. With a swift kick of his heels, he led his charges to the south, toward Vellonia.
Verity and Queen Gabrielle both looked over their shoulders at Edmund until he was an unidentifiable shape in the dark. The princess shivered, although the night was not cold. She had avoided riding since she had returned from Inkra. The last time she had ridden out here, she had been with Boy. They had been attacked, and Verity had been kidnapped by men working for her uncle. With the traumatic memories filling her mind, she strained her eyes in looking to the left, to the right, to the left again, seeking danger in the pools of darkness that lived under the trees, behind the thickets and on the road behind them. The presence of her father’s soldiers did little to placate her fear.
Unable to seek comfort in conversation until they were far from Bayerlon, Verity tried to calm herself by thinking of her dead friend. Boy had risked his life to save her. Died to save her. He had been so young. And she would bet that if he were here, he would ride alongside her without fear in his heart. Lend me strength, my friend, she thought and forced her hands to loosen their stranglehold on the reins.
Ahead of her, Chisholm nudged his horse into a trot, and the others followed. When they had passed a large village about an hour south of Bayerlon, the soldier slowed his horse to a walk and gave them leave to talk. Karin rode next to him, while Queen Gabrielle and Fendill chatted. Sarah joined Verity. “Are you all right, Verity?”
“Is it that obvious?”
Sarah smiled. “Only because I know you so well. This isn’t like the time you went riding with Boy. We have Fendill, who’s a realmist, and all these soldiers. And we know our enemy is out there.”
“I know you’re right. It’s hard to explain. I jump at noises in the castle day and night. The nightmares still come. The dreams with Leon are the worst. His monstrous form, that thing he turned into, talks to me, and it keeps calling me ‘daughter’.”
Gabrielle, riding behind with Fendill, looked at Verity and swallowed her gasp.
“Is anything the matter, my queen?” asked the realmist.
“Ah, no. I just hate hearing that Verity is still having nightmares.” She turned to look him in the eyes, her hand going to her throat. “You know, there is nothing worse than seeing your child suffer, especially when there is nothing you can do to stop it.”
“I’ve heard. Having no children of my own, I cannot truly understand.”
“Do you think you ever will have children?”
“I don’t think so. To tell you the truth, I haven’t thought much about it. All my energy was on working for Leon, and now with the war . . . who would want to bring up a child in those conditions? The point might be irrelevant in a few weeks, anyway.”
Gabrielle frowned. “Have confidence, Fendill. Did you ever think you’d escape Inkra and Leon? From what you and Pernus have told us, escape was almost impossible, yet you managed to reach Bayerlon, and you saved two others in the process. We will reach Vellonia, and Edmund will join us soon. Talia will rise to the challenge, and the gormons will be defeated. I won’t hear any more talk of losing. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
“Good.” 
He looked at her as if he wanted to ask a question, but the moment passed in silence. “I’d better go and check in with Chisholm.” He bowed and left.
Gabrielle wondered if Fendill knew her secret. Had Leon told him? Worry lines marred her brow as she imagined Edmund’s reaction to the news that Verity might not be his daughter. And what if he found out at the wrong moment—a moment when he needed to be strong? It could give the gormons the upper hand, and she had no doubt Leon would play that card if it helped him crush his brother. And then she remembered her dead twins and bowed her head, a tear sliding down her cheek. She could hardly remember them anymore. What would they have looked like, been like? Maybe it was good that they were not here for her to worry about. Instead, she would focus on the ones who were here, the ones she could do something to protect. 
Please know I love you, Edmund. Whatever you do, don’t believe that evil, gormon-loving traitor. Looking at her daughter, riding just ahead, she feared the worst and wished they were already at Vellonia, Edmund at their side. If only wishes always came true.
 
***
 
His wife and daughter had left almost twenty-four hours ago, but Edmund had had little time to think about them. With so many holes to fill, Perculus still missing, and the gormons on their way, there was more than enough to occupy every second of his day. Gathered in an inner courtyard, so that Arcese was more comfortable, the king, Fernis, Alaine and Elphus ate a late dinner of lamb stew and mashed potatoes—one of the king’s favorites.
Elphus swallowed his mouthful. “I risked a quick check before dinner, and the gormons are on course to reach here tomorrow night.”
Everyone looked at each other, faces grim. King Edmund put his fork down. “Alaine, have your troops returned from warning the surrounding villages?”
“Mostly. Three mounted parties are yet to return. We sent out extra horses with them to help those who might be too slow.”
“And do we have an update on the filling of the access tunnels?”
 Fernis nodded. “Yes, Edmund. There are about a quarter left to fill. We should be finished by dawn, midmorning at the latest.”
“Good. Pernus is making sure our defenses are ready, and Elphus has made some special missiles to hinder the gormons’ air attack. Before Fendill left, he warded some of the houses in the city so that the gormons will get a nasty surprise if they break in.”
Arcese rubbed her belly. “I can’t help but think we should be turning people away from the city. It’s like we’re collecting people so the gormons will have easy pickings. You know that we can’t stop much of the air attack. I think we’ll be lucky to kill twenty percent of the gormons who fly in.”
“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” Elphus looked at Arcese, “I’ve spoken to your father, and he’s sending reinforcements. But if they don’t like how it’s going, they’re prepared to take us back to Vellonia.”
Edmund slapped his hands on the table. “What? Abandon my city to those monsters? Are you crazy? There is no way I will leave my people to be murdered. No way.”
“No need to raise your voice, Edmund.” Alaine patted his hand. “I would feel the same as you, had it been my city—and who’s to say it won’t be my city next week? In any case, Leon wants to destroy you, and we will not give him that satisfaction. We’ve instructed the people of the city on what to do, and many have basements they can lock themselves in. The gormons will soon tire of difficult prey. If you leave, there is no doubt in my mind that Leon will go after you. You will be the mouse that draws the cat to Vellonia.”
The king shook his head. “But I can’t leave my people. My whole life has been dedicated to my city and country, and now I have to walk away knowing I’ve condemned thousands to death?”
“You’ll condemn many more to death if you die here. And think of Verity and Gabrielle. Would you die not knowing their fate?” Alaine held his gaze.
Arcese stretched out her wings and accidentally knocked a life-size statue of a woman carrying a baby. The stone sculpture teetered back and forth before settling back on its plinth. “Oops. Anyway, Alaine’s right, Edmund. We all have sacrifices to make. Any wrong decisions now will result in every person and dragon in every city being consumed by those oversized bugs.”
“I know.” Edmund pushed his plate toward the middle of the table and stood. “I’ve lost my appetite. I think I’ll go and give the soldiers an inspirational talk. They’ll need some sane words to remember when they see a gormon for the first time.” He shuddered and left.
Arcese turned to Elphus. “Those dragons will only just get here in time . . . if that. That’s a large distance to cover in two days.”
“Your father said four of them were patrolling halfway between here and Vellonia, so he’s sending new dragons to replace them, and they’re coming here.”
“Four dragons are not a lot compared to what we’re facing.” Arcese rose. “There’s a lot I need to see to as well. Stay safe.”
“And you, dragon princess,” Elphus and Fernis bowed as she left.
“So that leaves us, gentlemen. I know we’ve all got much to do.” Alaine got up and embraced each man in turn. “May the gods be with us. If we can’t beat those gormons, let’s take out as many as we can before we go.” She smiled, rolled her shoulders back and tipped her chin up.
“Wiser words have never been spoken, Queen Alaine. I shall heed them on the morrow.” Fernis bowed, and Elphus, too large to bend at the waist, dipped his head. 
Leaving the courtyard, they were each painfully aware of Talia’s destiny racing to meet them.



 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
 
Fresh, warm meat slid down Kwaad’s throat. Leon closed its eyes, savoring the taste. He hadn’t wanted to be eating now, but since he was, he was going to make the most of it. When Kwaad insisted they take a break, Leon argued his case, wanting to continue and reach Bayerlon as soon as possible. The high priest won, as he always seemed to do. This bothered Leon, but he diverted his thoughts, knowing that the priest could probably hear what he was thinking while in this form.
The gormons didn’t have to eat every day to survive—the gods knew they had been living on meager rations in the Third Realm for hundreds of years. So each gormon had carried one person when they flew from Inkra. They were more than halfway to Bayerlon, and now they enjoyed their meal. Leon watched the monsters tear into their food, so eager that they didn’t always bother to remove the clothes. More than one gormon had suffered stomach pains from eating too many garments in his haste.
Klazich, his mouth covered with human blood, approached Kwaad. “Do you have the latest intelligence from Bayerlon? Has that lackey of yours, Perculus, achieved what we asked?”
Leon flicked his, Kwaad’s, tail, like an angry crocodile. The priest gave Leon control to speak. “He has. While they expect an attack from the air, they will be surprised by our subterranean assault.”
“I had heard a rumor that they had figured out your plan.” Klazich bared his teeth in a manic grin.
Kwaad laughed, a gurgling cacophony of three demonic voices. “He has spent the day filling in holes like a farmer with a rabbit problem. His soldiers are tired, and they think they are safer. But there is one entrance they have not discovered, and it leads directly under his castle. As a child roaming the passageways under Bayerlon, I discovered it.”
“Won’t your brother know about it, then?”
Kwaad shook his mottle-skinned head. “He knows it’s there, but our father had it sealed with great slabs of granite—slabs that have only recently been removed.” Leon felt Tusklar’s energy caress his in approval.
The high priest effortlessly pushed Leon’s awareness aside. “No more questions, Klazich. It is your duty to obey. Ready the troops to fly.”
The spikes on Klazich’s back stood on end, but he turned and joined his comrades from the Third Realm. He spoke to High Priest Embrax mind-to-mind. As soon as that piece-of-manure Talian is no longer needed, I will feed.
You’re not worried about angering the High Priest Zuk?
Once we have defeated the dragons, Kwaad will not be needed. All that will be left to do is manage the human food supply and enjoy ourselves. Those who were once mighty will soon be forgotten. Circumstances change, and when they do, it will be to our benefit. I suffered too long in that god-forsaken place—the days of our sacrifice are almost over. If anyone gets in my way, they will suffer in ways they could never imagine.
Embrax heeded Klazich’s warning. He had seen what his leader could do—what he could survive—and if anyone could destroy a high priest, it was him. When Klazich ordered the gormons to fly, Embrax was the first to take off.
Leon watched the sinewy creatures, for he could not think of them as brothers, leap into the sky, the swish and rustle of leathery wings filling the air with an ominous warning. The gormons were so ugly that half the battle would be won through scaring their opponent. 
Leon couldn’t wait to see the look on his brother’s face when he realized what Leon had become. There would be no more satisfying meal than the one where he would consume Edmund, but first, he would torture and eat Gabrielle in front of him. After that, it would be time to turn his daughter into one of them—it was the only way he could save her from the slaughter. And when it was all over, she could help him and Tusklar rule over the great expanse of Talia—he would need someone he could trust looking out for his interests.
Feeling a jolt as Kwaad took off, Leon focused on the flight ahead. As he had learnt as a child torturing animals, anticipating the deed was almost as much fun as carrying it out.
Not long now, my love. I can’t wait to see your home—our home.
Yes, Tusklar my queen. I’m sure you will be pleased.
Oh, I’m sure I will too. Her cackle was the perfect accompaniment to the beat of Kwaad’s oily, black wings.



 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
 
“Bronwyn, wake up. Bronwyn?”
The realmist felt someone patting her cheek, and she was aware of tiredness so complete that she didn’t want to open her eyes.
“Bronwyn. Can you hear me?”
There was more tapping on her cheek, which was becoming firmer. “Hmm, ouch” was all she could manage before opening her eyes. “What the…?” Familiar blue-green eyes stared down at her. “Sander?”
“Bronwyn, welcome back.” His grin spread across his face. “You had me worried.”
She sat up and looked around, noticing the Sacred Lake to her left and the familiar grassed plain, and wasn’t that the tree Sinjenasta had been hanging from the last time she’d been at the lake? Remembering she hadn’t seen her amulet for a long time, she reached a hand to her neck. Feeling the small, hard piece of amber beneath the fabric of her shirt, she relaxed. “How did I get here?”
“You were very sick. Do you remember?”
Her eyes opened wider. “Oh, my gods, yes. Where is Sinjenasta? Is he okay?” She tried to stand, preparing to look for him. Sander put a hand on her shoulder and forced her to stay sitting.
“He’s fine.” Sander looked into her eyes. “But there’s something I need to tell you, and you will have a choice to make. Before I do that, I want to know: how are you feeling?”
“Tired but much better than I was.” She put the back of her hand to her forehead. “And I’m not hot anymore. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so sick. To tell you the truth, when I woke up here, I thought I must be dead.”
“No, but it did take the intervention of a god to save you.”
“Shit. That’s not good. Well, it is good ultimately, but I could have died?”
“Yes, and so could have I.” His gaze bored into her, waiting for her to understand.
The skin between her eyebrows wrinkled as she tried to work out what he was telling her. “But what has this got to do with you?”
He shook his head and smiled. “Maybe I should tell you the story from the beginning.” Sitting next to her, he reached out and grabbed her hand, sending flutters to her belly. “Are you ready?”
She nodded.
“Okay. Over a thousand years ago there was a man whose wife and young child were murdered by the gormons. When Drakon ordered him to house his spirit and help banish the gormons to the Third Realm, he agreed. Drakon promised him peace, but instead, he let him die in the act of banishing their enemy. He was dead to the physical world, but Drakon took him and kept him for company in the realm with no name, which is kind of its name, but it isn’t supposed to have one—no one really knows it exists. It’s where the gods hang out.”
“Where the gods hang out?” Bronwyn laughed but stopped when she saw Sander’s serious expression. Could this story be true?
“Anyway, this man wanted Drakon to let him go, to die or live again in the First Realm, but Drakon said he needed him, for there was to be another war with our bitterest foe—his original children. For this man’s acquiescence, he promised to grant his wish when the next war was over. So, nearing the end of his tenure, this man was sent to the First Realm, but not as a man—as an angry panther. A panther called Sinjenasta.”
Bronwyn’s mouth fell open and she clamped her hand over it. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she shivered. Tears glazed her eyes. “You.” The word hung between them for a few moments while Bronwyn held her breath. The man she loved, the panther she loved. But did he hate her for being forced on him?
“Hey, are you okay? You look a bit pale.”
“Do you hate me?”
“No. Why would I hate you? I kind of hate Drakon for what he did to me but never you. Out of everything that’s happened, you were the one good thing—the only thing that kept me going. But I won’t lie—I wanted to die, and that’s why I let the gormon get its claws into me.”
“But why? Why would you want that? I almost died too. Did you want me dead?”
“No! But I knew Drakon might try and weasel out of our agreement—like he did the first time. So I forced his hand. This way, whatever happens, we get this time together. But now you have a choice. I promise to go along with whatever you decide.”
She reached out and touched his face, to make sure he was real. Her fingers traced across his smooth cheek and down to the short stubble on his jaw. When she looked into his eyes, she saw what she felt: love. “What are my choices?”
“We can stay here together, and live our lives, although the Sacred Realm will suffer decay once the gormons take Talia. If we return, Talia may still succumb to the gormons and I can only be there in my panther form. But we have a chance at saving Talia.”
“Can we come here afterward?”
Sander shrugged. “Drakon didn’t say.”
“Well, I need to know.” She slowly stood, Sander standing with her, and looked to the cloudy sky. “Drakon! Come here, now, please.”
Bronwyn jumped when his voice boomed all around them. “What do you want?”
“Firstly, thank you for saving Sander and I. Secondly, I’m not happy at how you’ve treated him. What sort of a god are you, being cruel and mean?”
“Who are you to question a god?”
“So you’re not going to answer?” Bronwyn folded her hands in front of her chest while she waited. When no answer came, she shook her head and spoke again. “My last question, which I expect you to answer, is: if Sinje . . . I mean, Sander, and I return to Talia and survive the gormon war, can we return here to live?”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe? Maybe’s not good enough.”
“Don’t test my patience, lowly realmist. Once the gormons are banished to the Third Realm, all access to all realms will be closed.”
“What in the Third Realm?” Bronwyn thought about the repercussions, and her face drained of all color. “But—but that means no more power for the realmists.”
“You’ll still have the power that comes directly from Talia.” Sander put his arm around Bronwyn. “Besides, you won’t need the power once the gormons are defeated.”
“Maybe, but do you know how much good is done each year by the realmists with Second-Realm power? They can heal; they can stop crime; they can keep evil bastards like Leon from taking over.”
“That can all be done with the power reserves underneath Talia.”
Drakon’s voice rang out again. “The rivers of power within Talia are a finite supply. Depending on how much the realmists and dragons use, it may last one-hundred years or one thousand—no one can say.” The god huffed a loud sigh. “So, my answer is: you will have a small time after the gormons have been banished to return to the Sacred Lake, but there are no guarantees as to how long the portal will remain open, and if you do make it back, you can never return to the First Realm. Make your decision and be done with it.”
Bronwyn turned to face Sander and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I would love to stay here with you for the rest of my life, but I can’t. I figure you already knew what I would decide. I have to go back and try to save Talia for my family, for the dragons. If you don’t want to join me, I’ll understand.”
Sander smiled, and her heart melted. “I never want to be anywhere without you again, even if I am a panther. We’ll just have to banish those gormons and get back here in time.”
“And if we don’t make it back?”
He shrugged, his eyes sad. Bronwyn lowered her cheek to rest on his chest, savoring the moment. “We’ll go back, Drakon.” Bronwyn quickly lifted her face and brought her lips to Sander’s. This may be the only kiss we ever share, and I’ll cling to it in the days and years ahead, if we live that long, she thought.
“Hurry up; I haven’t got all day.” Drakon growled.
Sander and Bronwyn made their way to where the water met the shoreline. “Now what?” Bronwyn asked.
Sander took her hand. “Drakon isn’t testing us this time, so he’ll create a kind of bubble around us and send us back through the water. We’ll have enough air to last until we pop up on the other side. Ready?”
“Yes. And, Sander, I’m sorry if we don’t get back here. If I could spend the rest of my life with you as a human, it would be a dream come true.”
He kissed the tip of her nose as they felt the air around them warm; then an invisible force pushed them into the lake and dragged them under the dark water.
 
***
 
Legs dangling off the high bench seat, Blayke pushed the eggs around his plate with his fork. “I’m not really hungry.”
Arcon bit into a gozzleberry muffin. “You learn to steel your heart after about one-hundred years. I’m too old to go hungry.” Crumbs collected in the corners of his mouth and he flicked them away with his finger. “It could still turn out okay.”
Fang sat on the table next to Blayke’s plate and nibbled at his own muffin. But they’ve been gone all night. What’s taking so long?
“You would have to ask Drakon.”
No thanks. Fang shook his head and twitched his whiskers.
“What if they. . .?”
“If they’re not back tonight, my boy, we’ll talk about it then. Have faith.”
Blayke rolled his eyes. “Where has that gotten me so far? Or you, for that matter. What is this all for? We beat the gormons, and then what? We’re all going to die one day anyway.”
“Blayke! Do not go down that path. Life is a gift, and you should make the most of it: enjoy the company of those around you, strive to make others happy, live in each moment. That's the point.  And give others that chance. I don’t want to hear you speak like that ever again. Understand?” Arcon glared at the younger realmist.
Blayke snorted.
“Well?”
“Whatever. Okay, I won’t say that ever again.” Around you, he said to himself. He turned to Fang. Where are they? Do you think Drakon will save them?
My rat sense tells me that he will. Fang ran up Blayke’s arm, sat on his shoulder and patted his cheek with his paw. It will all work out fine, I promise. Remember when you saved me from Phantom? I didn’t think I’d get out of that barn alive that night, but I did. What are the chances of a realmist bonding a rat? And do you know how many rats there are? Out of all the rats in the world, you chose me. Miracles happen, Blayke. Our bond is proof.
I suppose you’re right. Blayke stroked Fang’s back. “I’m going to go for a walk.”
“So, you’re not going to finish your breakfast?”
Blayke shook his head.
“Do you mind?” Arcon leaned across and grabbed Blayke’s plate, sliding it across to his side of the table. “Thanks.”
Blayke laughed, and, with Fang on his shoulder, walked into the hall.
 “Hey, Blayke! Where are you going?” Brownyn waved and smiled as she approached, Sinjenasta by her side.
He froze before smiling, running to her and throwing his arms around her. “Is it really you?” 
“It’s definitely me. Ha! Drakon saw fit to save us, but there’s something else I need to talk to you about.”
Blayke stepped back. “What?”
“Where’s Arcon?”
“In there.” Blayke jerked his head toward the dining room.
“Come on.” She took his hand and dragged him in, Sinjenasta padding along behind them.
Fang looked over Blayke’s shoulder and smiled. Good to see you, old friend. What kept you?
Good to see you too, little rat. I was busy making myself presentable. He winked.
Well, we’re happy to have you back.
Sinjenasta smiled.
On entering the dining hall, Arcon stopped mid-chew before jumping up to embrace his niece. “I can’t believe it. Drakon kept his word.” He leaned back to look her over. “And not a scratch.”
She laughed. “I’m fine, and so is Sinje. But we have news.” They all sat around the table, and Bronwyn told them who Sinjenasta was, although she left out the part where they could be together as humans in the Sacred Realm. She would tell Blayke later, because he would understand, but she was worried that if her elders knew, they would stop her from trying to slip back across into the Sacred Realm. Plus it would add extra worry, and they didn’t need anything to distract them from the task ahead.
“So the secret’s out, hey?” asked Arcon.
Did you know? Sinjenasta stared at the realmist.
“Agmunsten mentioned something when you were both under arrest, but I wasn’t well, and I thought I might have imagined it, plus he wasn’t one-hundred percent sure.”
Thank you for keeping my secret. Bronwyn needed to learn from me without feeling uncomfortable.
Arcon shrugged. “So, you’re back in panther form again. When do you get to turn back?”
When this is over—if I survive. Sinjenasta shot a warning glance at Bronwyn, to which she gave a slight nod.
Bronwyn eyed Arcon’s near-empty plate. “Any chance of me grabbing some food? I haven’t been this hungry in a long time.”
“My appetite’s seemed to have returned, too.” Blayke patted his stomach.
“I have some things to do. On my way through, I’ll tell the kitchen to send some more food up. I’m glad to see things are finally back to normal—at least where everyone’s stomachs are concerned. And later, I want you to join me for some channeling practice—you need to build up the amount of power you can hold.” Arcon turned to Phantom. “Come on.” He placed his forearm in front of the owl who had been sleeping on the stone mantle. After he stepped aboard, Arcon departed, leaving the younger realmists to catch up.
 
***
 
Jazmonilly was discussing the night’s dinner menu with the head cook, when Arcon entered the bustling kitchen. “Good news, Queen Jazmonilly. Bronwyn and Sinjenasta are back. Drakon saved their lives.”
“That’s wonderful news. Her room is ready, and we’ve put some bedding on the floor for Sinjenasta.”
“Thank you. I’ll let her know. Can we have some more breakfast sent up to the dining room?”
“Of course. Mendalon will get to it straight away.” Jaz smiled at the head cook.
“Certainly, Your Highness.” The smaller yellow-scaled dragon grabbed a bowl before going to the larder for the pancake ingredients.
“Arcon, would you mind taking a quick walk with me?”
“Certainly, Jaz.” Arcon followed her out of the kitchen and into the valley. The sweet fragrance of jasmine and dragon lilies reminded him that spring was turning into summer.
When they were out of earshot of the dragons’ mountain castle, Jaz stopped. “I need your opinion on something, and it is strictly confidential—you can’t even tell my husband.”
“Sounds serious.”
“Do I have your word?”
“As much as keeping secrets from the dragon king is against my better judgment, you have my word that I will not repeat what you are about to say, to anyone.”
“Thank you. How well do you know the realmists that Agmunsten sent from the academy?”
“I’ve only seen one of them around: Zella.”
“She’s the one with a ferret for a creatura.”
“Yes. Feisty little animal.” Arcon laughed.
“Would you trust Zella?”
“Yes, I would. I don’t know her well, but last time I visited the academy, Agmunsten seemed happy with her.”
“And she has no reason to hate Agmunsten or any of the other realmists?”
“No. Has she done something that worries you?”
“Not her.” Jaz looked around before leaning down to whisper to Arcon. “But there is someone who has. I’ve been having trouble with the spires, and there are other things that I can’t talk about yet. Do you know the one with the dark beard? His name is Crotus, and he wears black gems in his ears—earrings, you call them.”
“Can’t say I know the fellow. Why don’t you introduce us at dinner tonight and I’ll see what I can find out?”
“Do you mind?”
“Not at all. Why don’t we meet out here tomorrow morning, before breakfast.”
“Thank you, Arcon. Now I must go—I promised my son Pandellen that I would have lunch with him.”
Arcon bowed. Not ready to go inside, he thought a walk through the valley would be a good way to enjoy the fine weather and get a better look at where the best vantage points would be in battle. It was always good to have a prime position when throwing fireballs at gormons.
As he strolled toward the river, he didn’t notice the dark-hooded figure that watched him from a fourth-story window. The figure stuck his arm out of the opening and a crow swooped up. With the bird safely settled on his forearm, Crotus brought him inside and altered his plans.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
 
The heat of the day had cooled somewhat in the hours since sunset. For the second time that day, Zim landed on a rooftop in Tranquility. The dark shrouded the dragon and his companions, Astra and Agmunsten. Not wanting to take any more chances, the realmists held Second-Realm power as they dismounted. The pebbles on High Chancellor Calinsar’s roof crunched together as they searched for the door. “Not this again,” Agmunsten mumbled.
“I can fly you down.”
“After this morning, I think a subtle entrance might work better.” The realmist stared at Astra and Zim, challenging them to disagree.
Astra pulled a dagger from her boot and held it in front of her before stepping as quietly as she could to the eastern side of the roof, where a large square shadow indicated a structure above the roofline. On reaching it, she saw it was, indeed, a door set in a squat stone structure. The realmist looked back to check where her colleagues were. Seeing them close by, she put her ear to the door and listened. No light spilled from underneath, and nothing could be heard.
The realmist placed her hand on the knob and turned slowly, hoping no squeaks would give them away. Astra let out a quiet breath—the door opened silently. She quickly slipped inside. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness on the flight over, and she could make out potted plants lining the walls and hanging from the ceiling; a balustrade in the middle of the room surrounded a darker hole—the staircase.
As she descended, the treads gradually became visible—white marble with a red hand-woven runner set in the center. At the bottom of the stairs, she walked along a wide torch-lit hallway, a portrait displayed on the left and right every four feet. She looked back and saw Agmunsten reach the landing and Zim hunched over, squeezing to fit.
Astra kept her voice low. “Which way?”
Agmunsten shrugged. “You’re the Zamahlan. You tell me.”
“I pick east.”
“Any reason?”
Astra grinned. “It’s as good a direction as any.” Seeing that Zim had finally reached the bottom of the stairs, Astra jogged quietly down the hall. Snatches of memory came to her as she passed bronze busts of previous chancellors. As a child, her parents had brought her here on a tour—Zamahlans all came to see the chancellor’s residence at one time or another. She supposed, thinking back, it was a way to impress the average person—make sure they remained in awe of those in power.
Her mother had worn her very best red dress and had clothed her daughter in a matching outfit. Astra smiled—they had gotten a lot of attention that day, on account of how sweet everyone thought they looked—mother and daughter. Her heart suddenly ached. Was her mother still alive?
Conversation drifted to them from up ahead, reminding the Astra why they were there. She stopped and motioned at the others to do the same. Twenty feet ahead, another staircase leading to the ground floor intersected with the corridor, and two servants, one carrying a tray covered with food, the other an armful of papers, had just reached the top. Thankfully, they turned to their right, away from the realmists.
Good choice, Astra. Who else lives here?
Thanks, Zim. The chancellor lives here with his partner and their children, if they have any. And he can move his parents in, too—so the extended family.
How are we going to find which bedroom is his, then? Agmunsten raised his brows and put his hands palms-up in the air. He hated trying to emphasize his point when speaking mind-to-mind—it felt strange. If someone not privy to the conversation was to see him gesticulating for apparently no reason, they might lock him up for weird behavior.
Luckily for us, I remember that part of the tour.
What tour? Agmunsten looked behind them to make sure they weren’t about to receive a nasty surprise. The hallway was empty.
When I was a child. Anyway, the chancellor’s bedroom door has a big “C” in gold lettering and the five-pointed star of office underneath. The door is onyx, so it really stands out.
Nice and easy. Zim nodded.
I’d prefer not to kill any of my countrymen this time, if we can avoid it.
We’ll do our best, but I can’t give you any guarantees. Sorry. Agmunsten placed a hand on her shoulder. Are you ready? He took the silence as assent. Let’s go.
The shadows along the corridor were not large enough to hide a grown man, let alone a dragon whose head almost touched the soaring ceiling, so they hurried. Agmunsten stayed ahead of Astra, and Zim was behind. 
Before they reached the end of the passageway, the servants they had seen earlier reappeared, walking toward them. The one who had been holding the papers saw them. She opened her mouth to scream. 
Astra shot Second-Realm power at them. “Sleep,” she said. They dropped to the floor.
“Effective.” Agmunsten nodded.
“I used to practice on the students who were in the mood to disrupt my class. They only ever disobeyed me once.” Astra laughed.
“Looks like they came from that way.” Zim pointed to the right, where the hall came to a “T.”
Agmunsten and Astra dragged one body each and laid them next to the wall, somewhat out of sight. The head realmist straightened his shirt before leading them down the next corridor. This one had paintings of creatures, rather than people. There was a painting of a welpid, horses and even a lizard. But Astra stopped and stared when she came across the likeness of a gormon, its red-eyed gaze shooting adrenaline through her body. It wore a crown of what looked like human bones on its head. “Agmunsten,” she hissed. “Look at this.”
He studied the picture, noting the word “Kwaad” in red letters under the terrifying image. Frowning, he moved along the hall, viewing each painting in turn, until he came to a black-and-white drawing of a dragon. Its face was turned to the viewer, mouth open wide in an aggressive pose. Nestled in its humungous hand was a round object. Agmunsten leaned closer and held up a Second-Realm-created ball of light. In black lettering at the bottom was the word “Devorum.” “Tell me what you make of this.”
Agmunsten stepped aside to allow Zim, and then Astra, to have a look. “I’ve heard of Devorum—he’s part of our dragon myths. Supposedly he was one of Drakon’s original priests, until there was some kind of falling-out. Devorum disagreed with something Drakon did and was banished from the god’s realm. It’s said that he was confined to the Sacred Realm for eternity.”
Astra squinted. “Do you think that’s Talia in his hand?”
“Hard to tell.” Agmunsten squeezed between Zim and Astra for another look. “But that’s what I was thinking. It certainly looks like some kind of planet from the First Realm.”
Zim raised his head from the picture and looked around. “We should keep going. It’s only a matter of time before someone sees us and raises an alarm.”
The gold lettering they were looking for finally appeared—at the end of the dim hall. No guards stood at either side of the tall double doors. Was it a trap? Or maybe he wasn’t in residence at the moment. Astra chastised herself—she should have asked one of the servants before she rendered them unconscious. I’ll form a shield over us, and you and Zim can provide the firepower if necessary.
Okay, Astra. Just a moment, and I’ll check the lock. Agmunsten sent his awareness into the mechanism. This looks promising. It’s locked. He might be home after all. After assessing how the key should be shaped, he fashioned one out of Second-Realm energy. The “key” was poised, ready to turn. Let me know when the shield is up, Astra, and I’ll open the door.
On three. She shut her eyes, mumbled “one, two, three” and opened her eyes. 
Agmunsten turned the key, and the latch clicked. He grabbed both handles and flung the doors open simultaneously. “What in the Third Realm?” He put his hands up, palms ready to cast fireballs. The room was pleasant enough—acorn-brown leather seats, a low table dark timber paneling and a generous bed. It could have been a room in any well-to-do Talian residence. The unexpected item stood in the middle of the room.
“Welcome, realmists,” the gormon rasped. “We’ve been expecting you.”



 
 
 
CHAPTER 16
 
 
Birds chirped in the late afternoon sun on the ledge outside the Veresian king’s bedroom window. Edmund’s manservant helped him don leather armor, and then a vest with his blue family emblem displayed on the chest. The king reached for his gloves.
“But, Your Highness, don’t you want your cape?” The shorter man, his shoulder-length salt-and-pepper-colored hair tied in a tail at the nape of his neck, proffered said cape to the king.
“They only get in the way. I’m not going to prance around with that thing flowing behind me—it could get caught on something, or grabbed. Capes never made any sense to me.” Edmund pulled his gloves on and secured his sword belt around his waist.
Elphus, who insisted that he didn’t need armor—he had Second-Realm power to shield him—handed Edmund a dagger. “Remember: gormons can be killed, although it’s not easy to do with a conventional weapon. This dagger has an aura around it that no one can see. On contact with warm blood, it activates.”
“And does what, exactly?” The king held the weapon carefully and studied it.
“It only works once. It sends a chemical through the blood that destroys the blood’s ability to coagulate.”
“So the gormon bleeds to death from the inside?”
“Yes. It takes about a minute for the gormon to feel the effects, maybe five minutes to die. It’s not pretty. It works on people too, so be careful.”
“I’m not sure I want to carry it.”
“There’s a good chance you’re going to be in close quarters with a gormon soon, and it would make me feel better if you had this with you.”
The king sighed and slid it into his weapons belt. “Happy?”
“Very.”
Edmund turned to his servant. “Make sure all the shutters are secured—the openings are too small for a gormon, but we don’t want to take any chances. They might decide to carry Inkrans on their backs. I have others securing the other rooms.” He looked at the realmist, whose calm demeanor surprised him. “You ready?”
“Yes, my king. After you.” Elphus swept his arm toward the door then followed Edmund outside, four guards on their heels.
They descended the sweeping staircase, and Edmund stopped halfway to briefly look at the portraits of his father and grandfather. I’ll do what I can to save our home. Please forgive me if I fail. He bowed his head then continued on his way. The reception area was eerily quiet, the seats empty—no farmers with land disputes awaited his judgment, no merchant with a claim for unpaid goods to beg his intervention.
Even the courtyard was quiet compared to the past few weeks. The king looked up and scanned the top of the wall surrounding the city. Some of his men were visible—some were shielded by the parapet. From the part of the wall closest to the castle, one man waved. Edmund recognized Pernus, mostly because of the large dragon standing next to him. He waved back. “Can you send a message to Arcese and ask how they’re going?”
“Yes, certainly.” Good afternoon, Arcese.
King Edmund would like an update.

We can’t see anything. They’ll probably wait until dark to attack—they can see well in the dark, and being out in the full sun is painful for them. They wouldn’t be traveling in daylight hours. Maybe they won’t make it tonight. Have you checked their position recently?
I checked this morning, and they weren’t that far away, although it’s hard to be exact. I’d say four or five hours flying time.
Thanks. Let Edmund know the archers are ready, the army is hidden throughout the city and the dragons my father is sending will be here within the hour.
 Will do. “Everything seems to be in order, and the dragons will be here within the hour.”
“Good.”
A boy, not much older than Arie, ran from the main castle doors to the king. He bowed, and his blond fringe fell in his face as he looked up at Edmund. When he stood straight, the top of his head barely reached the king’s shoulder.
“What is it, lad?”
“Captain Chapman said he needs Sir Elphus again. We’ve got another batch of arrows.”
“Is that okay, Elphus?”
“Of course, but this will be the last. All the power I’ve been using the last few days has tired me out, and I need my strength for tonight.” 
The king noticed the dark circles under the realmist’s eyes. “Go and do that, and then have a rest. I’ll send someone up to fetch you in two hours. We have time before they get here, don’t we?”
“Around four or five hours.”
“Go. I’ll see you later.”
The king watched Elphus walk back to the castle and noticed that as large as he was, even he had lost weight. The stress of the coming battle was affecting everyone. Edmund took a deep breath. Facing his brother, after everything that had happened, would be heartbreaking. How had it come to this? He wondered if there was anything he could have done differently when they were growing up that would have averted this disaster. It’s too late now. Better focus on what I have to do.
“King Edmund.”
He turned to see a soldier, the brown vest over his armor marking him as one of Alaine’s soldiers.
“I’m Captain Lingus, Your Highness.” The tall, broad-shouldered man bowed, and when he straightened, Edmund saw a faded scar that drew a line from his temple to his chin.
“What can I do for you, Lingus?”
“I wanted to walk through the placement of our troops, so you know where everyone is. Pernus has had a look, but he asked me to show you.”
“Of course. It was on my list of things to do. Let’s go, Captain.” Edmund followed Lingus out of the gates and down through the city. What will be left after the gormons have been through? He wanted to slap himself for the morbid thoughts, but it was hard not to mope just a little. His wife and child were gone, his brother wanted him dead, and now his city and people would be next—unless they could stop them.
The next hour was, thankfully, taken up by inspections with Lingus. And when they had finished, Fernis’s captain wanted his advice on the placement of his troops. By the time Edmund had reached the courtyard again, torches had been lit and all the shutters on the windows were locked. It was like Bayerlon castle didn’t want to see what was about to happen—the gods new Edmund didn’t either.
“Excuse me, King Edmund.” It was Calen, Pernus’s errand boy. His huge blue eyes were open as wide as they would go. “I’ve been sent to tell you that the dragons are here.” He pointed to where Arcese and Pernus stood atop the wall, and then raced into the castle, back to his captain.
The king followed the boy’s path through the reception area and into the great room. Whenever he entered this grand room with its vaulted ceiling, he felt at peace. He could still imagine his father reading to him and Leon while sitting on the rug in front of the massive hearth, the firelight throwing shadows on the shields and banners hanging from the walls.
Before walking through the room, he turned right. Reaching the wall, he stood in front of an enormous tapestry depicting his great-great-grandfather kneeling in front of a priest of Decrus—god of order—on his coronation day. He pushed aside the tapestry to reveal an open door that led to the stairway accessing the top of Bayerlon’s walls.
Ascending the stairs, the din of excited conversation floated to him.
As soon as Edmund emerged at the top, he received a greeting.
“King Edmund, I am Aramonius and am here to serve.” A blood-red dragon bowed as much as his body and the narrow confines would allow. When he straightened, he even towered over Arcese. He was the largest dragon Edmund had ever seen.
“As are we.” Three other dragons, more rust colored than blood red, also bowed. Then Edmund noticed that Arcese was covered in patches of red.
“Thank you. Veresia is most grateful. Why are you all red? I didn’t think there were that many red dragons.”
“It is the color we wear in battle.”
“Ah. Pernus, have we had any news on Perculus’s whereabouts?
“No, my king. No doubt he will pop up when we least expect, or want.”
“No doubt. Arcese, would you mind calling Elphus? I’m afraid there’s no more time for him to rest.” Edmund looked over the wall and into the countryside beyond. Thick clouds enclosed the moon, muffling its light, hiding the hills and fields. His skin prickled. They wouldn’t see the gormons until they were almost on top of them.
“What are your tactics with the dragons?” Edmund, feeling more exposed, turned to Pernus.
“We’re going to have them hang back at first. Once we’re engaged, and the gormons have other things on their minds, the dragons can intervene where they’re needed most.” Pernus lowered his voice. “They’re your only quick way out of here, and I don’t want to risk them if I don’t have to. If they die, you’ll likely be next. It’s the only viable exit strategy we have.”
Edmund gripped his sword hilt, his veins bunching up under his gloves. “Pernus, if things deteriorate quickly, I want you on one of those dragons. We’ll need your expertise at Vellonia.”
“I can’t abandon my army.”
“I can’t abandon my people, yet I might have to. I won’t throw your life away. If we get to the point where we can do nothing more here, you know that’s the tactical thing to do.”
Pernus gritted his teeth.
“King Edmund!” Arcese called across the group of dragons. “It’s Elphus. He didn’t make it back to his room. He’s just woken up on the floor, near the dungeons.”
“Is he all right—what happened?”
“He says he was attacked.” She listened as Elphus finished explaining what happened. “Almighty mother of Drakon! It was Perculus. Elphus says your advisor is turning into one of them.”
“One of them?” Pernus asked.
Edmund’s face paled, which went largely unnoticed in the dim torchlight. “One of them. He’s a gormon?”
Arcese nodded.
“Arcese, come with me. Pernus, let us know when the gormons arrive.” The king motioned for two soldiers to join them and hurried down the stairs, drawing his sword at the bottom. As he raced through halls and rooms, servants and soldiers stared in surprise—none of them had experienced battle. Seeing their king, sword drawn, reminded them that the time of peace was finally over. Death would visit soon, and none knew who would receive his invitation to the afterworld. After Edmund passed, soldier looked at soldier, servant at servant, and each wondered who would be His next guest.
The musty air filled the king’s nostrils with the smell of earth as he marched through the underbelly of Bayerlon’s castle. The two soldiers ranged out in front of him, swords drawn, while Arcese walked behind, ready to draw power. They took a right-hand turn then a left into darkness—the torches had been extinguished. The dragon grabbed the nearest torch and passed it to Edmund.
The voice that came from just out of sight was not quite a whisper but was strained nonetheless. “I’m over here.”
They slowed, wary of walking into a trap. Eventually, Edmund’s torchlight found Elphus. He sat on the floor, leaning against a closed cell door. The soldiers checked the surrounding area and, convinced it was safe, motioned Edmund to approach. The king kneeled next to the realmist. “That’s a nasty gash on your head.” He pulled out a kerchief and wiped at a dried ribbon of blood that had crusted from his temple to jaw. “Sorry, it’s not going to come off.”
Elphus’s laugh was weak. “If you spit on the kerchief and wipe my face like my mother used to do, I’ll zap you with lightning.”
Edmund laughed. “Don’t worry—you won’t suffer my saliva today. So, what happened?”
“We were in one of the rooms down that way.” Elphus pointed into the dark. “It was safer to do what I had to do away from the crowd. I’m making the arrow coatings flammable on contact with the gormon’s hides, for those who don’t have time to light them, but accidents happen, and I didn’t want anyone injured if one was accidentally set off.” He groaned and gently touched his fingertips to his injury. “Anyway, I was in there with one of the young men from the blacksmith’s—Fawl, his name was—and that young lad who fetched me earlier. He waited outside, on account of me saying it was too dangerous inside, so he was the first to die.” As old as he was, and as much as he’d seen, he still covered his face with one chubby hand to hide his sorrow.
“Go on.” Edmund rested a hand on his shoulder.
“I heard screaming from outside, and then silence.” He shuddered. “Then the door burst in, and it wasn’t clear at first if it was Perculus standing there or a creature from the Third Realm. It was hideous—worse than watching him eat.” The realmist tried to laugh, but only managed to make his lips tremble. “I concluded it was more monster than man. It still has Perculus’s face . . . but his body . . . and the tail….”
“What happened next?”
“He . . . it laughed and said ‘Give this message to your king’.” Elphus let his hand fall from his face, and he looked into Edmund’s eyes. “That’s when he grabbed Fawl and bit his neck. There was blood everywhere. He left Fawl on the ground and came for me. I tried to link to the Second Realm, but I was being blocked. He said, ‘Kwaad is coming, and Leon will take his revenge. Within hours, this city will be overrun with the rightful owners, and your king will be dead.’ And that’s when he knocked me out, I suppose, because I don’t remember any more.”
 “Can you stand up?”
“Let me help.” Arcese nudged Edmund out of the way and placed her hands under the realmist’s arms, careful not to slice him with her claws. “Ready?”
“Yes.”
Arcese effortlessly lifted him to his feet and held him to make sure he wasn’t going to fall. Elphus grabbed the rough stone wall to steady himself, his head hanging down for a moment. “I think I can walk.”
“If you can’t, I can carry you.” Arcese slowly took her hands away.
“I’m okay, just a bit of a headache. Let me see if I can draw power.” He opened himself up to the black corridor, and the way was clear. As a precaution, he drew power and kept the link open.
“Your Highness, what’s that noise?” The soldier holding the torch edged past Edmund and looked down the lit hallway. “It’s coming from right down the end, there.”
Arcese cocked her head to one side. “That is a definite noise that doesn’t sound like it should be here.” She stared at nothing for a few moments while she sent a mind-message to the captain. “I’ve asked Pernus to send one of the dragons and some men down here. I don’t like the feel of this. Something’s wrong.”
“Do you think this is a trap?” King Edmund looked at Elphus then Arcese.
“Maybe I was bait, to get you down here. I thought all the access tunnels under the castle had been closed off years ago.”
“They had, but what if they’ve found a way to reopen them?” 
The young soldier with the torch looked back at Edmund. “Something’s coming.” He ducked his head back and waited behind the wall, his sword arm poised to strike.
Edmund lowered his voice. “Can you tell what it is?”
“They’re big, like Arcese, but they’re too far away for me to see exactly what they are. It looks like the torches have been put out down there too. There’s two, or three big shapes, maybe more.”
The group waited, eyes fixed on the intersection of the corridor. The young soldier felt the urge to run, but he stayed still. Adrenaline warmed his stomach and throat. He turned to look at Edmund and saw fear and anger in his king’s eyes. I won’t let them kill my king, he thought as he turned back to watch. 
Arcese could feel the dragon’s ancient enemy—it felt as if the air was heavier and she couldn’t breathe properly. The gormons’ subtle stench preceded them. The dragon princess wanted to draw power and shield them, but she didn’t want their enemy to know she was there. Instead, she drew power from the river that lay deep beneath where they stood. The shield she created wasn’t as strong as if she’d used Second-Realm energy, but it was better than nothing.
“Stay back,” she whispered to Edmund and Elphus. “Get ready.”
They could hear the click of claws on stone coming closer. How many were there? The dragon felt as if she had stopped breathing, tense, waiting to strike. But then a noise from behind them—one small click.
Elphus, Edmund and the soldier at the rear turned, the realmist creating a fireball that lit the passage as bright as day, making them squint in the sudden brightness. Perculus had returned.
Edmund gasped. His former advisor had grown taller, wider, his skin a near-translucent gray. His forehead had widened and his jaw elongated, but the man who used to be Perculus was still there, staring out of eyes that were set farther apart than before.
“Do you fear me, King? Don’t think I didn’t see you look down your nose at me over the years. You think you’re so much better than everyone, but I know the truth. And now Leon, our rightful ruler, has given me a chance to stand alongside him. Prepare to meet your fate.” Perculus swiped a clawed hand at the soldier. The man threw himself to the side. Too slow, he was knocked to the ground. Perculus smiled and turned to Elphus.
The young man, who couldn’t have been more than nineteen Edmund surmised, clutched his stomach and looked down—but, to his surprise, Arcese’s shield had stopped the blow from gutting him. Sword still in hand, he scrambled to his feet as Perculus turned on Elphus.
Without taking his eyes off the monstrosity, Elphus spoke to Arcese. I can’t throw the fireball with the shield in the way.
I’d take it down, but I have my own problems.
Elphus let the ball of fire die out and turned his head. Over his shoulder, he saw four gormons. The fully-matured version made Perculus look like a harmless puppy.
Edmund, wanting to know what had made Elphus’s mouth drop open, turned to look behind himself. His own calm thought surprised him. So that’s what a gormon looks like. Hmm, they’re a bit bigger than a dragon but thinner and much uglier. How in the Third Realm are we going to kill them?
Perculus tapped Elphus on the shoulder. “Ready to die?” He bit into the realmist’s neck, but his teeth stopped a centimeter from his flesh. The juvenile gormon hissed and bit down again, denied a second time. His frustrated scream made Elphus smile.
“Aw, poor Perculus. Hungry, are we?” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the soldier nearest him try to circle around the back of Perculus. “Lad, no. Come back!” But it was too late—he had walked through the shield’s boundary . . . out of its protection.
The young man drew his sword back and stabbed at Perculus’s back, trying to run him through the middle. Perculus turned and swatted at the blade. He deflected the blow from his back, but his forearm felt the sharp bite of the blade—a slight flinch, the only sign that he felt the injury. Perculus grabbed the young man’s arm and drew him forward. While this close together, the soldier couldn’t maneuver his sword, and he stared up into Perculus’s eyes, the pupils ringed with red.
Edmund looked on as his man struggled in the grip of the thing that used to be his advisor. The boy gagged when Perculus breathed on him. The king ran forward, sword poised, wanting to divest Perculus of his head. But Elphus grabbed his arm. “You’ll step out of the protective bubble that Arcese has made. If that boy had stayed in here….”
Stricken, Edmund watched as the traitor breathed acid-infused fire into the soldier’s face. His skin melted before he had time to scream. The almost-gormon pushed him away and turned to face Edmund.
The gormons standing near Arcese breathed their own acidic fire, but Arcese’s defenses held, and she noted that they didn’t have quite the range the dragons did. This standoff couldn’t go on indefinitely, though. She had to fight back while she still had the energy—she couldn’t hold this shield forever, and she imagined the gormons could spew their venom all night if they wanted. Elphus, I’m going to drop the shield. Attack as soon as I do. Fireballs work well, because their skin is coated with some kind of oil.
On three?
Yes. One, two, three! The dragon dropped the shield and simultaneously breathed fire and drew Second-Realm power. Two of the gormons caught alight, their screams reverberating off the stone walls, floor and ceiling. One managed to erect a Second-Realm shield that protected the gormon next to him as well … just in time for her freshly-thrown fireballs to dissipate harmlessly. Before they could retaliate, she created a shield but only around herself—she couldn’t watch the gormons and Elphus at the same time and didn’t want to stop any attack he was in the middle of.
As the gormons burned, Elphus threw fire at Perculus. Perculus lifted his recently elongated arm and yelled, “Stop!” The flames licked up and around his barrier, leaving him unharmed. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to hurt me, Realmist. And when I’m finished with you, I’ll deliver your king to Kwaad.”
Instead of roaring fire or throwing a missile, Perculus, assuming Elphus would have a Second-Realm shield erected by now, leapt at the realmist. The force knocked him to the ground. Elphus struggled to breathe—added to his own bulk, the weight of the creature was too much. The barrier could protect anything from directly touching him, but weight could still be transferred.
Perculus placed his clawed hands around the realmist’s neck and squeezed.
Edmund watched his friend’s face turn blue, eyes bulging, Perculus astride him grinning manically. Hatred welled up in the king. Elphus had never hurt anyone—none of them had. Damned if he was going to let evil triumph over them this night. He ran, snatching the dagger out of its sheath in his belt as he reached Perculus. “How does it feel to lose? You gormon-loving traitor.” Edmund plunged the dagger into Perculus’s side.
Perculus’s grip loosened, and Elphus sucked in air.
“What did you…?” The beast slid off the realmist and fell onto the floor. As blood leaked out of his veins and sloshed about uselessly inside his body, he curled into a ball, his vertebrae visible through his translucent skin. His groan turned into a gurgle as blood bubbled from his stomach, into his throat and out of his mouth to dribble onto the floor.
Not wanting to take any chances, Edmund raised his sword and sliced down, depriving the dying advisor of his head. Then he kneeled next to Elphus to see how he was.
Behind them, Arcese called out to the dragons above. We’ve been betrayed, and gormons are coming in under the castle. She pushed the blond-haired soldier behind her and stood within her shield. The two remaining gormons watched warily—their dead comrades had taught them a valuable lesson. “Come on then, stupid beasts: what are you waiting for?” Arcese tried to goad them into making a mistake.
The smaller gormon—similar in height to the dragon—advanced on Arcese, its mouth open, dripping acidic saliva. It was the move the dragon was waiting for. She could allow the gormon to attack, let her shield down when he regrouped, and then breathe fire on him—he would be in the way of an attack from the other gormon. But the soldier behind her was trying to squeeze through the gap between her and the wall.
“Stand back.” She moved to block his way. The gormon pushed past her on the other side and ran for Edmund. “No!” Now she was open to an attack from the front, and she couldn’t breathe fire on the gormon as she would surely hit the king and Elphus. 
“Watch out, Edmund!” It was all she managed before the soldier rushed out from her protection and threw himself at the gormon who still stood in front of them.
“For Talia!” he cried. The gormon lunged for him, and the soldier swept his sword across, embedding it into the beast’s forearm, where it stuck into the bone with a jarring impact. Pulling with force, he managed to free his blade, but as he positioned to strike again, the gormon shot out his other arm and raked his talons from the soldier’s collarbone to his hip.
Knowing he was as good as dead, Arcese dropped her shield, sucked in the deepest breath she could and opened her mouth. A jet of fire shot out, enveloping the soldier and gormon. Their screams intermingled for a few seconds then the only sound was the crackle of burning flesh.
Drawing Second-Realm power, Arcese turned, ready to throw a shield over Edmund, but she was too late. The gormon had the king under its arm and a massive foot on Elphus’s chest, crushing him.
The dragon princess couldn’t use fire or lightning on the gormon—Edmund would be killed too. Then she had it. Drawing more power than she had in a long time, she cut through the stone at her feet, fashioning a thick icicle-shaped piece of stone that was as long as her arm. The sound of stone grinding against stone filled the small space as it emerged from the floor, rising to rest in her hand.
She drew her arm back and threw, using Second-Realm power to guide and speed the projectile. As it hit its mark—between the gormon’s far-set eyes—Arcese double over in pain, gripping her pregnant belly. 
 
***
 
Not long after Edmund left, Pernus waited, Aramonius with him. The other three dragons had been sent to different corners of Bayerlon, two stationed with Alaine and Fernis, to make communication easier. 
The captain scoured the night sky. He ground his teeth together, one hand on the sword at his hip, the other ready to grab a nearby torch and start lighting arrows. In the still night air, the acrid smoke from the flaming brands hovered around the men and made his eyes water. 
His soldiers stood at intervals along the top of the wall, waiting to light arrows for the nearest archers. The gormons’ oily hide would hopefully be their undoing, and with Elphus having done who-knew-what to the arrows with energy from the Second Realm, they would be more accurate and fly farther.
Pernus wiped a sleeve-covered arm to clear his watering eyes and then stared at the horizon—a black expanse in the black distance—and he laughed.
“What is it?” asked Aramonius.
“Nothing. Why am I even looking out for those beasts? I can’t see anything in the blasted dark.”
“Just be ready. I can see a bit better than you, although these flaming brands aren’t helping my night vision.”
“Sorry, but we need them. Maybe they’ll blind the gormons a bit. Apparently they don’t like bright light.”
“They weren’t always like that.” Aramonius kept looking at the sky beyond Bayerlon.
“In what way?”
“Our ancient texts say they were fine in the daylight when they last lived here, but the Third Realm is a bastard of a place—a foggy twilight.”
“Do you feel sorry for them?”
Aramonius laughed. “Not enough to not want to banish them back there.” He leaned forward, eyes focused across Bayerlon, looking to the north. “I think I see something.”
Pernus’s heart beat harder as he waited for the dragon to confirm the sighting. He felt the tension of the soldiers who had been standing close enough to hear the dragon’s words.
“It’s them. The gormons are coming.”
“Let the others know.”
While the dragon sent messages to his fellow Vellonians, Pernus sent his boy racing along the wall. He called out as he ran. “Gormons load! Gormons load!”
Pernus held up a flaming brand and waved it about his head, back and forth three times—the prearranged signal. Over two thousand archers lined the top of Bayerlon’s walls, each holding an arrow and waiting for the next sign.
Within another minute, the gormons became small black shapes in the sky. So many, Pernus thought. It reminded him of a colony of bats. He drew his sword. “Tell me when, Aramonius.”
The dragon spoke quietly to himself. “Closer. Closer. Come on.”
Pernus could hear the sharp intake of breath and swearing as his soldiers sighted the enemy. To stop anyone going into shock at the sight of the monstrosities, Edmund had asked Verity to draw a picture of Kwaad. They had it copied a few times and handed it around. Everyone knew what to expect—although meeting one was not the same as seeing a picture.
They were close enough now that Pernus could see the angles and points of their wings and their tails streaming behind. And was that. . .? What in the Third Realm? Red eyes. The glowing red orbs shone like hot coals in the dark.
“Light them!” Aramonius’s voice carried way down the line, and Pernus raised the torch in the air, waving it about again. Atop Bayerlon’s wall, two thousand arrows were nocked, each miniature blaze a spark of hope for a dead gormon.
The dark mass reached the city, but they flew too high for the arrows to reach, and Pernus refused to give the signal. Craning his neck, he looked up at the ugly creatures. It was like looking through a portal into the Third Realm. The mass formed a circle. Like a toxic whirlpool, they flew faster and faster above Bayerlon.
The men around him stood proud, but fear shone from their eyes almost as brightly as the flames at the end of the arrows.
Where would the gormons choose to strike? They could break from the pack at any time, go in any direction.
“Can you do something with Second-Realm power?” Pernus asked the dragon.
“No. I have knowledge of the power contained within Talia, but I’m not close enough to the source to syphon enough. Only those trained by a realmist can do that.”
“And the gormons?”
“I daresay they have those who are capable and those who are not—like us or your people.”
“Where’s Arcese and Elphus? They would know what to do.” 
“I’ll see if I can contact them. But get ready. Let’s hope they’re not too intelligent, and that blood lust causes them to rush together.” Arcese, where are you? We need you up here. The gormons have arrived. She didn’t answer immediately, and Aramonius looked across at the captain. “She’s not answering.”
“Try again.” Pernus kept his sight on the swirling evil above and resisted the urge to run.
Arcese. It’s Aramonius. Are you all right? What’s happened?
Sorry . . . I’m okay. We were attacked. The gormons found a way to enter under the city. We lost both soldiers, and Elphus is hurt. They were trying to take Edmund.
Can you make it up here? The sky is teeming with them.
Yes—if we don’t come across any more. Watch for them coming from below.
Will do. Bye. He cut off the connection. “Pernus, they’re going to try to come up, but the gormons got in under the castle.”
“What in the Thir….” Pernus stopped midsentence as the first gormon broke from the vortex and dove toward the east, and the bottom of the city. One by one, they broke ranks and darted to all ends of Bayerlon. Pernus shouted “fire!” and waved his torch about his head, pieces of ash floating down around him.
The twang of released bowstrings and the whizzing of fire shooting through the air vibrated throughout Bayerlon. It was hard to tell if many had hit their mark, but the archers immediately grabbed another arrow, which was lit by a nearby soldier, nocked and fired. As the second volley arced through the air, some images of success could be seen.
Around the city, forty or more gormons were alight. Viscous gray smoke billowed from the burning creatures. The falling conflagrations reminded Pernus of shooting stars or fireworks—spectacular in their brilliance, but as they neared the ground, they turned into black slag. One body landed on the wall near the captain—the burning heap barely alive. Pernus approached it, ready to slice its head off. Its red eyes dimmed, and it bared its teeth just before the flames snaked up and consumed its head—life in its eyes finally doused.
For every gormon that was shot, many more flew through unscathed—some were too fast, easily avoiding the arrows, and some had been hit, but, Pernus surmised, they must have had Second-Realm shields up because they didn't combust.
Shouts and screams filtered up from the city below. Gormons had started to land on buildings, on the wall and in the streets. The archers picked off the ones they could, but the gormons soon learned to stay out of range.
Pernus heard a noise like a flag whipping in the wind. He spun around. A gormon had its back to him. It grabbed an archer—Donellan—and closed his mouth around his head. One of Bayerlon’s blue-vested soldiers stabbed at the gormon from behind, but the sword slid off, as if meeting ice. The beast ignored the soldier and clamped its jaws shut, severing Donellan’s head from his body.
 Not wanting to give up, the soldier continued his assault, hoping he would eventually crack whatever barrier was preventing him from wounding the creature.
“Pest.” The gormon twisted around and grabbed the soldier, Donellan’s blood dripping from his mouth onto the other man.
Aramonius drew what little energy he could from the channels beneath Bayerlon. The problem was that the wall was so much higher than the ground—he had to mine through too much stone before he could reach the source. He mumbled a few words and strode toward the gormon.
“Hey, giant bat, get off my wall.”
It turned its head to stare at the dragon. Aramonius felt the malevolence of a thousand years radiating from those eyes. The gormon opened its maw, ready to breathe acidic fire. 
The dragon jumped and spread his wings, using them to lift above the gormon’s head. Just as the fire reached the gormon’s lips, Aramonius, his scales flaring brighter red than before, manifested a large white ball, which was as hard as a dragon’s eggshell. The sphere filled the gormon’s mouth, blocking the deadly flow. Once the ball was wedged in tight, Aramonius pushed harder, the shell cracking on the gormon’s myriad of teeth. Thousands of tomb spiders—the deadliest in all the realms—poured down the gormon’s throat, sinking their fangs in as they scurried.
The soldier, his blue Veresian vest splatted with red, struggled out of the gormon’s grip. The gormon’s shield now gone, the soldier picked up his sword and slid it through the convulsing gormon’s stomach. The point of the blade caught on the gormon’s spine. Twisting his wrist and pushing harder, the warrior was able to work the sword past the obstruction. It made a satisfying pop as it broke through the other side.
All around them, men and gormons died, but too many of the latter still lived. The gormons had a great size advantage and were able to kill three, four or five men at once with their acidic fire. Not content with fighting the soldiers, the gormons were destroying doors to houses. Pernus saw one gormon enter a palatial terrace. The sound of women and children screaming reached his ears, then silence. Exiting the home, saturated in blood that clearly was not his, the gormon looked left then right before choosing where to continue his murdering spree.
Pernus sprinted along the wall, trying to help those who were battling the ghoulish beasts, Aramonius behind him, shouting advice when he could. The odors of battle assaulted Pernus’s senses—burning flesh, the metallic tang of blood and the smell of fear and vomit. Mixed in with these was the unfamiliar sulfuric, swampy stench of the gormons.
“Calen!” The captain ran faster. A gormon held his young errand boy by the ankles, dangling him in the air above his open mouth, like a bunch of juicy grapes. The child flailed his arms and screamed, trying to break free.
“Pernus, I’ll distract it; you try to grab the child. When you grab him, run as fast as you can. I’m going to light that Third-Realm kindling.” When they reached the duo, the dragon breathed a small spurt of fire at the gormon’s feet, but it sputtered out.
“Argh!” The Third-Realm creature fixed the dragon with its red-eyed stare. “You dare interrupt my meal, you Drakon-loving lizard. I’m Embrax, third brother and priest of the great Klazich, soon-to-be co-ruler of Talia. You will bow down to me!”
“Who are you calling a lizard, you slimy excuse for a worm?”
The gormon flung the boy high over his shoulder and advanced on Aramonius. 
Pernus watched helplessly as Calen flew through the air, having no hope of getting to him in time. Luckily, a nearby archer broke his fall. The captain heard an angry roar and looked over his shoulder. Embrax was close enough to breathe his deadly fire on the red dragon. Remembering, finally, to get out of the way, Pernus ran toward where Calen had landed and grabbed one of his soldiers on the way, dragging him along.
Aramonius couldn’t hold off any longer without giving the gormon a free shot. He opened his mouth wide and a torrent of flames gushed out. The dragon almost laughed at the comical expression of surprise on Embrax’s face—did he forget dragons could breathe fire, or did he think he was invincible? The dragon fire consumed his face. Once his shield dissipated, the flames galloped along his neck, arms, and down his body, dancing to the sizzle and hiss of blistering skin. Aramonius attacked again and set the gormon’s wings alight. The gormon’s wings shriveled and turned to ash.
As Embrax crumpled to the ground, a mournful wail echoed across Bayerlon. The sound weighed Bayerlon down with its promise of a city doomed. Fighting stopped momentarily as the gormons listened, and the Talians looked around—to see where the threat was coming from or to look for a place to run.
Pernus looked to the south. A gormon, far larger than the one they had just slain, soared toward them, fire raining down from its mouth to the hapless people below. A few of the archers fired burning arrows, but the ones that connected bounced off harmlessly. This gormon was coming for them. Pernus assessed their odds, picked up Calen and sprinted for the stairs. “Run! Regroup downstairs. Now!” As he bolted, he felt the heat of gormon fire at his back.
 
***
 
Death was instant—the gormon that Arcese had struck with the stone shaft grunted before it released Edmund and crashed to the floor. 
Finally able to breathe again, Elphus coughed and sat up, and the king dry wretched before standing. Edmund looked at Elphus and Arcese, deciding the dragon needed his aid more than the realmist. “Did they stab you? What’s wrong?”
She held her hand up, indicating that he had to wait. Elphus’s gasping breaths sounded thin in the cool expanse of the underground chamber—so quiet now compared to the sound of fighting from moments ago. Edmund waited. Finally, Arcese slowly straightened. “No, I’m okay. It was just a cramp.”
“The egg?”
“Probably. Using too much power must be dangerous. What if I’ve hurt it?” The worry in her eyes surprised Edmund. He had never thought about the love dragons have for their young—but of course she would be upset.
He caressed her folded wing. “Everything will be all right. Sit down for a moment. Let me check that there’s nothing else coming.” He peered around the corner but couldn’t see any other creatures from the Third Realm. “All clear. Can either of you walk?”
Elphus rubbed his chest with the palm of his hand and took a deep breath. “I seem to be okay. Nothing broken. I could use a little help though.” The realmist rolled over to his hands and knees and pushed off the ground to kneel. 
Edmund grabbed his arm. “Ready? On three: one, two, three.” The king pulled while Elphus wobbled one foot under himself and then the other. Once standing, he sucked in a few quick breaths.
“Being this large is hard work.”
“I bet it is.” Edmund looked into his friend’s round face, not knowing what to say.
“I was married once—to the love of my life. I still miss her. But….” He sighed. “Food is a poor substitute.”
“I’m sorry.”
Elphus shrugged. “Now, let’s help the mother-to-be.”
Arcese didn’t like the sympathetic look on their faces—people feeling sorry for a dragon? That wouldn’t do. The cramps had stopped, so she stood, towering over the men once more. “I’m fine. I’ll just have to watch how much power I draw.” For no apparent reason the men could see, Arcese stared into space.
“What’s wrong? Is it another cramp?” Edmund watched her for signs of pain.
“No, nothing like that. It’s Aramonius. The gormons are getting the upper claw up there. They need our help.”
Suppressing his desire to run, Edmund assisted the limping Elphus while also keeping an eye on Arcese. The pregnant dragon’s wings drooped, and she kept a hand on her belly. What little hair Elphus had stood up every which way, and there was a bruise around his neck. Edmund felt his sword arm throb from its recent workout, and when he looked down, he saw blood on his shirt. He observed his little group making their shambling way to toward the conflict and wondered how in the Third Realm they were supposed to save Bayerlon, let alone Talia.
 
 
***
 
 
Gormon fire and flaming arrows vied for dominance in Bayerlon’s night sky. Aramonius surveyed the disaster of broken bodies and ghastly, winged gormons. “I think we just killed the wrong gormon. I’ll be back.” The dragon channeled the weak Talian energy and extended his wings. With a few powerful downward beats of his wings and a leap, he entered the sky.
Klazich saw Arimonious take off, so he changed course—he could deal with the rest of the Talian cowards later. How could this have happened? His loyal brother, Embrax, slain by realm-stealing nothings. How dare they? Without Embrax’s genius, the gormons would never have made it to Talia. I’m going to slaughter every last one of you—starting with this usurping child of Drakon.
The gormon leader focused on his target. Encouraged by the cries of terror and death filtering up from the city, he flattened his neck and head, streamlining his body, and accelerated. Ten feet from his target, he spewed flames and shot up, away from the dragon’s rejoinder. Kwaad had fashioned a shield for Klazich from Second-Realm energy. It had left Klazich’s head unprotected so he could attack with his best weapon.
Quickly changing direction, Aramonius dodged the gormon’s flames. Not wanting to be attacked from above, the dragon climbed quickly and banked around to meet the monster head on. He realized, after his flames rolled harmlessly over the gormon, that the gormon’s body must be shielded—he would have to aim for the repulsive head.
As the two battled in the sky, Edmund and Arcese arrived on the wall, Elphus limping and Pernus trailing after. “It’s not safe up here, my king. We need to go below.”
“I need to see what’s going on. Aramonius needs our help.”
Edmund looked over the wall, into the cobbled streets. Groups of soldiers fought gormons. Blood ran down gutters designed to carry rain or washing-up water; half-eaten bodies lay scattered amongst the wreckage of burning buildings, and on the corner of one street, a gormon picked up an arm from the ground and dined.
Before he vomited, he returned his attention to the sky. The gormon and the red dragon darted left, right, up and around, fire belching from enraged maws.
“Can you help him, Elphus? I don’t want to use the power if I don’t have to.”
“Of course, Arcese. I’ll replicate the gormon shield.” The realmist opened the corridor to the Second Realm. It felt like going home, as his awareness rode the outgoing tide. He admired the innumerable, bright soul-stars and imagined what the Second Realm would look like if the gormons had their way. It would be black and empty, the gormons’ dark symbols the only remaining inhabitants—adding nothing of beauty or worth—a gloomy realm indeed.
Like basking in an unseen sun, he soaked up the warm and invigorating energy and returned to his body. The realmist opened his eyes and mumbled four words before releasing the power. I’ve given you a shield. You still need to protect your face.
Aramonius’s deep voice sounded in his mind. Thank you.
Drakon’s two creations spun, dipped and dove beneath the gloomy clouds, each trying to reach the other’s face with flames or claws. Twice they collided, spearing toward the ground before parting and regaining control. Those on the ground, not engaged in battle, watched, enthralled.
“Drakon’s balls! What’s that?” Edmund pointed to the south. A massive form glided in their direction. Even though they couldn’t tell exactly what it was, Edmund’s skin puckered, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. “I have a bad feeling about this.”
“You have good instincts.” Arcese covered her belly with her hand. “It’s Kwaad.”
Edmund squeezed his fingers around his sword hilt. “You mean . . . my brother and his wife? He turned into that?”
As Kwaad flew closer, they could hear chanting. “Kwaad! Kwaad! Kwaad!” The gormons had stopped mid-chew, mid-kill, and mid-destruction, to gaze upon their new king and self-proclaimed god.
It took Klazich a bit longer to join his master, but he pulled away from Aramonius with one last gush of fire and flew to Kwaad’s side. 
The dragon spied the king and Arcese and circled above them, watchful. Knowing Edmund’s brother would likely come for the king, he called his fellow dragons to his side.
From three corners of Bayerlon they came, soaring like red embers in the corona of torchlight haze above the city. Their wheeling presence gave hope to the Talians.
Kwaad reached the northern wall. Amid the chanting gormons, the soldiers shook themselves out of their horror. Some took the opportunity to attack their enemy, others to run—either to try to escape or to see if their loved ones had survived. 
The walls almost shook when Kwaad bellowed. Across the city, hands covered ears. Those who were near the edge of losing their control to fear gave way, collapsing, crying and babbling. The trio of hissing voices snaked through alleyways and lanes and penetrated closed doors and windows before blasting across the city walls like a foul wind from the depths of the Third Realm. “I am here to destroy your former king. Edmund, come out to play. You remember me, don’t you? I’m here to take back what’s mine.”
Kwaad was almost upon them.
“We need to leave now.” Arcese stepped in front of the king, the air charged with static. “I can feel he’s drawn a lot of power.” Her voice lowered as she said, “He will kill you.”
“I can’t leave my city to that.” Edmund looked at the chaos below.
“We don’t have time to argue.” Elphus started drawing power, filling each cell with as much as it could hold. He spoke between clenched teeth. “Get him out. I won’t give my life in vain. Arcese, you and the dragons must take Pernus, Edmund, and anyone else you can save, and go.”
Evil was merely heartbeats away. Elphus spoke quickly. “Anithes overjallia indom elenis sanquesta. Construtus ephem alperdis absolve.”

Everyone close to the realmist could feel the pressure building. Pernus’s straight hair pointed to the sky, and he felt the need to scratch his skin. 
The dragons drew on Talian power, readying for takeoff.
Kwaad was so close that Edmund could see the sheen of light reflected off his oily hide.
Elphus threw his arms in the air, wincing as pain lanced through his chest. The power poured from his hands, and an invisible barrier formed between the group and Kwaad. Flying too fast to stop, Kwaad collided with it, shattering the construct. Stunned for a few seconds, Kwaad plunged toward the ground, recovering twenty feet above the wall. Kwaad swooped in an arc and climbed again, its red eyes glowing with so much anger that its face took on a macabre rosy luster.
Elphus’s face was gray, his heart racing. Sweat poured from his rapidly heating body. “I can’t keep holding this power. I have enough left for one more shield. Take them now!”
Aramonius called out, “Edmund, Pernus, turn your backs to us.” Then he, Arcese and the other dragons, leapt from the wall, wings outstretched. They flew away from Bayerlon, gathering altitude, then quickly banked back around.
Realizing he would never see Elphus again, Edmund grabbed his shoulder. “Thank you. I will never forget what you’ve done. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
“My struggle is over. I’ve done what I vowed to do when I became a realmist. Tonight, I will see my love again.” When he smiled, the tension left his face, peace caressing a gentle hand across his cheek. Edmund would always remember him that way.
An ancient war cry burst from Kwaad as he hurtled toward Edmund. Leon could see his brother atop the wall. He was going to rip him apart, limb by limb. His sibling was about to lose his kingdom—even the dragons had abandoned him. Soon Edmund’s people would be under Leon’s control. He couldn’t wait to change back into his Talian form and have his way with the young girls of the castle—something his brother had always denied him. He wondered what it would be like to eat them afterward and felt the high priest’s approval through their bond. Kwaad’s mouth watered.
 Elphus had to time it just right, as he wasn’t sure how long the construct would last. As the dragons approached from the south and Kwaad from the north, Elphus drew even more power. Kwaad was two wing beats from reaching them. Now one. The realmist threw his arms to the sky. Kwaad collided with the clear wall. Stunned again, it dropped twenty feet before regaining movement. The power shattered into tiny shards that dissipated into nothing.
Arcese swooped down and grabbed Pernus, while Aramonius picked up Edmund. Two red dragons plucked unsuspecting soldiers from the wall, and the other dragon swooped to take Alaine, as she was perfectly placed for a quick grab and run.
Kwaad had recovered. It flew after Aramonius, close enough to snap at his tail. 
Elphus swayed and gripped the edge of the fortifications to steady himself. Everything looked blurry. He blinked and focused on the chase going on above. Opening his mind wide to the corridor, he let down all his defenses and extracted a flood of power. His temperature rose, and he fell to his knees. His veins burned, and he screamed. Quickly mouthing his final incantation, he reached one arm out, opened his hand and released a massive fireball before collapsing face-first onto the ground. His body lay smoking, but he was already gone.
The city walls and buildings shook—the passing of one of The Circle causing a minor earthquake. Men tried not to fall where they stood, many calling out, wondering if their world was ending. The sound reverberating over Bayerlon didn’t help to negate their assumption.
 
***
 
The dragons raced away from the city. The air buffeted Edmund as he was dragged through the sky. Hanging from a dragon’s claws was not the most comfortable, nor dignified, position to find oneself in. Edmund winced as the dragon’s talons cut into his flesh and the wind set his eyes to watering. He could turn his head enough to see the gormon’s black wing right behind him, and he wondered if there was anything he could do to help the dragon go faster.
The heat from Kwaad’s fire warmed the king’s back as the gormon gained on them and attacked. Edmund turned his head again and saw Kwaad’s massive snout, its protruding teeth within biting distance of the dragon’s tail. Go faster, he willed the dragon. Kwaad opened its maw once again and jerked its head down to try to grab Aramonius’s tail. And that’s when the fireball hit.
Although the gormon had a protective shield around its body, the power Elphus had poured into the projectile was enough to knock Kwaad sixty feet away and stun him for a few seconds.
It was sufficient that the dragons put some distance between them and their attacker, and Kwaad was not stupid enough to chase them out of sight of the other gormons—it knew one of the dragons could use Second-Realm power, and five dragons against one gormon would put the odds in the dragons’ favour.
Kwaad recovered and watched as Drakon’s favored children spirited Edmund away. Leon’s anger was like poison, killing any resemblance to being human that was left within. Damn that bloody realmist. Edmund’s escaped!
High Priest Zuk hissed into Leon’s mind. Keep the end goal in mind, Talian. You will have your brother soon enough. Think of this as a practice run.
Easy for you to say, Priest.
Watch how you address me. Remember: it is by my grace that you are here, within Kwaad. I can pick another if you are disagreeable.
Tusklar intervened. Don’t worry, my love. The priest is right. We can go back to Bayerlon now and feed. We will have plenty of time to kill your brother later. You know the anticipation is almost as good as the kill.
Leon growled, not convinced. Take me back to Bayerlon. Tonight we shall feast.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER 17
 
 
High Chancellor Calinsar stepped out from behind the gormon, his five-pointed-star belt buckle of office reflecting the candlelight. “I suggest you rethink attacking us.” He nodded for them to turn around. Two more gormons stood in the hallway behind them.
“How could we be so stupid?” Agmunsten looked at his companions, wanting to blame them but knowing he was just as much at fault. “Oh, he speaks Veresian.”
“Of course I speak Veresian. All the high chancellors must learn the language of those who seek to oppress us and steal our fertile lands.” Elbows tucked into his sides, arms bent, he gripped the lapels of his midnight-blue jacket. “It was lucky my friends, here, warned me.” He smiled at the gormons.
“How can you call them friends? They’re here to destroy Talia.” Astra pushed in front of Agmunsten and placed her hands on her hips.
“Ah. And would you be that lass who went missing all those years ago? You must be Astra. You know leaving Zamahl is punishable by death.”
“And what makes you think the gormons have your best interests at heart? Do they even have hearts?” Astra turned to Zim.
“I think so, but they don’t get used much.” The dragon laughed.
“Enough!” The gormon who was next to the high chancellor approached Astra. He spoke to the high chancellor’s guards. “Take her to the holding cell. She’ll be executed within a week. That gives us time to alert surrounding settlements, so they can come and watch—see the example she sets.”
The guards stepped forward. 
“Don’t you dare touch her.” Agmunsten pushed Astra behind him and narrowed his eyes at the guards, daring them to come closer.
The gormon hissed at the guards and showed them his claws. “If I have to do this myself, you’ll be joining her.” 
The taller guard, whose broad shoulders and paunch stretched the fabric of his black shirt with silver detailing on the breast—which read HC—took a tentative step and poked Agmunsten lightly with his spear.
Agmunsten touched the tip of the spear with his index finger. Letting some of the power trickle through his finger, it ran along the spear. The timber shaft turned to sawdust that showered the polished-timber floors, the spearhead clattering when it landed. The guard’s mouth dropped open.
The head realmist couldn’t feel the telltale tingle of anyone else working with the power. He looked at the gormon to see his reaction. The beast twisted its mouth then bared its teeth but didn’t move closer. “It seems we have the advantage. We need to talk, High Chancellor, but we can’t do it with the enemy here.”
“The enemy?” The gormon snarled. “This is our world, our lands, that your kind stole, and you dare call us the enemy?”
Zim, who had been watching the gormons at their back, spoke without turning around. “Maybe you were once wronged by your god, but you have become evil, twisted creatures. You enslaved my people. Did we deserve to pay for your god’s mistakes?”
“You are the reason for our banishment to the Third Realm. We will never forget that. The gormons won’t rest until every last dragon is dead or enslaved again.”
Agmunsten, frustrated at the turn the conversation took, put his hands up. “We’re not here to discuss the past. We’re here to discuss the future. Talia needs Zamahl’s help, High Chancellor. If the gormons take Vellonia, they will systematically enslave all the peoples of Talia, breeding them for food. Is that what you want for your people?”
The high chancellor stepped closer, but was careful to leave the gormon in between himself and the realmists.  “Churex has promised me they will leave Zamahl alone. He has the full authority of Kwaad, their leader.”
“You would take the word of this . . . thing? Not to mention you’d send millions of people to a horrific death. The Zamahl I left wouldn’t have done that.” Astra scowled.
“You were young when you left, my dear. You don’t know what the leaders of that time would have done. Did you know that there is a whirlpool just off the coast? It has already swallowed an island and is growing larger every day. Zamahl is next. The only way to stop it is to help the rightful, original owners of this world. The gormons have our full support, and killing me, or Churex and his friends, will make no difference. The assembly is in full agreement.
“No more discussion. You may have knowledge of Second-Realm power, but many of our people are versed in energizing. I also have soldiers downstairs, waiting to escort you to the cells. Churex, do you mind helping my guards?”
“Certainly, High Chancellor.” The gormon’s jerky bow looked forced, and Agmunsten wondered how long it would be before the high chancellor found his way inside Churex’s belly—probably a few minutes after they were in the cells. Then it would be too late for the Zamahlans to change their minds about helping. The head realmist could see mayhem following soon after all the Zamahlan leaders had been ingested.
Zim, can you take out the gormons at the rear? I’m going to restrain the monstrosity at the front. We can’t kill him if we want to convince the stupid high chancellor. Astra, I’d like you to make sure the chancellor doesn’t get in the way. You want your countrymen alive; you can protect them.
The gormon grabbed Astra around the waist and picked her up. His rotten-egg stench made her cough.
“High Chancellor, are you sure you won’t reconsider?” Agmunsten drew power.
The gray-haired chancellor, his hair cut close to the scalp, giving his large hooked nose more prominence, folded his arms in front of his chest, which also advertised his initials in gold, and shook his head.
The head realmist wrapped layers of power around the chancellor, rendering him immobile. For the gormon, he wove a scarf of power. Looping it around his neck, he pulled tight. The gormon dropped Astra, his sinewy hands going to his neck. He tried to get his fingers under the invisible noose, but it was too tight.
Zim, meantime, breathed fire on the remaining gormons. His aim was good, the only other casualty a potted plant on a pedestal. Observing the two burning forms on the ground, he nodded and turned to check on Agmunsten’s progress.
The gormon was on his knees. His hands, still grabbing for purchase on the invisible force, were clumsy from lack of air. Agmunsten let the gormon’s arms flop to its sides before he loosened his hold. Through all this, the two soldiers watched wide-eyed—the one who still had the spear half-heartedly pointed it at Agmunsten every now and then. Great guards, thought Astra. How embarrassing. I suppose that’s what happens when enemies haven’t visited for a long time—they get slack.
“Ready to listen?” Agmunsten used the voice he employed when the younger children in the academy were being chastised.
The chancellor nodded, but his mouth was set in a thin line.
“I’m going to release both of you, and I want you to go and sit over there, on those comfy-looking sofas. And Churex, don’t bother breathing fire on any of us—we have employed our Second-Realm armor, and there’s nothing you can do to penetrate it.”
Churex stood, his tail swishing from side to side across the rug as he made his way to a chair and the waiting chancellor.
Zim stood guard at the door. Astra and Agmunsten chose to stand—it was a small intimidation tactic, but they wanted any advantage they could get. “High Chancellor Calinsar, I’m really very sorry it’s come to this, but Talia needs your help . . . and Zamahl’s. I left all those years ago because I had a true-dream, and I knew my fate lay hundreds of miles away. What else has the gormon offered you, other than saving Zamahl from a mysterious whirlpool?”
The man looked at Astra, indecision flickering across his face. “If you won’t tell me the truth, I’ll force it out of you.” He paled. Astra bit her tongue to keep from smiling. She knew he’d assume torture, but she was thinking of delving into his mind—painless, although it wasn’t polite.
The chancellor’s gray eyes glanced from the gormon to Astra.
Agmunsten folded his arms in front of his chest and rocked back and forth, from heels to toes to heels again. “You’d better pick the right side now, Chancellor, because it’ll be too late to come crying to me later. And I’ll give you a hint—it’s not black and green and slimy.”
“Who gave you the power to force me to choose? You want me to condemn my people to losing their lands, their homes, even their lives. That whirlpool has been growing every day.”
Astra sat in the seat opposite the chancellor and looked into his eyes. She almost placed her hand on his knee, but thought better of it. “Did the gormon give you proof that siding with them will stop any catastrophe?”
He thought for a moment. “Well . . . no. But that doesn’t m—”
“Oh for the gods’ sakes. You’re going to gamble millions of lives on something with no proof?” Agmunsten rolled his eyes.
“Don’t listen to them.” The gormon made a noise in his throat, like the hiss of steam. “Kwaad doesn’t lie. He is our almighty ruler, and he will defeat the dragons and the people across the sea. We will reclaim our rightful place in this world, and you and the dragons will serve us.” 
“You didn’t answer my other question.” Astra leaned forward. “What else did he promise you?”
The chancellor looked to the ground. “My position here is guaranteed, and my people will be spared. There may have been some gold promised as well.” He fidgeted with his lapel.
“What else?” Astra’s gaze bored into the top of his head.
He sighed. “Dragon workers. He promised to send collared dragons to help work our fields and harvest the minerals from the northern mountains.”
Astra gasped, her head snapping around to look at Zim. The black dragon had turned from the corridor to stare at the seated pair. Zim stalked into the room, smoke drifting from his nostrils, anger flaring in his eyes. “That’s what got you banished in the first place, gormon. Do you think Drakon will just watch and let it all happen again? And you, High Chancellor—you would enslave the dragons? We have the power to come here and do the same to you, but have we ever? We have no wish to force anyone to bow down to us, yet we could—it would be so easy.” Zim reached down and picked up the high chancellor, as if he were a child picking up a doll. He opened his mouth wide and stuck the man’s head inside.
The chancellor screamed and kicked his legs. Zim closed his mouth just enough that the tip of his teeth pressed gently into the nape of his victim’s neck, the roof of his mouth cradling the top of the man’s head. 
A dark patch spread across the chancellor’s crotch, urine dripping onto the scarlet rug. Agmunsten smirked. “Hungry, Zim?”
The dragon nodded, his teeth clamping down more firmly.
“What did I say about killing my countrymen? Can you please let him go?” Astra winked at Zim.
A growl vibrated up Zim’s throat and rumbled past the body in his mouth before he released the man and set him on the floor.
The chancellor’s knees gave way, and he fell in the dampness he created earlier. “Someone get me a towel, please?” He wiped his face with his sleeves, trying to remove the dragon’s saliva.
Agmunsten turned to the broad-shouldered guard. “Please fetch your master a towel and ask someone to run a bath. And I’m quite peckish. Send up some dinner, too, if you don’t mind.” The realmist turned to the chancellor, who had managed to get back to his feet. “Are you ready to be reasonable?”
He nodded.
“Good. Now—” He put a hand gently on the man’s upper back. “This is what Talia needs from you.”
The gormon, knowing that his opportunity at thwarting the realmists’ chance at uniting Talia had almost disappeared, spoke in his mind and reported back to Kwaad. Master, we have had a hiccup. The realmists have intervened but I have a plan. In case I . . . fail, I wanted you to know that they will be crossing the ocean soon.
Thank you, brother, Kwaad replied. Make good on your failure, or you will be punished on your return. We will ready the horde at Carpus.
Yes, Master.
Churex had nothing to lose, now. He would easily escape the High Chancellor’s prison, and then he would follow the realmists. They would drop their guard eventually, and when they did, Churex would be waiting.



 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
 
Leon stalked around his new bedchamber, having amused himself by reducing his brother’s clothes to scraps of rags with his dagger. He kicked a piece of blue fabric out of his way as he reached the window. His hands rested on his hips as he gazed over part of the city and the surrounding countryside—now his. “You know why I’m not smiling?”
Tusklar arranged the crystal crowns on their special stand on the mantle and watched his rage with a small smile. A rich-burgundy gown with a low-cut neckline skimmed her figure all the way to the floor. “Tell me, husband.”
“My brother is still alive.” He dug his fingertips into his hips, relishing the pain.
Tusklar went to him, circled her arms around his waist and rested her cheek on his back. “But you have your castle now, and you killed one of their Circle. This is just the beginning—remember that. There’s more than one way to skin a yamuk.”
“Indeed there is.” He remembered the day he had left for Inkra—it seemed a lifetime ago. And what had his goal been? To demoralize his brother and take his city for his own. And hadn’t he done that? Yes, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted his brother’s head on a platter—literally. He would enjoy the spoils as Kwaad. The one consolation was seeing the gormons eating his brother’s people—yes, that had made him smile. He had enjoyed a few himself. “What do you think of your new kingdom, my darling?”
“It is so much sunnier than Inkra. I think I will enjoy it here, but I can’t wait to see Vellonia.”
Leon’s scowl returned. “It won’t be for at least three weeks. The gormons must mature, and your army is on foot.” He snorted disgust and pounded the stone sill with his fist.
She rubbed his back. “I know a good way to spend the time.”
He turned and embraced her, putting his mouth to her ear and kissing her lobe.
Pounding on the door interrupted them. Leon rolled his eyes. “Will we ever get a moment alone? Come in!”
A gormon ducked to walk under the doorframe. He bowed. “We have the final numbers: fifty-two gormons killed, plus your inside man Perculus. We’ve killed or eaten one-thousand-two-hundred-and-fourteen primitives. We have collared the rest and they are chained in the city’s warehouses and in our dungeons. The city gates are secured, and we’re tallying the number of inhabitants so we can plan for the future. There is also an excellent spot to house future eggs and larvae. The juveniles on the coast are maturing nicely and will start moving in two weeks. We’ve identified some caverns near Vellonia that would suit them perfectly.”
Leon thought he would feel a touch mournful, learning about Perculus’s demise, but he was only angry that he had not captured Edmund. Stupid, repulsive man. Wish I’d watched him die. Why did everyone disappoint him so? First, his brother, then Boy, and now Perculus. Was everyone incapable?
“Tell Kerchex he’s doing a good job. I want another update in forty-eight hours. Until then, my meals are to be sent up and left outside. My wife and I are not to be disturbed.”
The gormon performed an awkward bow and backed out of the room, bumping his head on the doorframe. When the door closed, Leon turned to Tusklar. “Now, my love, where were we?”



 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
 
The clouds had cleared. The chorus of chirping crickets and croaking frogs hovered over the valley of Vellonia, providing an accompaniment to Bronwyn and Blayke’s light show.
To practice drawing more power, Arcon had them channeling their energy into a massive, expanding ball of light. The gigantic orb floated twenty feet above them and resembled a small moon. They had attracted a few dragons, who stood in a circle around them admiring the performance, and moths flitted around the brilliance. Sinjenasta lay on the grass napping.
 While Blayke sent more power into the orb, Bronwyn created a ring of separate star shapes around the still-growing globe, then another, then another. Imagining her favorite colors, the rings of stars glowed peacock blue, green and magenta. The stars rotated around the orb, Bronwyn adding more stars to the strings to keep up with the moon-like light, which was quickly becoming planet sized. The young realmists smiled when they heard the dragons oohing and aahing. 
Bronwyn had only just started sweating, even though the power she had drawn tonight was twice the amount she’d ever attempted previously. Keeping her stars spinning took concentration—each thread of power had to be balanced just so, and each different hue required adjustments. As she reached for more power to add another garland of stars—this time mauve—the ground vibrated, and an overwhelming sense of loss descended.  
Both realmists released their hold on the energy. The flow from the Second Realm ceased, and the delightful faux planet and stars vanished. The panther rushed to Bronwyn’s side. Fang stopped foraging for seeds in the grass and ran up Blayke’s leg.
The earth settled after a few seconds, but the sadness remained. Bronwyn looked to Arcon, who closed his eyes and bowed his head. “What is it? What’s happened?”
Quickly checking all the realmists’ symbols in the Second Realm, Arcon discovered that Elphus’s was gone. Shoulders slumped, he passed a hand over his eyes and rubbed his forehead.
Bronwyn reached him, trying to see his covered face. “Please, Arcon. What’s happened? I felt . . . something; something’s gone wrong.”
Arcon dropped his hand to his side and met Bronwyn’s worried gaze. “You just felt one of The Circle die. Elphus has lost his life fighting for our cause.” He blinked, bewildered. He knew it was possible to lose one of their members before the final encounter, but he didn’t really think it would happen. He scarcely looked up when Phantom landed on a nearby branch and hooted.
The dragons, who had been watching, departed. The news would be all over Vellonia within the hour.
Bronwyn didn’t know the man well, but she had felt his essence at the meeting in the Second Realm, all that time ago. He had seemed kind, modest, and, truth be told, sad.
“What happens now? Don’t we need seven members for The Circle to be at the right numbers? We’re going to be one short—even if Bronwyn and I join.”
“Yes, lad, that’s true.”
“So who do we get?” Bronwyn looked from Arcon to her brother.
“We’re quickly running out of time.” Arcon gazed back at the shadowed mountain that housed most of the dragon population. “I’ll have to start by interviewing the five realmists that are here—but I’m not sure any of them will be strong enough, or trustworthy enough. One wrong decision and the gormons will basically have an open invitation to Talia.”
“What about Arcese or Astra? It would be nice to have another woman on board, since we’re currently outnumbered.”
“Possibly, but Arcese is pregnant—I don’t think her father would appreciate me putting her directly in harm’s way. And Astra is in Zamahl. I’m hoping they return in time, but there’s a chance they won’t, if at all.”
“But they have to return: Zim’s with them.” Bronwyn looked to the sky, hoping to find divine inspiration.
“Is everyone all right? I felt the earthquake and thought I’d come and check.” The realmists looked toward the voice and saw black-bearded Crotus. He had on his usual black pants, but he had ditched his hooded cloak for a black shirt, his crow creatura sitting on his shoulder, making the perfect accessory.
Arcon pushed the grief from his face and presented a calm façade. “Why, thank you. I think everyone is okay, although it did bring an abrupt end to our realmistry practice.”
“I saw the light from my window. You have two very talented prospects. How come I’ve never seen them at the academy?”
“They have had special training. Agmunsten is trialing a new program to compare class-taught realmists with those brought up with intensive training in a more isolated setting. We haven’t come to any conclusions yet.”
“Well, if what I’ve seen is anything to go by, the intensive training looks promising.”
“Thank you.” Arcon nodded. “We’ve had a big evening. I think it’s time we had dinner. Why don’t you join us?”
Crotus smiled. While Bronwyn acknowledged he was attractive, with olive skin, high cheekbones and gray eyes, there was something not quite right. She was reminded of the other men who always wore black. The undertakers would travel from village to village and help bury the dead or take them away for cremation. They had visited the village a few times, near the home she had shared with Avruellen. Each time they’d had more than one body limp and rotting in their horse-drawn cart, but it didn’t seem to bother them. The one gray hand she had seen poking out of the hessian covering, flies swarming around it, had been enough to make her lose her lunch on the side of the road. As they walked to the dining hall, Bronwyn stayed close to her brother.
Near the dining entry, Arcon stopped. “I just need to go to the bathroom. Save me a seat.”
“Okay.” Blayke continued into the room with Bronwyn and Crotus.
The older realmist, Phantom on his shoulder, climbed two flights of stairs and sought his room.
I’m sorry, Arcon. He was a fine man. We’ll all miss his kindness and quiet confidence.
Thanks, Phantom. And just when I thought we might be invincible.

You know we can’t live forever.
Yes, yes, but I was hoping for at least one-thousand years.
Typical human. If it wasn’t for you, I would have been happy to fly into the Unknown Realm long ago.

Well, thanks for sticking around. Arcon smiled and ran his hand down Phantom’s back. Time to contact the others. The realmist warded his conversation so anyone in Vellonia wouldn’t be able to hear it, but there was no guarantee that someone else, outside the city, wouldn’t eavesdrop. His blue eyes stared unseeing at the wall ahead. He felt a connection with Arcese, Avruellen and Zim. Where’s Agmunsten? Is he with you, Zim?
Yes, no need to worry. He’s busy at the moment. I see we’ve lost Elphus. This is a dark day indeed.
They all heard Avruellen’s sniff. How could this have happened?
Arcese spoke. He lost his life saving us. Kwaad attacked, and if it weren’t for Elphus, then Edmund and one of the dragons would be dead.
Where are you now? Arcon asked.
We’re a few days from Vellonia, traveling south. We’re going to stop to pick up Queen Gabrielle and Verity. Bayerlon is lost to Leon and the gormons.
Arcon rested his head in his hands. This is worse than I expected. What about you, Zim?
Agmunsten is chatting to the High Chancellor of Zamahl, but he can’t be trusted. At least we’ve made it this far with no casualties, although it was close. We haven’t exactly had a warm welcome. The gormons got here before us.
Avruellen gasped. Is anything going right? We’re still three or four days away. Toran’s great company, but I swear Corrille is half gormon.
Hang in there, Av. The kids are doing a good job here, but I need to puzzle out the prophecy. It would be good to have some idea of what’s expected on the last activation. And, as you have all realized, we’re going to have to pick a realmist to replace Elphus. I don’t suppose you want the job, Arcese?
I’m flattered, Arcon, and would consider it in other circumstances, but I’ve had issues with drawing power. Pregnancy doesn’t agree with the Second Realm. Sorry.
Well, there are five realmists here. I’m going to get to know them and hopefully one will suit; if not, we’ll have to hope you get back in time, Zim, so Astra can join our ranks.
Okay, Arcon. I have to go now. I’ll send you an update in a few days. Zim dropped out of the connection. The others said their farewells and Arcon was left to sit on the bed and ponder their losses. Phantom, this is not going well. Although, at least King Edmund survived.
So I heard. We’d better get down to dinner, or you’ll miss your chance to get to know Crotus the Creepy.
Arcon laughed. You’ve got that right. But what if he’s just a harmless kind of strange and perfect for what we need.
Hmm, I’ll reserve judgment.
“Let’s go.” With Phantom on his shoulder, Arcon returned to the dining room. He found the teenagers sitting with the five realmists from the academy—their table at the opposite end of the hall to King Valdorryn and his family. Arcon sat in a spare seat next to Bronwyn. “Hi, all. I’m Arcon.”
An older woman, short, shriveled and wearing a yellow dress that did no favors for her porcelain-white skin, was the first to introduce herself. Arcon picked her for a northerner. “Lovely to meet you, Arcon. I’m Zella. I came to realmistry late—that’s why even my wrinkles have wrinkles.” She laughed. 
“I remember you from the academy when I visited a few years ago.” Arcon smiled. 
“I thought I’d seen you before. And this is my ferret, Ret.”
Bronwyn giggled. “What a great name. I didn’t notice him before.”
I’m not a him; I’m a her.
“Oh, Ret, don’t get so upset. How’s a person to tell? I’ve told you to let me put a pink ribbon around your neck, but you just won’t listen. This is Aimee.” Zella nodded to a young girl sitting on her right. Aimee must have been of a similar age to Bronwyn, but her hair was white blond, her eyes clear blue.
Aimee blushed, the red obvious on her pale skin. “Pleased to meet you, Arcon.” Her quiet voice barely reached across the table. Well, she was definitely out as far as qualifying for The Circle—too young and inexperienced. Arcon also wondered if she’d faint at the first whiff of a gormon on the wind.
A tall, well-muscled youngster—young by Arcon’s standards, so he could have been forty—with shoulder-length brown hair introduced himself. “I’m Bernard. I’ve heard a lot about you, Arcon. Didn't you once save a village from starvation by healing their soil and encouraging their crops to grow?”
Arcon thought the man, with his brawny build, could have passed for a soldier in the king’s guard. “Ahem. I’d forgotten about that. I did, with the help of another talented realmist called Elphus.” The old realmist swallowed, and Blayke eyed him with concern. Phantom shuffled closer to Arcon’s face and leaned against the side of his head. “And do you have a creatura, Bernard?”
“I do, sir. She’s a wolf called Juniper.”
“Wow, a wolf. I wonder if she’d get along with Flux?” Blayke took another piece of venison from the platter in the middle of the table.
“I’m the stick-in-the-mud of the group—so I’m always being told. Dorge is my name. I head up the Testing of New Constructs faculty at the academy.” A thick mess of curly red hair shot through with gray topped off his tall, skinny frame.
“Dangerous job.” Agmunsten smiled.
“Indeed. Oh, and since everyone’s asking: I don’t have a creatura. I was never one to want adventures outside the academy, and I don’t have time for animals.”
All the realmists looked at him as if he’d just said he wanted to marry a gormon. Dorge shrugged. “Besides, an animal would be bored cooped up all day in a basement room in the academy. You can’t expect they’d want to be locked up their entire lives.” This comment placated the group, and Arcon changed the subject.
“I’ve already met Crotus.” Arcon nodded at the man. “What do you do at the academy?”
“I’m in charge of testing students to see if they have what it takes to become realmists.”
Aimee looked at him through narrowed eyes, her lips pursed. She quickly rearranged her expression when he moved his head.
During dinner, Arcon observed more than he spoke. He had decided that, although Zella was old enough, maybe she wasn’t strong enough, having come to realmistry a lot later than the average person. Dorge was a possibility, except he was strong in one area but maybe not others. His best candidates so far were Crotus and Bernard, and he definitely didn’t trust Crotus.
He would love to test their strength and knowledge in Second-Realm power, but he couldn't do that directly without giving away the fact that one of The Circle had died. Or maybe he could. “Excuse me, everyone.” Everyone looked at Arcon. “I hate to bring up a depressing subject, but in less than a month, the gormons are probably going to be here, attacking us. Agmunsten sent the five of you to help, which will involve fighting. We’re going to need to come up with a plan of attack, so to speak, and see what everyone’s strengths and weaknesses are. Who’s good at throwing fireballs?”
Crotus, Bernard, and, surprisingly, Aimee raised their hands. Arcon nodded. “And who can channel enough power that they could throw fireball after fireball for an hour?”
They shrugged, and Crotus laughed. “How would we know, when we’ve never had the opportunity? It’s not like there’s been any wars lately.”
“Well, that’s where we’ll start. In the morning, we’re all going to go out and have target practice and see how much stamina you have. I want you to meet me at the bridge next to the caretaker’s stone cottage by the river. We’re going to cross to the other side of the valley, where there’s less chance of hitting any dragons.” The realmists from the academy, and Bronwyn and Blayke, all sat up straighter—if they’d been cats, their ears would be pointing forward. Arcon tried not to laugh.
 
***
 
 
Her dark hair tied in a ponytail, Bronwyn waited on the bridge with Blayke, Fang and Sinjenasta. They were a bit early because Bronwyn wanted to talk to her brother before the others arrived.
Bronwyn peered over the railing. The water rushed past—melted snow from the spring thaw filling the river almost to the top of the steep banks. She picked at the railing with a fingernail. “Um, Blayke, you know how Sinjenasta is Sander?”
“Yes.”
She straightened and looked him in the eyes. “Well, he can’t be a person unless he’s in the Sacred Realm, and we want to be together . . . as people.”
Blayke looked at the panther. “Can’t you change back when you want?”
No. I can only be Sander in the Sacred Realm. I would have changed back by now if I could have. As much as I love panthers, being one gets old after awhile.
“Oh.” Blayke looked at his sister. “You can’t go back until the war is over—you know that, right?”
“Of course I know. But please don’t tell Arcon, or Avruellen—or anyone, for that matter. If they know, they might try to stop me.”
“Why would they mind? It’s not like you couldn’t come back here.” 
Bronwyn looked down and scuffed her booted toe back and forth on the timber bridge planks.
“What? Why wouldn’t you be able to return?” 
“Drakon is going to close the portals between realms. Once we’re there, that’s it.” 
Blayke’s mouth fell open. He knew what that meant—no more drawing Second-Realm power, no more realmistry. He looked around. No one was coming, yet. He grabbed her upper arms. “You’d give up your family and Talia for Sander?”
“What would you give up for Fang? He’s part of you. This is worse. I’ve bonded with a person, not an animal. I don’t think that’s ever happened in the history of Talia. I'm in love with him, but it’s more than that. We’re connected in a way that cannot be undone—ever. As soon as I met Sander, I knew we had a deep connection, way before I found out he was Sinjanasta.”
Blayke rubbed at his eyelid with his finger and scrunched his face. “Can we talk about this again later? I need to think about it. Please promise me you won’t go anywhere near the Sacred Lake until this is over.”
“I promise.”
“And what about you, Sinje . . . Sander?”
I promise, Blayke. It was never my intention to take Bronwyn from you. The panther padded to Blayke and rubbed his head against his side.
Wow, you humans know how to complicate stuff. Fang looked down at the panther from Blayke’s breast pocket. For what it’s worth, Sinje, you make a good panther.
Thanks. His tongue lolled out in a smile.
“They’re coming, so let’s not say any more. We’ll talk later, sis.”
“Okay. Thanks for understanding. I knew you would.” She smiled and hugged him.
Phantom landed on one of the wide bridge pylons before Arcon arrived with the group. Sinjenasta and the owl exchanged nods. The panther noticed Crotus was sans crow. He looked up and around. There, in a branch of a tall prone tree, its spindly leaves close together, the crow sat and watched. Shit, thought Sinjenasta. He would have heard Bronwyn and Blayke’s conversation. Had he already told his master? I’ll be keeping an eye on you, Crotus.
Arcon led them to the other side of the bridge. Turning left, they walked south for a few minutes. “This should do. The dragons have kindly set up some targets for us.” Everyone looked where Arcon pointed. At different height intervals up the mountain, metal gongs had been hung. “When you get a direct hit, the gong will sound. They won’t burn, so we can keep using them. Later, we’ll get the dragons to fly with them hanging from a rope beneath their bodies.”
“But what if we hit them?” Aimee’s eyes were wide, but at least her voice was a bit louder than the previous day.
“I’ll create a shield out of Second-Realm power for them. They’ll be perfectly safe.”
Aimee smiled. Blayke watched her, a small grin on his face.
“We’ll start by opening up to the corridor. I want everyone to make a small fireball above their hand—if you can’t do that, a ball of light will do.”
Crotus looked at Dorge and rolled his eyes. “This is new-recruit stuff, Arcon. Give us something hard.”
“Just shut up and do as I ask.”
“I beg your pardon, old man.”
Bronwyn’s mouth hung open at Crotus’s insolence. Arcon was one of The Circle, for Drakon’s sake. How dare he? She felt the slight pressure change that indicated that someone was drawing the power.
Arcon lifted Crotus off the ground. He held the black-robed realmist’s arms and legs stiff by his side. Crotus tried to object, but his mouth was forced closed. He stopped rising when his feet were level with Arcon’s head. 
“Look, you little snot, I’m a member of the ruling council of realmists—The Circle. I’ve seen more than all of you put together, and I know how to use the power in ways you’ve never imagined. If anyone,” Arcon said, his gaze touching every realmist, “thinks they won’t do as I ask, when I ask, they can leave now. Go back to the academy and consider yourselves a failure. Do you all understand?”
Crotus, bound as he was, was the only one who didn’t nod. Arcon waggled his finger back and forth. “Crotus, move your right foot if you agree to my terms.” The foot twitched. “Good.” Arcon set Crotus down. 
The black-clad realmist tested both arms and legs to make sure everything was working and then scowled at Arcon.
“Are we ready? Balls in the air.”
Everyone managed, except for Dorge. He balanced a globe of light above his hand.
“Now, make them one centimeter bigger. You’ll have to draw more power. Do it by pushing the power into the middle of the ball—if you add it to the edges, it’s likely to fall apart when you throw it.”
Arcon checked everyone’s constructs. “See that target up there—the gong with the blue circle in the middle. We’re going to take turns. Bronwyn, you can go first.”
Bronwyn stood side-on to the target, pointed a straight left arm toward the gong and threw with her right. The fireball sailed through the air and hit the gong just below the blue circle. “Well done! Now Blayke.” While they took turns, Arcon stood with Dorge and ran him through, step-by-step, how to create a fireball. It surprised him that the man hadn’t been able to do it—he was head of a department, for goodness sake. It reminded him of the old adage: those who can’t, teach; those who can, do.
At lunchtime, they stopped. Zella was the first to plonk down on the grass. Her ferret, Ret, pounced over her legs, bounding to a nearby tree and back. Zella laughed. “It feels good to work hard. I haven’t had a workout like that for years.”
“The things I’ve been missing in the lab. Who would have thought being outside would be so much fun.”
“You’d forgotten what fun was, Dorge.” Zella lay on her back and looked up at the blue sky.
Blayke found a spot next to Aimee, and Bronwyn and Sinjenasta sat a little bit away from everyone, talking quietly.
“Rest up. We have another session early tomorrow. Same place, same time.” Arcon strode back to the mountain while Phantom soared above.
Crotus watched them leave, his crow perched on a rock near one of the targets. Finally things were falling into place. So much news he’d have to tell Leon tomorrow night. He lay back on the grass. Fitting his hands under his head, he shut his eyes and enjoyed the warmth of the sun.
 
***
 
The third morning of practice had gone well. Everyone was improving, and no one had hurt themselves, yet. Arcon had left the others and was waiting for King Valdorryn in his meeting chamber. The white owl had perched on the stone mantle above the cold hearth. Logs lay in wait for a chilly night, but spring was moving toward summer, and inside the mountain, the temperature was steady and cool rather than cold.
Humming preceded Valdorryn through the door. The king held a scepter, which he placed on the table before he sat. “Good afternoon, Arcon.”
“It seems you think it so. Isn’t it a bit early to get stuck into the gozzleberry juice?”
Valdorryn smiled. “Not yet, although we may have a reason to celebrate.” He picked up the scepter from the table. Arcon admired the black onyx. At the end reared a red dragon with its maw wide open, as if breathing fire. The thin red veins that ran through it looked to be moving, like a lava flow. The dragon twirled it in his hand. “This is the Dragon Scepter. Each king and queen of Vellonia receive the scepter at their coronation and promise to rule Vellonia with only the best interests of her inhabitants at heart. It was also said to have another function—to protect.”
“Do you hit an enemy over the head with it?” Fine wrinkles forked out at the corner of Arcon’s blue eyes as he smiled.
“Ha, ha, realmist. Please don’t joke. I’m rather serious about this.”
“Sorry. Please go on.”
“We have never needed this for protection, and to be honest, I forgot about it after Jaz and I took the throne.”
“So what made you think about it now?”
“After going to the Sacred Lake the other day, Pandellen decided to read up on the history of the gormon wars. Turns out that this scepter was only created after the gormons were banished. We can’t find any evidence of it mentioned beforehand.”
“Can I have a look at it?”
“Certainly.” The king handed it over.
Arcon ran his fingers along the smooth finish. He studied the scarlet lines crisscrossing the shaft. They were moving—a tiny river of glowing something within. His eyebrows arched into his hairline, and he handed the scepter back. “What in the world?”
“We’re not quite sure. Pandellen is still researching, but, so far, he can only find the reference to it being some kind of protective tool.”
“I hope it turns out to be—we’re going to need every bit of luck we can get. Leon took Bayerlon with only one hundred of those hideous creatures. How many are we going to have to face? Is it hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands?”
“We’re planning for thousands. How many did Talia banish last time? I always had the impression it might have been ten thousand, maybe twenty. How fast could they multiply?”
“Who knows? But they’ve had over one-thousand years—plenty of time to produce an army.” Arcon put his bottom lip over his top and blew out a puff of air. “They’re like worms—they don’t need two sexes to reproduce. There’s little information on how many offspring they can have at one time and how long the incubation period is.”
“We need to find out. What if I got a couple of dragons to fly back to the coast where you came ashore at Blaggard’s Bay?”
“That’s too dangerous. Some gormons might mature faster than others. You could be sending them to their deaths.”
“Can you send Phantom?”
Arcon ran a hand through his hair and glanced at the white owl. “It will take him more than a week to get there and back. If anything happened to him, I’d be out of action, and we can’t afford that right now.”
“We need to know.”
“Zim has to come back that way. Can we get them to take a look?”
“They’re cutting it fine as it is. I don’t know.” The king stared at the staff, rolling it across the table, from one hand to the other. “Can’t you do something with Second-Realm power?”
Arcon thought and then sighed. “There is something I could do, but it’s highly unethical and very dangerous.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to do it if this wasn’t important.”
“I know, but it doesn’t make it any easier. I’m going to have to go into the Second Realm, find a village close to Blaggard’s Bay and enter someone’s symbol. I can see what they see, hear what they hear, but I won’t have control over where they go. They may or may not feel me there. I could also be caught out if the enemy sees me in the Second Realm.”
I think you should do it. Phantom blinked from the mantle. As dangerous as it is, it’s the safest choice. At the first hint of trouble, just come back—don’t engage.
“I think you should too.” The king looked at the realmist apologetically.
“Looks like the majority wins. I’ll do it tomorrow morning, when the gormons are least active. They should all be sleeping off full bellies.” Arcon looked at the scepter still being rolled from one dragon hand to the other. “Can I borrow that? I might test it out, see what it can be used for. I’m going show it to Jazmonilly as well. Women sometimes know a lot more about things than we give them credit for. Do you know where she is?”
Valdorryn placed it in his friend’s hand. “She’ll either be in the kitchen bothering the cooks, wandering Vellonia checking on preparations for our visitors or she’ll be in the nursery thinking. She’s been up there a lot lately. Arcon, be careful.”
Arcon nodded. “Well, that narrows it down.” He laughed. “I’ll report back here tomorrow afternoon.” He turned to Phantom while hiding the long scepter under his shirt—the end of it stuck out beneath his top, but there wasn’t anything for it. “Let’s go.” The owl hopped up the offered arm. The realmist tried the kitchen first. No luck. Rather than chase her all around the castle, he called out to her, mind-to-mind. Jaz, are you around? I’ve got a question for you.
Oh, Arcon. Yes. I’m just organizing some rooms for Edmund and his family—they’ll be arriving tonight. Where do you want to meet?
Where you first saw Bronwyn.
You mean—
Yes. I’ll be waiting. There was no being “too careful.” It seemed that Leon always had the upper hand. How could he betray his own family to the gormons? 
While he and Avruellen had known about the young prince’s mean streak, they had definitely underestimated it. Arcon thanked the gods that Edmund’s parents were not alive to see what was happening.
Checking to make sure he wasn’t being followed, he found his way to the underbelly of the dragon mountain. The pool where Bronwyn and Sinjenasta had been caught killing Symbothial hadn’t changed—not that he’d expected it would have.
Claws ticking on the hard ground alerted Arcon to Jaz’s arrival. Drawing power from under Vellonia, Jaz warded their conversation to natural and unnatural ears.
“I didn't know you could do that.” Arcon looked impressed.
“Zim showed me a few tricks. Have you got any information on the realmists?”
“The one we most have to watch out for is Crotus, but you already knew that. The others seem to be on our side. I’d like to talk to Agmunsten to see what he thinks, as he should know all of them. I have something else to show you. Tell me what you think.” He pulled the rod from under his shirt and gave it to Jaz.
“Oh, my goodness! This is the scepter from my coronation. What are you doing with it?”
“Valdorryn was showing it to me. Apparently Pandellen has discovered it may be more than what everyone thought. See those lines of orangey red? They reminded me of lava flows, or….”
The dragon’s eyes widened. “ . . . or the flows of power under the ground.”
“Precisely.”
“When I have to unblock the power for the spires, it always looks exactly like this. But how are we supposed to use it?”
“We need to test it. The safest place would be one of the cells.” Arcon and Jaz opened the door to the first cell in the row. Arcon grabbed a torch from the wall outside and placed it in a bracket on one cell wall.
“I’m going to channel a shield around myself, Jaz. There’s no help for it—the other realmists might be able to feel me drawing power. Can you shut the door and wait outside?”
The dragon considered his request while remembering the state Arcon had been in when he’d reached Vellonia after shielding his group for days. “Just be careful. Don't push it too far.”
“I won’t.”
Jaz stepped outside and shut the door.
After donning his protective invisible defense, Arcon sent his awareness into the scepter. Next to the chambers of red power lay empty chambers—what they would be used for, he wasn’t sure. There were four separate cul-de-sacs branching off the narrow chambers. He pushed a trickle of power into the one that led off the empty chambers, and it seemed to disappear. Carefully sending more in, he waited. Still nothing. He poured more and more in. Finally, he saw a small reserve. He stopped drawing power and watched. Nothing.
Near the head of the scepter, he found a catch, similar to a moveable wall on a dam. Hmm, if he moved it, power would come out, probably in whatever form the rod was designed for. Not wanting to push his luck, he withdrew from the scepter and opened the door.
Seeing him, the queen breathed out. “Thank Drakon you’re all right. And?”
“It seems to be able to store power—more power than any realmist could hold, maybe ten or twenty times more. It looks as if it’s designed for both Second-Realm power and Talian energy.”
“Arcon!”
“What?”
The queen waved her hands in front of him and was blinking almost as fast as a hummingbird’s flapping wings. Arcon had never, ever seen a dragon this excited before. “Look. The energy appears like threads of gold when you move it at a certain angle. And, see where it leads? To the dragon on the head of the scepter. The dragon looks like it’s holding one of the spires—see, there’s a small spiral thing on the top of the rod in its hand.”
“Could it be a portable spire? Able to zap gormons from a distance?”
“That would be most satisfying. Can I take it with me to the room tonight? When I check the spires, I’ll see how this possibly fits into it all.”
“Only if I’m there. You’ll need someone to shield you. And isn’t that room dangerous? As in, you could blow up the whole mountain if something goes wrong.”
Jaz shrugged her shiny, reflective shoulders. “I’ll be careful.”
“Shouldn’t we get Valdorryn’s permission first?”
“No. This is my decision, and he’ll only worry. We need to know what this is for. Now, I’ll go upstairs first—you follow in five minutes. I’ll see you at dinner tonight. Join Valdorryn and I.”
“As you wish.” Arcon bowed as the dragon left. 
By the time he returned upstairs, chaos had erupted.



 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
 
Dragons rushed through the vast halls of their mountain city, some running upstairs, arms beset with linen, some going down, arms empty or carrying human-size chairs. “Excuse me,” “pardon me” and “sorry” rang throughout Vellonia as the large creatures bumped into or brushed past each other. Arcon followed the ones who were headed into the valley.
The sun, high in the sky, reflected off hundreds of dragon backs. Arcon could see Jazmonilly outshining everyone, as usual. Vellonia’s inhabitants were crowded around something, or someone, blocking the realmist’s view. He spied Bronwyn, Blayke and Aimee standing a little way back, watching the melee.
“Phantom, can you see what’s going on?”
The owl walked from Arcon’s shoulder to his straightened arm. The realmist raised his arm quickly to give Phantom extra lift when he launched. The white bird glided in circles above the group. It’s Edmund, Gabrielle, Pernus, Arcese, Verity and Queen Alaine.
Thanks. Arcon joined his trainees. Blayke raised his hand. “Hi. Do you know what’s going on?”
“Phantom tells me we’ve had some important arrivals.” Arcon folded his arms, his heart suddenly racing. How is this going to go? he wondered. He prepared himself and tried to ignore the nausea that circled his stomach like a shark waiting to strike. He wished Avruellen were here to stand by his side, although he was glad he would take the brunt. By the time she arrived, their red coal of anger will have cooled.
“What’s wrong, Arcon? You don’t look well.” Bronwyn put the back of her hand to his forehead. 
He swiped it away. “Don’t fuss over me. I’m fine.” 
“Why don’t you sit down? It’s not like you haven’t met the royal family before.” Bronwyn gave him a gentle smile.
“I said I’m fine.” He breathed deeply and swallowed the lump in his throat.
“If you say so.” Bronwyn turned back, waiting to see King Edmund and Queen Gabrielle.
A path through the dragons opened up. The royal party—both dragons and humans—finally came into view. Bronwyn gripped Blayke’s hand. “How exciting.”
He grinned. “It is, kinda. Don’t forget to curtsy.” He winked at his sister.
“Ooh, thanks for reminding me. I can just hear Avruellen getting all grumpy with me.” She laughed and imitated her aunt’s serious voice. “Bronwyn, how many times have I told you? You never listen. Boh! How are you ever going to become a realmist if you can’t obey a simple request?” They both laughed. Arcon frowned, which made them laugh more.
They managed to compose themselves as King Valdorryn, Queen Jazmonilly and Arcese led the visitors past where they stood. As soon as Edmund spied Arcon, he hurried over and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. The sympathy on his face said it all. Arcon nodded. “I hear he made us all proud.”
“Indeed he did, Arcon. A credit to The Circle. I wanted to get him out of there, but he refused. He saved my life. A true hero.”
Gabrielle’s voice grabbed Arcon’s attention. “Who do we have here?” The realmist turned to see the queen standing in front of the trio of young realmists.
Aimee answered Gabrielle, her head bowed. “I’m Aimee, Your Highness.”
“I’m Blayke, and this is my sister, Bronwyn. Pleased to meet you, Your Highness.”
Arcon’s nausea worsened, and he looked around for the nearest bush, just in case. Then he watched the queen’s face. Gabrielle tilted her head to the side. Her gaze jumped from Blayke to Edmund, back to Blayke, and then to Bronwyn—who she stared at. She wrinkled her brow and pursed her lips. Verity, who stood just behind her parents, also had her gaze fixed on them.
Bronwyn blushed under the scrutiny, afraid to meet the queen’s gaze—not sure if it was polite. When she finally looked up, her breath caught. The queen looked so familiar, and she saw recognition in Gabrielle’s eyes. “How old are you?”
The question was directed at Bronwyn. It took great effort to answer without stammering. “I’m eighteen, Your Highness.”
“And Blayke?”
Blayke wondered what she was getting at. “We’re twins.”
The queen paled and grabbed her husband’s hand. Lowering her voice, she said, “Take me to our quarters. Arcon, you will attend us. I have questions.”
The realmist bowed. “As you wish.”
Valdorryn, Jazmonilly, Queen Alaine, and even Aimee were all gawking at the twins and the King and Queen of Veresia.
After the royal party moved inside, Arcon addressed his charges. “Bronwyn and Blayke, come with me. After my meeting with King Edmund, I’m sure they’re going to want to talk to both of you.”
“What have we done?” Bronwyn felt horrified that she might have done something to offend them.
“It’s not what you’ve done—it’s who you are. Come on.” Without giving them time to ask anything else, Arcon strode into Vellonia.
Bronwyn swallowed. Was this it—was she finally going to find out who she was? She had to jog to keep up with Arcon—why were her elders always in a hurry? It was hard to think and run at the same time. She looked at Blayke, who walked quickly beside her. Was he thinking the same thing? The queen certainly had the same hair as she did, but Bronwyn hadn’t seen her own face in a mirror that often. But when she looked at Blayke, the resemblance to Edmund and Gabrielle was unmistakable. By the gods! But this stuff doesn’t happen in real life. Bronwyn couldn’t help thinking
it was a cliché reserved for storybooks and fairytales and certainly too good to be true.
When they reached Queen Gabrielle’s chambers, they were made to wait outside. Blayke winced when shouting splintered through the thick doors.
Inside, Arcon stood like a cowed dog. If he’d had a tail, it would have been firmly between his legs. Gabrielle was alternating between yelling at him and crying. “So, you don’t deny they’re my children?”
Arcon shook his head.
“How could you? You stole our babies! How could you and Avruellen do this? My children! You’ve taken years from us—years we could have loved them. When I think of how I felt when I held their limp bodies in my arms for the first and last time. . . . Do they think their parents gave them away on purpose?”
“No, no, nothing like that. I’ve explained it to them. We didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry, truly sorry.”
Edmund enclosed he wife in a hug, squeezing her hard against him. “Was it really necessary, Arcon?” 
“Yes. Our enemy has eyes and ears everywhere. And do you think you would have allowed your firstborn son to become a realmist? Give up his responsibilities to Veresia to be groomed for The Circle? How old would Bronwyn have been before you found her a suitable husband—if she’d have survived that long? There was no other way that we could see at the time. We waited until now to tell you because we needed them to be focused on learning as much about Second-Realm power as possible, and their lives would have been in even more danger than they already were.”
Queen Gabrielle took the handkerchief that Edmund offered and wiped her cheeks. “But why them? Surely they’re not the only candidates for The Circle.”
“There were vague mentions of them in the prophecy—or what we thought to be them. Everything matched. One of Edmund’s ancestors was a member of the original Circle. She fought in the first gormon war. The ability is strong in your family. That may be why the Laraulens were able to hold the throne for so long. Unlike a lot of the other royal families of Talia, they’ve always had strong support from the realmists.”
Verity watched the exchange. She wasn’t sure how to feel. A sister and brother she’d never known, and they were ahead of her for the throne—not that she cared overly much. For a moment, jealousy warred with guilt.  She’d always had her parents’ love. How did Bronwyn and Blayke feel about that? Would they hate her? “When can we tell them the news?”
Queen Gabrielle spun about; she’d forgotten her daughter was in the room. It was the queen’s turn to feel queasy. She reached out and took Verity’s hand.
“We can do this, Mother. You know you’re the best mother ever. They’re going to love you.”
More tears tracked down Gabrielle’s face. Edmund took her other hand, and they faced the door. The king nodded at Arcon. “Send them in.”
When Arcon opened the door, Bronwyn jumped. She and Blayke had been pacing up and down the corridor, sidestepping the dragons that still rushed about Vellonia.
“You can come in now.” He held the door open and then shut it after them.
Before anyone had a chance to say anything, Queen Gabrielle stepped forward. She looked from one to the other, new tears following the old ones. Bronwyn and Blayke didn’t know where to look. Embarrassment that the queen was crying in front of them made it awkward, but the fact that she might be their mother, made it surreal.
Gabrielle lifted both hands and cupped one under each of her children’s chins. She ran a hand down Bronwyn’s cheek then turned to Blayke and did the same, all the while shaking her head in wonderment. “My babies. You’re so big. Last time I saw you, you were tiny.” She broke down again, and they waited patiently for her to finish crying, Edmund placing a comforting hand on her back.
Bronwyn’s eyes filled with tears to see her mother’s pain. My mother. She’s really my mother. Goose bumps played on her arms. She had waited her whole life for this. “Mother?”
Gabrielle met her gaze and smiled before grabbing Bronwyn in a hug. Bronwyn hugged her back, both women laughing and crying at the same time. Blayke stepped in and embraced them both. Edmund joined them, as did Verity.
Arcon stood to the side, tears betraying his happiness and sorrow. He had pulled them apart, but now, he had the chance to see them come back to each other. Edmund glanced up. “What are you standing over there for? Come here, Uncle.”
Arcon mouthed, Thank you and laid his arms over the family reunion.
King Valdorryn gave them some time before he reluctantly sent a messenger to Edmund. The Veresian king grabbed Arcon, and they excused themselves, leaving Gabrielle to answer Bronwyn’s many questions while Blayke chatted quietly to his younger sister, both discovering they shared the same favorite food: rice custard.
 
***
 
Queen Alaine sat next to Arcese and Pernus at the polished table in King Valdorryn’s meeting room, around which many discussions had been held of late. Grapes, cheese and bread were arranged on a silver platter in the middle of the stone top, and the queen broke off a few grapes and popped them in her mouth, one by one, enjoying the sweet juiciness. 
A dragon guard opened the door and announced King Edmund, who strode in, followed by a wan-looking Arcon. 
Valdorryn stood to greet them. “Come in and sit down. How did it go?”
Edmund looked at Arcon. “As well as could be expected. I think it’s going to be a while before the new situation sinks in. Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t call us here to chat about my family.”
“Unfortunately no. I’d like an account from all of you about the night the gormons took Bayerlon.”
Edmund took a deep breath and felt his chest constrict. He collapsed into a chair before composing himself.
When they exited three hours later, Arcon went for a well-deserved soak in the hot springs that doubled as a bath. Once dressed in fresh clothes, Phantom on his shoulder, he felt much improved. 
Tempting odors of cooked food coaxed him from his room. On entering the dining hall, a waiting dragon escorted him to Valdorryn’s table. “This way, sir.”
They had seated him between Queen Jazmonilly and Queen Alaine. Valdorryn sat at the head of the table—Arcese, Edmund and Queen Gabrielle on his left. Bronwyn sat between her mother and Verity, with Blayke opposite, next to Queen Alaine. Since they had returned, Jaz had made sure her pregnant daughter rested, much to Arcese’s annoyance.
The loud buzz of enthusiastic conversation brightened the hall as much as the myriad of chandeliers and wall torches did. Before he piled the sautéed venison and herb-crusted potatoes into his plate, Arcon lifted his tankard of ale. “Excuse me.” His slightly raised voice was only loud enough for Alaine and Blayke to notice him, so he clanged his knife against his silver cup. Slowly, everyone around the table stopped talking and looked at him. “Before we eat this extraordinary meal—thank you Queen Jazmonilly and King Valdorryn for your hospitality—I would like to make a toast and remember a friend. I wish Elphus the gods’ speed on reaching his beloved wife. He is a true hero, and I will miss him greatly. Thank you, my friend. To Elphus!” He lifted his drink in salute before draining it in several gulps. As one of the server dragons walked past, he held his cup out for a refill.
When Arcon turned back to the table, Queen Gabrielle shot him a scathing look. He knew it wasn’t going to be easy to win back her favor, and he couldn’t blame her for being angry. He sighed and looked into his plate, hoping Avruellen would get to Vellonia soon.
Phantom watched his realmist from the mantle on the far side of the room. He hadn’t seen Arcon drink so much for a very long time. Don't you think you’ve had enough?
Arcon spied his creatura across the room. No. My friend is dead, and my family hates me.
They don’t all hate you.

I can’t blame them, really. I’d hate me too.
Arcon, don’t do this. Last time you slipped into a depression, it took me three months to drag you out of it. We don’t have time for this.
Mind your own business. Go chase some mice or something.
Phantom blinked and resisted the urge to fly over and dig his claws into Arcon’s scalp. Disagreeable, ungrateful man, he thought.
By the time they had finished the main course, the silver-scaled queen had seen Arcon down his fifth tankard of ale. She spoke into his mind and almost laughed when he jumped at her voice. I don’t think you should be meeting anyone anywhere tonight. We’ll leave our expedition for tomorrow night.
He looked at her through half-closed lids, his hands cupped around his drink. Thank you, Queen Jazmonilly.

His dinner companions laughed and joked around him. Unable to match their joviality, and resenting it, he stood and bowed at the dragon king and queen. “I have a lot to do tomorrow, so I’m going to retire early. Good night.” 
His plan of walking quickly to the exit didn’t go quite as he expected. His disobedient feet wanted to pretend he was on a ship. The slight stagger that eventually got him to the door encouraged a few whistles and jokes from some of the soldiers.
The soldiers weren’t the only ones who had noticed Arcon’s state—Crotus had not only observed the ungainly exit but also the dynamics at the dining table. He drummed his fingers on the tabletop, thinking. What was going on?
Aimee watched Arcon leave and was reminded of the afternoon’s happenings. “Hey, do you guys notice anything unusual about Bronwyn and Blayke and the King and Queen of Veresia?”
The group of realmists looked toward their table. Crotus was the first to understand. “Our realmist friends look a lot like the king and queen. Do you think they’re related?”
Aimee nodded. “But Bronwyn and Blayke didn’t seem to know the king and queen. The queen went all funny when she met them. Whatever it is, it’s important. She asked them to meet with her this afternoon. I wonder what happened?”
Crotus pushed his chair back. “I have some studying to do. See you all tomorrow at training.” Without waiting for anyone’s farewell, he made his way to his room. He closed his door and sat on his bed, his crow beside him. The realmist took a napkin out of his pocket. He extracted small pieces of meat from it and hand-fed the bird. Satisfied that his creatura was happy, he scooted on his bottom to the end of the bed and rested his back against the wall.
He set a ward. Leon, are you there?
Hello, Crotus. What information do you have for me?
Everything’s ready. I also have some extra news. The realmists, Bronwyn and Blayke, seem to have some kind of link to the King and Queen of Veresia. They share a strong likeness. Something to be exploited, perhaps?
Show me what they look like.
Crotus brought up an image of the pair. 
It was some time before Leon replied. Thank you, Crotus. I want you to find out more and get back to me as soon as you can. And continue your efforts in keeping the dragons off balance. 
Certainly, Your Highness. Good-night.
Good-night. See you soon.
The black-clad realmist smiled and removed his boots before curling up on the bed. If Leon was happy, all was good. He just had to keep on top of his obligations and he would avoid torture. Shivering, he vowed never to be in that position again.
Crotus wasn’t sure who they should fear more: the gormons or his depraved boss. It seemed like a match made in the Third Realm.
 
***
 
The sun had risen behind them as they broke camp and started toward the mountains that were only a few leagues away. They had come upon them quicker than Avruellen had thought they would. It was midmorning, and they stood at the entrance next to the river. With the snow-capped slopes hulking behind them, the realmist turned to Toran and Corrille. “I know I don’t have to say this, but I will anyway. Make sure you show the utmost respect to the dragons. They have a dungeon here, and they’re not afraid to use it—just ask Bronwyn.”
Toran smiled. “I would never dream of doing anything to end up there.”
Corrille just scowled.
Avruellen couldn’t wait to be rid of the girl, but she hadn’t worked out what kind of a threat she was, other than being a source of friction between Blayke and Bronwyn and an enormous pain in the behind. Corrille had never truly accounted for her mysterious disappearance. They knew she had been taken by a gormon supporter, but was she a victim . . . or something else? Avruellen wished murder was not frowned upon as much as it was—she would have disposed of the problem by now.
“I’m going to let the dragons know we’re here.” She sent a mind-message. Queen Jazmonilly, it’s Avruellen. We’re at the human entrance. Would you mind sending someone?
Avruellen! I’m so glad you’re here—Arcon needs a friend right now. Someone will be there to attend to you shortly.
Thank you. What did she mean “Arcon needs a friend”? He had seemed all right last time she had spoken to him, but that was a few days ago. They had all been extremely relieved to hear that Bronwyn had survived—well, maybe not Corrille, but Avruellen hadn’t come to expect anything less.
The realmist tapped her foot—impatient, now she held concern for her brother. Flux nudged her hand. Whatever it is, Av, it will be fine. If it was that bad, he would have contacted you.
She stroked his head. I’m not sure. We’ll see. Her eyes scanned the sky, waiting for their welcoming party. What’s taking them so long? she thought.
Toran, who was also looking into the sky, pointed. “Is that one of them?”
Avruellen squinted. “Yes, Toran, I do believe it is. Finally.”
As the dragon circled lower, they could see Supestia’s gleaming bronze-colored scales. She swooped over their heads and dropped to land in front of them. 
Avruellen performed a small curtsy. Toran took her lead and bowed. Corrille watched, her arms folded in front of her chest.
The dragon eyed the girl but quickly ignored her. “So lovely to see you again, Avruellen. Welcome to Vellonia, city of the dragons.”
“Thank you, Supestia. We are honored to be here.”
Supestia waved her arm. A boat appeared, floating above the water, just below the bank. “Please step into the boat and sit.” The dragon gestured toward the craft.
Avruellen stepped in first, Flux at her side. Toran helped Corrille before he jumped down and sat. The automatic seat belts strapped over their laps, and the boat floated forward. “See you inside.” The dragon launched herself into the air as the boat glided into the dark cavern and the whirlpool that had terrified many a visitor before them.
The realmist knew she should have warned them about what would happen, but she thought Toran would be fine with it. Avruellen enjoyed Corrille’s screams as the boat descended, swirling faster and faster in the vortex. The plop as they landed in the calm, underground water came too soon for Avruellen. She turned and held up a Second-Realm ball of light to see Corrille’s green-tinged face. “How is everyone back there?”
“That was exciting!” Toran grinned.
“Corrille?”
The girl glared at Avruellen, who smiled.
The boat gently bumped against the shore where a gray dragon awaited them. “Greetings, visitors to Vellonia, the most spectacular of the dragon cities.” 
Avruellen wanted to say it was the only dragon city, but refrained and alighted, smiling instead.
“My name is Terapholous. Please follow me.” He led them through the maze of rocks to the stairs leading up from near the dungeon. The light in the cavern was too dim to see properly after being outside in the glare, so Avruellen kept the ball of light hovering above her palm, letting it disappear when they entered the ground-floor hall.
Toran and Corrille marveled at the polished stone, which surrounded them, and the intricately tiled floors.
Avruellen increased her pace to walk alongside Terapholous. “Would you be able to tell me where Arcon, the realmist, is?”
“He is usually training his realmists in the valley. They always finish at lunchtime.”
“Thank you.”
“I can escort you there after you’ve attended King Valdorryn and Queen Jazmonilly.”
“That would be wonderful.”
The dragon led them to the throne room where the harp-playing dragon strummed soothing tunes for the king, queen and their children, Arcese and Pandellen. Valdorryn rose when he spied them. “Avruellen! Greetings, my friend.” He took her hand in his while she dipped a curtsy.
Jazmonilly accepted the formal greeting before embracing the smaller human. “I’m so glad you made it. We’re very sorry we couldn’t send someone to fly you here, but we’ve promised the dragons we’ll only ask them to carry people if it’s an emergency.”
“I understand. Flux and I are just happy to be here.”
Avruellen’s young charges stood behind her, transfixed by Jaz’s vivid scales. “And this is Toran from the monastery on the Isle of the Dead Souls and Corrille from my village.”
“Well, you’ve come a long way.” The king offered them his clawed hand, which they both kissed, unsure how else to proceed. Valdorryn didn’t blast them with fire, so Toran figured they’d done the right thing.
“It’s an honor to be here, Your Highnesses.” The young man smiled.
“It’s our pleasure to host your visit, Toran. We hope you enjoy your stay.” Jazmonilly returned his smile.
Corrille gasped at the amount of teeth Jaz showed.
“It’s all right, young lass—we won’t eat you.” The dragons and Avruellen laughed. “I always forget my smile has that effect on you humans.” Jaz motioned over one of the guards. “Please have them shown to their rooms.”
“If you don’t mind, Queen Jazmonilly, I’d like to see Arcon before I bother with that. Terapholous said he’d take me to where they are practicing in the valley.”
“Of course, Avruellen. Go now, and we’ll see you at dinner.” Valdorryn nodded. The two dragons led them away—one with Toran and Corrille, the other with Avruellen and Flux.
Avruellen met Arcon halfway between the dragon “castle” and the practice field. “Arcon, what happened to you?” Avruellen frowned at the dark circles under his eyes and disheveled hair.
“I had a few too many drinks last night. Come to my room and we’ll talk.”
“Where’s Bronwyn?”
“She’s coming.” He turned and pointed at the small group in the distance. “Those youngsters dawdle everywhere. It’s annoying.”
“Well, since she’s probably in better shape than you, now, I’ll come with you first. I can see her later. Let’s go.”
The two realmists spent the afternoon in Arcon’s room. Although Avruellen dreaded seeing Gabrielle and Edmund, she enjoyed reminiscing with Arcon about the years they’d had with the children. When they were escorted to meet with the Veresian king and queen before dinner, Avruellen headed there with a mix of trepidation and contentment—her job was almost done.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
 
In the week since Avruellen’s arrival, things had fallen into a routine similar to when they were traveling, only this time, Bronwyn had someone to confide in.
Corrille commandeered all of Blayke’s time—she even watched when they practiced, grabbing his arm and leading him away as soon as they had finished. One such afternoon, Bronwyn had called after her brother. “Blayke, do you want to have lunch with us?”
“Yeah, okay. Ouch!”
Corrille pinched Blayke’s bicep. “I told you: she hates me. I won’t be forced to spend time with her and your horrid aunt. They make me feel uncomfortable.”
Blayke rubbed his arm. “She’s my sister. I won’t shut her out again. I’ve hardly seen her all week. If you want to be with me, you’ll have to get used to it. Sorry.” He pushed away the urge to wince, but he held his breath, waiting for her outburst.
She let go of his arm and looked into his eyes—her face a mixture of vulnerability and tension, she reminded him of a rabid dog who wagged its tail before it went for the throat. “I’ll see you at dinner, and we’d better not be at her table.” She threw a venomous look at Bronwyn before stalking away.
“Wow.” Aimee shook her head. “She really, really hates you. I know you said you didn’t do anything, but, just, wow.”
“It still hurts. She was my best friend from when we were little. I don’t understand, but I’ve accepted that I won’t be changing her mind anytime soon.” Bronwyn hugged Blayke. “Thank you. I’m sorry to cause problems, but I miss you.”
“I know. It was great to see her again, but…. I never realized how demanding she was. The gormons are coming soon, and I’d like to believe we’ll win, but one of us could be killed, and I never want to make the mistake of having turned my back on my family.”
Bronwyn smiled. “Thanks.”
“You’re a good guy, Blayke.” Aimee grinned. “Corrille doesn’t know how lucky she is.” She blushed but held his gaze.
Blayke stared into her eyes, a smile replacing his frown. “Thanks.”
“Does she know about your parents?” Aimee asked quietly.
Bronwyn shook her head. “Arcon doesn’t want everyone to know yet—he’s worried it will make us even more of a target for Leon and the gormons.” The realmist’s stomach grumbled, making everyone laugh. “I think it’s time for lunch.”
“Good call. I’m starving.” Blayke linked arms with Bronwyn on one side, Aimee on the other, and they hurried to the dining hall, Sinjenasta close behind.
Bronwyn was surprised to see her uncle and aunt sitting with her mother and father at Valdorryn’s table. Things had been tense since they had arrived, and she had begged her mother to forgive them, but she knew the queen had been hurt beyond measure. She crossed her fingers that Gabrielle was finally accepting what she couldn’t change and forgiving those who had to act in Talia’s best interests while going against her family.
Verity looked at Bronwyn and patted the seat between her and Karin. “How’s the fireball stuff going?”
She sat, and Sinjenasta padded to sit next to the unlit hearth where no one would trip over him. 
Bronwyn poured herself a glass of water. “Great. We’re all getting really accurate, and our distance is good too.”
“I wish I could learn.” The princess sighed.
“I don’t see why you can’t. I could even teach you a bit, but maybe not until the war is over. We haven’t really got time to get anywhere with it.”
“If we live through this, I’m holding you to that.” Verity shook her sister’s hand.
Bronwyn smiled. “Done.” But then she remembered she wouldn’t be here, and her smile dropped from her face.
“What’s wrong?”
Bronwyn blinked. “Oh, ah, nothing. Just thinking of all the stuff we have to do when the day comes. It’s kinda scary.” She pressed on her shirt and felt the amulet underneath. What would happen when they were activated? No one knew. The only thing they did know was that sacrifices would have to be made. What did that mean? Would she be turned into a panther, like Sinjenasta, or would she have to die to get it to work. No, that would defeat the purpose. She wanted to talk to Blayke about what he thought, but now was not the time.
“Do you think your uncle will have second thoughts?”
Verity shifted in her chair and twirled a long lock between her fingers. “No. Leon’s not himself anymore, or maybe he’s more of himself than any of us ever knew.” She glanced at her father. “It’s just sad. How does someone get to that point?”
“I don’t know. I think some people are born that way.” Bronwyn spooned vegetable stew into her plate and some seasoned rice and decided to listen into the adults’ conversation after she heard the word “soldiers”.”
“My cavalry are arriving on the morrow. How are we going to get them into Vellonia? I can’t see the horses enjoying that boat trip or a ride under a dragon.”
“We do have another, secret, entrance for animals. We use it when we want to move a herd from the outside in. But the soldiers will have to trust my dragons with their mounts, and they will have to go in the usual way.”
Alaine looked doubtful, but nodded. “As long as we don’t lose anyone, I’m happy.” Alaine thought back to Bayerlon, and the thousand men she had lost there. Some had managed to escape and were making their way back to their own city—Alaine didn’t want her people at the mercy of the gormons. She had provided four-thousand cavalrymen, six-hundred archers and three-thousand armed footmen—a third of her existing army. The others she had left behind.
Edmund had suffered the most losses, but he had eight-thousand cavalrymen who couldn’t have fought in the narrow streets. He had sent them on ahead, and they had arrived yesterday with Sarah and Karin.
They had left Fernis in Bayerlon—there hadn’t been time for the dragons to find him. They had received no news of his demise or survival. Before the night of the attack, he had sent orders home, to Brenland, to provide Vellonia with troops. Those troops were still days away.
“I think another meeting tonight is in order.” King Valdorryn picked a whole cooked chicken from his plate and popped it in his mouth.
“Does anyone know how Zim and Astra are doing? We really need them back. You know what the prophecy says about a united Talia.” Arcon was getting more worried each day that they hadn’t heard about the progress, or lack thereof, in Zamahl.
“I’ll try to contact them tonight,” said Pandellen.
The other thing still puzzling Arcon, and Queen Jaz, was the lack of progress with the scepter. They had examined the room at the Heart of Vellonia and could find nothing to add to their limited knowledge of the piece. The only positive had been that none of the energy feeding the spires had been blocked.
Arcon placed his fork on the table and gazed across the room. Crotus quickly averted his eyes from the realmist. What are you planning? the older man thought. There was another thing to add to the ever-growing list of what he had to watch out for. The realmist and his crow had given Arcon no reason to incarcerate them, or even suspect them. It was just a feeling he had, and his “feelings” were rarely wrong.
Arcon suspected he would find out about Crotus’s duplicity at the worst possible moment. Well, he would have to be ready for anything. I’m not giving up now. Elphus, I wish you were here, but not to worry—I think I’ll soon be joining you. Sighing, he looked back at Crotus. The realmist was looking at him again, but this time he didn’t look away, and a smug smile briefly turned the corners of his mouth.
Knowing it was immature, but not caring one whit, Arcon, blue eyes sparkling, channeled power from the molten river under Vellonia. Heating it so that it was scalding, he fashioned a needle and stabbed Crotus in the bottom before letting the power dissipate.
The bearded realmist jumped off his chair and screamed, drawing the gaze of every diner in the hall. He looked around, Second-Realm power drawn, but he could see nothing, and he knew no one else had drawn Second-Realm power. Gritting his teeth and resisting the urge to rub his sore derriere, he glared at Arcon. The old man smiled. Two can play your game, but I can play it better. With a satisfied smile, Arcon excused himself and partook of an afternoon stroll around the valley.



 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
 
Agmunsten woke early to the feel of plush bedding around him, and to the sounds of screaming from the hall outside. The high chancellor had begrudgingly assigned rooms for the new “guests” the night before. Not sure how the rest of their stay would go, Agmunsten had sent Warrimonious a message and asked he and Arie to stay put.
He sat up, yawned and stretched his arms above his head. What in the Third Realm is going on out there? He threw his shirt over his head and pulled his trousers on. Before opening the door, he drew Second-Realm power. When he opened the door, carnage awaited. Four bodies, well, parts of bodies, dotted the floor. A severed leg stained the marble outside his room, while a path of half-chewed flesh led to the stairs and beyond.
Worried that Astra’s body parts were among the remains, Agmunsten called out to her. Astra? Astra, are you there?
Mmm, yes. What time is it? You’ve woken me.
Get dressed and take a look in the hallway. How could they have not heard the screams? The noise now was coming from survivors, or those who had woken to start their workday at the residence. Agmunsten approached a wailing woman who kneeled in the bloody muck. A detached head lay in her lap. She glanced up at the realmist, terror in her eyes. He put his hand up. “It’s okay. I’m not here to hurt you.”
When she realized he wasn’t going to kill her, she cried and said something in Zamahlan. Arcon shook his head. “I don’t understand. I’m sure you don’t understand what I’m saying either.”
She pointed to a tattoo on her wrist then at the man’s head. Her hands were covered with blood as her fingers gripped the sticky, dark hair. Agmunsten resisted the urge to gag before shaking his head and shrugging. “I’m sorry. I still don’t understand.”
“He was her husband.” Astra had managed to approach unheard because of the doleful din. She knelt, wincing at the blood that seeped into her pants. “Eneshin astentin alp?”
The woman shook her head. “Afeti inselt ama estana.”
Astra stood. “She doesn’t know who did this. I think we can assume it was the gormon. Is the chancellor still alive?”
“I have no idea. Let’s check.” As they walked, Agmunsten called Zim. There’s a lovely surprise waiting for you in the hall.
I know. I’m in the chancellor’s room. He’s alive but struck dumb.
When Agmunsten and Astra entered, they saw the chancellor sitting on his bed, knees bent to his chin, his arms around his legs, staring at nothing. Zim looked at them as if to say, “See? I told you so.” 
Astra sat next to the man and spoke to him in their native tongue, hoping it was more likely to garner a response. It took a few minutes, but he finally came out of his stupor and answered some of her questions.
“He says he thinks it was the gormon but can’t be sure. He also says he is only too happy to help us, because if we hadn’t escorted the gormon to confinement last night, the chancellor thinks he would be among the dead.”
“I’ll go check the cell. In the meantime, order the cleanup. We’re going to have to get organized as quickly as possible. By the time we gather troops and get them sailing, it could be too late.” Zim didn’t wait for an answer and strode from the room.
 
***
 
After a grueling day of comforting distraught citizens and piecing together what had happened, Astra confirmed that the gormon had fed well, created something for them to think about, and then left. She now lay in a cool tub soaking up precious relaxing minutes that would most likely evade her for the next few weeks. Realizing it could be the very last enjoyable bath of her entire life made her frown. Stupid gormons.
They were starting out in the morning, and their path lay near her family’s village. She had no idea if her family members were dead or alive, or even still there—maybe they had moved. Her father had often spoken of taking up a new trade, and her eldest brother would have gone into the army for compulsory service—each family had to send one child for a minimum of five years, but her brother had chosen to sign up for life. He could be anywhere. Her other two brothers had been working with her father when she’d left. They were probably married with children—maybe they were grandparents, even? She might be an aunt!
They’re starting in fifteen minutes. Agmunsten’s mind-voice invaded her peace.
All right. I’ll be down soon. Astra dried off and dressed in her brown leather pants and green shirt—not clothes suited to the hot climate. Agmunsten met her in the now-clean corridor. 
Descending the sweeping staircase reminded Astra of the time they had visited for the blessing of the maidens—a coming-of-age ceremony for girls reaching their teenage years. The then-chancellor’s wife had appeared at the top of the stairs as Astra and her family had looked up. The woman had worn a velvet gown of scarlet, the full skirt hovering above the ground, making it seem as if she were floating. Her gliding walk down the steps had been the most elegant thing the young Astra had ever seen, and some part of her had always wanted to be that stunning woman making an entrance.
A servant met them at the bottom of the stairs and led them to a courtyard at the rear. Lush stalks of dark-green grass grew between the creamy-colored paving squares. Formal hedging walled the space. Giant terracotta urns spilling over with white star flowers, red death blooms and violet vines were spaced at intervals, and lattice-style iron-ball holders filled with flaming brands hung from black posts, providing a cozy glow.
The area was crowded with mourners dressed in bright colors. A priestess of the goddess Astra—the deity of rebirth and light who the realmist was named after—stood atop a raised platform. She held her arms out in front of her, the sleeves of her white robe spilling down to her knees. She sung a prayer for the dead, and then the congregation bowed their heads in silent prayer.
Zim had chosen to remain absent for the farewell to those massacred by the gormon, not wanting to scare the already-distraught people, but Agmunsten stood by Astra’s side. He held her hand when he saw her cheeks shine with tears.
She had been away from her home for what seemed a lifetime, so her sorrow at the Zamahlan people’s loss surprised her. She squeezed Agmunsten’s hand in thanks.
After the service, the realmists ate privately in Agmunsten’s chambers. Zim had eaten earlier, outside, where no one would be offended by the tearing apart of a sheep. He sat and kept his friends company. “We have the chancellor on board, but what about the other officials and cities. Astra, do you think we’ll come across any rebellion?”
“I don’t know. I’ve been away too long. I’ll ask around in my old village, although I don’t know if anyone will remember me—or if they do, they might not want to talk to a traitor and deserter.”
“Look,” Agmunsten said as he sipped from his wine, “we don’t have time to cross the whole of Zamahl. If we can bring five-thousand troops to Vellonia, it’s a damn sight better than nothing. And the more people we have to move, the slower we’ll be. Besides, they only have enough ships for ten-thousand troops. The most important thing is that we’re united. I don’t know why, but that’s it.”
“True. I wish we knew how many gormons we were up against.” Zim frowned and snorted.
Astra swallowed a mouthful. “We know they’re around that Blaggard’s Bay area. Could we have a quick check on the way?”
Agmunsten stared at Astra, his eyes opening wider. “Shit. At the pace we’re traveling, we could end up meeting the gormons on the way. We wouldn’t stand a chance—not against any more than one or two hundred. Fighting one of them is like fighting ten men at once . . . or worse.”
Zim thought for a moment. “Maybe we could sail farther south and come at Vellonia from the south rather than the east.”
Agmunsten tapped his chin. “We might have to, but it will add three or four days to the journey. Do we have enough time?”
Astra shrugged. “I don’t think we have a choice. We could use a bit of Second-Realm energy to help us sail faster for the first part of the journey. It’s not like the gormons won’t know we’re coming, thanks to that giant snot-ball, Churex.”
“We could do that—it would almost save all the time we would have lost. Good thinking, Astra.”
“Thanks, Aggy.”
“Aggy?” The realmist looked horrified.
“Well, I think it suits you, and it’s much easier to say.”
“Just don’t say it in front of the students. I’ll never hear the end of it.” He laughed.
Astra finished her meal and stood. “I’m going to get an early night—we’re up before dawn. It’ll be good to see Arie and Warrimonious again.”
“Yes, Warrimonious is being driven crazy by Arie’s incessant chatter, apparently.” Zim laughed.
“Night.” Astra reached her room and warded the door before she slipped into bed—the chancellor had said he was now with them, but one could never be too careful. She slipped into a fitful slumber and dreamt of her childhood.
 
***
 
Sitting astride a black-and-white gelding, Astra had to keep wiping her hands on her thighs in between swatting insects away. Her nervousness was winning over her ability to think about something else. Their path wound between tall, straight trees choked with vines. Vivid blooms bursting from the greenery decorated the jungle fringes. 
About an hour’s ride from the city, Astra saw Warrimonious waiting at a fork in the road. She jumped off her horse and ran to him. Arie was the first to receive a bone-splintering hug, and then the dragon. “How are you two? Did anything happen while we were gone?”
Both the dragon and the boy answered “no” simultaneously and with identical expressions of boredom, albeit that the dragon’s snout was longer.
“That’s a good thing.” Astra laughed. “We’ll see enough action in the next few weeks. Come on, and I’ll introduce you to High Chancellor Calinsar.”
They followed Astra to the mounted ruler. The man stared down at the boy from the back of his horse and up into the dragon’s eyes—he might have been taller than he normally was on horseback, but the dragon still won in the intimidation stakes. “Pleased to meet you, Warrimonius and Arie.”
Arie didn’t think he looked pleased to meet them. His lips returned to their pursed position after speaking. When Astra helped Arie mount a black mare, he whispered, “Why is he so unhappy? Doesn’t he want to save Talia?”
“I’m not sure. I think, sometimes, when an adult makes a bad decision, they take a while to get over the repercussions, and maybe he is living with the guilt of that silly decision. Give him time; I think he’ll come around.”
Astra mounted and rode next to the boy.
“Are you excited, Astra?” Arie asked.
“Kind of.”
“How much longer until we’re at your village.”
“I’m not one-hundred percent sure, but I think I have to veer off in about half an hour. The chancellor’s going to let me know when. From the turn off, it’s about a ten-minute ride.”
“Do you need company?”
Astra smiled. “Agmunsten’s going to come with me—more for protection than support, but I should be okay. I made my decision; now I have to bear any consequences.”
Soon enough, the turnoff came, and Agmunsten joined Astra, the rest of the group continuing toward the nearest, smaller city of Zemphos. From there, they would gather more troops and travel another four days southeast to the port city of Lamure.
Astra and Agmunsten silently rode the southwesterly path. Agmunsten, wary that the gormon was still out there, scanned the overabundant vegetation, while the curly-haired realmist closed her eyes intermittently, to enjoy the trilling of the birds native to Zamahl. She hadn’t appreciated how familiar noises would bring memories flooding back and giver her the sense that she belonged here. It’s not that she felt like she didn’t belong at the academy, but she was the only one with violet-colored eyes, and the new students sometimes pointed or whispered when they first met her. It wasn’t her, exactly, more the reputation of the country from which she hailed.
Soon, the thick vegetation opened into green lawn, a village square and neat white-washed stone houses with verandahs on both levels, pots of intensely colored flowers hanging from balcony railings and walls alike. Pigs and chickens ferreted in the dirt, occasionally running from a bored child. Beyond the dwellings lay fields ripe with fruit trees. It was the middle of the day, so Astra knew that no one would be working in the fields—they would be inside eating a light lunch and resting before the afternoon harvest.
“Where is your parents’ house?”
Astra pointed. “That one there, the second from the end.”
“No point wasting time. We still have to catch Calinsar by tonight.”
Astra nudged her horse to the middle of the square, where she dismounted, aware of faces peeking from curtains and children staring from the relative cool of shaded porches.
She handed the reins to Agmunsten and walked the last sixty feet to the house she remembered from years ago. The blue paint on the small picket fence was as immaculate as she remembered, the path to the house swept and lined on either side by white and mauve flowers—her mother’s favorite. Does this mean they’re still here? Her palms sweated anew.
The well-oiled gate made no sound when she opened it. As she walked to the front steps, she had visions of her youth—her brothers chasing each other around the front garden, throwing buckets of water on each other, and in the wet season, when they would all stand in the deluge every afternoon until the rain slowed. Their hair plastered to their faces, they would enjoy the odor of the steamy moisture as it returned to the sky.
When she reached a hand to the door, it was as if someone else was knocking. She held her breath. Footsteps sounded inside, then a hand unlatching a lock and turning the handle. The door opened, and Astra was looking into another pair of violet eyes.
“Hello, Mother. It’s me, Astra.”
The woman placed a wrinkled hand over her mouth. She blinked as tears blurred her vision. “Is it really you? You hardly look a day older from when I last saw you.” Her hand shook as she reached out to touch Astra’s cheek.
Astra was saddened at how much her mother had aged—her once black hair had turned gray, and the skin over her eyes sagged a touch, but her posture was straight, her eyes full of life. “It’s me. I’m back for only a short while.” She wanted to reach out and embrace her mother, but fear of being pushed away stopped her.
Her mother shook her head, tears now coursing down her face. She opened her arms and Astra fell into them, wrapping her own arms around her mother. They both shook from the force of their sobs.
“Mother, who was it?” Her brother appeared in the hall, his darker-than-tanned skin and dark wavy hair exactly as she remembered, although he did look older. “Astra?” His mouth dropped open.
She was finally home.
***
 
With the crimson glow of the sun burning the line of mountains to the west as it touched their rocky backs, Astra and Agmunsten caught up to the soldiers riding at the rear of the two-thousand-strong column. Agmunsten was surprised they’d managed to make such good time, but this army was the most organized he’d ever seen.
They kicked their horses into a trot, and within minutes, they gained the front of the column. Arie rode next to Calinsar, and they were both laughing. Agmunsten turned to Astra. “What in the Third Realm?”
“Don’t ask me.”
The high chancellor spotted them. “There you are. How did it go?”
“Um, good, thank you. Well, my family was happy to see me, but I learnt that my father died two summers ago. My mother suggested I track my brother down—he’s stationed in Zemphos.”
“Who is your brother?” Calinsar asked.
“Gregor Antartou.”
“I happen to know your brother. He leads the special combat forces. He’s an xv2.”
Arie scratched his head. “An xv2, huh?”
“Arie, an xv2 is a Xaverdem Victorus who is two levels down from the top commander—who would be me. There are three xv1s, six xv2s, and twelve xv3s. We have several lower ranks after that.”
“So he’s pretty good, then.”
“Yep, Arie, he’s pretty good.” Calinsar smiled.
Astra and Agmunsten looked at each other and shrugged. Astra sent, I don’t know what they did with the real high chancellor, but I’m not complaining. 
Me neither. Well, looks like we should at least make it to the harbor, but who knows if we’ll get to Vellonia on time. 
Crazier things have happened, Astra said and looked at Calinsar.
Yes they have. I’m still worried, though. And there’s that long walk to the mountains. We’ll be meat on a serving tray out there. There’s a small desert that’s going to take two days to cross—with nowhere to hide. If they get any idea that we’re going that way, we’re finished.
Astra took a deep breath. Let’s not worry about that now. We’ll deal with it when we get there. I have enough in my head at the moment.
They set up camp near a rivulet, watering their horses before tethering them where they could eat the rich grass. Astra scooped a handful of grain out of her pack and sneezed at the dust. She held it out for her mount and laughed at the tickle of the horse’s muzzle on her palm. “Looks like we’ll be together for a while. I think I should give you a name. How about Surefoot? Yes, I know it sounds a bit boring, but I like it.” She took the saddle off and combed his back. By the time she returned for dinner, she was exhausted.
Camp food wasn’t as bad as Astra expected. It was seasoned with a generous helping of happiness from seeing her mother and brother—the middle brother had moved to another village with his wife and children many years before. She regretted not seeing him, but there was no use lamenting it now. When she finally drifted off to sleep, she had no warning of the nightmare that was to come.



 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
 
Ready Bronwyn? Arcon spoke into her mind, as she was on the other side of the river, near the entry to the main mountainous living quarters of Vellonia. During the last three weeks, their fireball-throwing practice was taking them farther and farther from the target each day, and so far only Bronwyn, Blayke, Aimee and Crotus had the strength for drawing power and accurately throwing their missiles across the valley. Arcon had been extremely impressed, but he didn’t let the younger realmists know—he had no intention of being saddled with self-important, arrogant students.
The target was but a small dot across the valley. Arcon had cleared everyone out of the way, as groups of soldiers had taken to doing drills on the valley floor and partway up the mountain, simulating the fighting conditions they would face when the gormons arrived.
Bronwyn syphoned power from the Second Realm, a skull-sized sphere of fire forming above her palm. She aimed, pulled her arm back and threw. It streaked across the valley almost faster than the eye could follow. The clang as it hit the gong rang out across Vellonia. “Yes!” She pumped her fist in the air. “Beat that, Blayke.”
He looked at his sister and grinned. “Not a problem.” He formed two orbs of flame—one in each hand. “Don’t look away, or you’ll miss my awesomeness.”
Bronwyn laughed as Blayke quickly threw the fire from his right hand, flipped the other ball across into the same hand and threw again. Within seconds, the two projectiles had hit two different targets. The other realmists cheered, and Crotus, who stood next to him, patted him on the back. “That’s impressive.”
“Thanks. I’m thinking I could do that nonstop for a few minutes, although it is tiring.”
“Okay, brother of mine, watch this.” Bronwyn created three burning spheres and hovered them above and to the right of her right shoulder. She eyed her targets, her tongue poking out in concentration. She grabbed the first one and threw. As soon as it left her hand, she reached up for the next, then the next. Clang, clang, clang chimed throughout the valley.
“Not bad, sis.”
She blew the tips of her fingers. “Thanks.”
Sinjenasta, who had been sitting behind her watching with Fang on his shoulder, spoke into her mind. You’re getting quite good at that. Are you going to miss it when we leave?
Bronwyn stopped smiling and turned to look at her creatura. What do you mean?
When the portals are closed, no one will be able to draw power from the Second Realm.
The realmist blinked and thought for a moment. Oh my gods, you’re right. I forgot. Oh. She frowned. Everything on Talia was going to change—everything. And now that she had found her parents, did she want to leave? Goose pimples tickled her arms.
“What’s wrong?” Blayke had noticed her loss of elation.
“Ah, nothing.” I’ll talk to you later, Blayke.
“Okay.”
“It’s my turn, now,” said Aimee, four balls balanced in the air above her shoulder. Everyone watched as she hit all but one target.
“Great job!” Blayke clapped.
“We’re going to blast those stupid gormons out of existence.” Bronwyn grinned.
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Crotus folded his arms. “They’re bigger than a dragon, and some of them know how to take power from the Second Realm, too. They’ll be ready for us.”
“Whose side are you on, anyway?” Blayke narrowed his eyes.
Crotus shrugged. “Just reminding you—that’s all. I’d hate for you to be shocked at the wrong time. Ah, look, here comes Arcon. I guess practice is over for another day. See you later.” 
They watched him leave. Aimee poked her tongue out at his back. 
“What was he like at the academy?” Blayke asked.
“I didn’t have much to do with him. The students were generally scared of him, although he has never done anything to them . . . not that I know of. He was just always cranky and kept to himself. I heard he wanted Agmunsten to elevate him to The Circle, but rumors started that he was going to promote two teenagers. He was super angry when he found out.”
Bronwyn and Blayke looked at each other. Better watch out for that one, Blayke warned his sister.
I already am. Do you think it’s a coincidence he’s one of the ones who came to Vellonia from the academy?
Hmm. I think we need to talk to Arcon. Blayke bent down and scooped up Fang. “How’s it going, little buddy?”
Good. Just observing. I’m a bit scared of that crow. This morning, when he thought there was no one around, he swooped for me, but Sinjenasta came out of nowhere and swiped his nice big paw at it. He almost got him too.
But that’s illegal! You can’t harm another realmist’s creatura unless it’s self-defense. 
The rat shrugged and climbed into Blayke’s shirt pocket. I feel safer in here. I think I’ll have a nap.
Blayke stroked Fang’s head as they walked to the dining hall.
When everyone else entered, Arcon held his two charges and their creaturas back. “Come with me.” He led them to a nearby room, where Avruellen waited, and shut the door. Using power from the Talian reserves, he warded their conversation. “I didn’t want to worry the others, but the gormons are on the move. We’ve had dragon patrols out, and they’ve confirmed the ones on the coast and the ones from Veresia are coming. They will probably be here in three days.”
Bronwyn’s heart skipped a beat before pounding, the sound reaching her ears. Blayke grabbed her hand. “It’s okay, Bron. We’re safer here than we were when we were attacked last time. We knew this day was coming.”
“I know, but it seemed so far away before.”
Avruellen smiled at her niece. “You’ve come a long way, dear, and I have complete faith that you’ll do fine. You’ve had the best teacher, after all.”
Bronwyn laughed. “So I have.”
Arcon cleared his throat. “In three nights, it just happens to be a full moon. And as the prophecy has told us, you’ll have to activate the amulet during the gormon attack.”
“As if activating it wasn’t hard enough in the first place, we have to do it while avoiding death from above?” Blayke rolled his eyes.
Will Bronwyn need anything from me when this happens?
“No, Sinjenasta. Just being there so she can feel your presence should be enough. Although, seeing as how we haven’t done this before, who knows? And one other thing: when the fighting starts, try to stay close to the mountain—being out in the open gives the gormons more of an advantage. Vellonia has its own protections.”
“Like that confusion-fear thing downstairs?” Bronwyn asked.
Arcon nodded. “Yes, just like that. Any other questions?”
Fang stuck his head out of Blayke’s pocket. What happens if Zim and the people from Zamahl aren’t here by then?
Worry lines patterned Avruellen’s forehead. “We will lose. Without Zim, we won’t be a full Circle, and we won’t be able to activate the amulet. Speaking of which, we have to choose the last member.” She turned to Arcon. “I know you’re still sad about Elphus, but we have to make a decision.”
“It’s not just that.” Arcon scratched his temple. “I don’t trust any of the realmists that are here, except for Fendill, but he’s loyal to Edmund, so I expect he will want to serve him, ultimately. I want Astra. As much as she may not get here in time, she’s with Zim, so all would be lost anyway.”
Avruellen added, “She’ll have to go through initiation, Arcon.”
“I’ll contact Zim and tell him. It would be nice to know where they were.”
“What if you give their position away to the gormons?” Bronwyn chewed her bottom lip.
“You let us worry about that.” Avruellen smiled and raised her eyebrow at Bronwyn. “Now, I'm sure I just heard someone’s stomach grumbling. Let’s go and have lunch, and not a word about anything to anyone.”
Arcon dropped the ward as they left the room. That nauseous feeling was back, and this time he feared it was here to stay. The most important day of his two-hundred years on Talia was three days away.
The nervous buzz in Vellonia had risen to a palpable tension. Alaine and Fernis’s troops had arrived—with their leader. He’d had a close call with a gormon and was missing his hand, but Arcon had managed to heal him when he had arrived, getting rid of the infection that had spread—his stump had closed over with new skin, and the king was as eager as anyone to get the war over with.
The soldiers had closed off some of Vellonia’s corridors and were practice-fighting in close quarters; others were learning how to ride the dragons. Sinjenasta had helped Arcon develop a special strap that could hold the rider on, even if the dragon flew a loop or rolled in the air. 
Vellonia had changed from a tranquil valley into a constant clutter of noise: swords clanging in the hallways, fireballs ringing the gongs outside, and soldiers and dragons shouting to be heard. But would it be enough?
As Arcon sat down to his meal at the royal table, Valdorryn stared at him, his eyes wide. The dragon rose quickly, his bench seat clattering on the floor. “We need to meet. Now. I’ve just had some news.”
The realmists, kings and Alaine set down knives and forks and hurriedly followed the dragon king to his meeting room. Once everyone was seated around the shiny stone table, Valdorryn, still standing, spoke. “I’ve just heard from one of our scouting parties. Not only are the gormons going to be here in three days but apparently the night skies are black with the demon children of Drakon. My dragons are estimating forty to sixty thousand.”
Gasps and swearing came from every direction. Valdorryn held up his hands. “I know. I almost coughed up my lunch when the message came through. At least we can plan properly. I’m hoping the spires will knock many of them out of the battle before it even starts, but if they penetrate from underground, we’ll have to rely on our soldiers.”
“Some of them know realmistry,” Edmund said. “A few of them had shields at Bayerlon, and nothing could touch them. Oh, gods, we were only attacked by one hundred of the filthy monsters. I can’t imagine what sixty thousand look like.” Edmund’s skin drained of color.
As silence settled on the group, it was as if they had already accepted defeat. How to get up and keep going when your death was almost certainly assured was something none of them had dealt with before.
Avruellen looked around at her companions staring blankly at the table, the floor or the wall. She clapped her hands loudly three times. “Enough! I haven’t spent my whole life working toward this and depriving you of your children, Edmund, to give up now. We’re going to sit here until we have our strategy worked out, and then we’re going to inspire the troops. And anyone who isn’t positive is going to get bent over my knee and have their behind switched with Second-Realm power. Do I make myself clear?”
Alaine managed a smile and winked at Arcon. “I haven’t been bent over anyone’s knee for such a long time.”
Arcon blushed. “Ahem, that’s not what she meant.”
Laughter replaced the anxiety, and Avruellen relaxed her shoulders but jumped when someone pounded on the locked door.
Valdorryn spoke to a guard. “See who it is.”
The guard returned with Queen Jazmonilly. The king looked at her in surprise. “Why didn’t you message me?”
She wrung her hands together and stepped from foot to foot, her silver scales flashing red. “The nursery’s been compromised. The eggs . . . the eggs are gone!”
Valdorryn didn’t waste a moment. “Guards, organize a search immediately!” The king turned to his guests. “We’ll meet here after dinner. Get your troops organized and start praying.” He grabbed his wife’s hand, and they rushed to join the search.
Avruellen shared a despondent look with Arcon: eggs were like gold to the dragons—rare and precious. Someone in Vellonia had sabotaged them. No one was safe now. The realmist shook her head and wondered how things could possibly get any worse.



 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
 
Calinsar had sent word ahead, so by the time they reached the gates of Zemphos, Xv2 Gregor waited with twenty of his best soldiers and Zim and Warrimonious. The bare-chested men wore short pants that finished above the knee—something that Arie and Agmunsten had never seen.
“Wow. Look at those muscles.” Arie nodded. “I hope I look like that one day.”
Agmunsten glared at the soldiers and sucked in his slightly rounded belly. “Nonsense. It takes a lot of work to look like that, and what for?”
“I’ve heard the girls like it.” Arie grinned.
“Don’t listen to Agmunsten, Arie. We girls don’t mind a bit of muscle, although I think brains are even better.” Astra smiled before taking a closer look at the men standing at attention. Was that her brother?
“Well met, Zemphos Company.” The soldiers bowed to Calinsar before turning as one and marching into the city, making the way clear for the army from Tranquility.
Astra frowned. Was it her brother? How come he didn’t acknowledge her? Maybe things were stricter around here than she thought, or maybe he didn’t recognize her.
The city was built on flat land, a small river skirting the northern boundary—they had crossed its bridge before reaching the gates. The buildings closest to the city walls were six-stories high. As one moved farther into the city, the buildings reduced in height until the very center, where a sprawling two-level structure rested like a nonplussed dragon in the sun, within its own, separate walls.
Calinsar flourished a hand and stood up in his stirrups. “Behold, my home in Zemphos. It also doubles as the city administration center.” He dismounted and handed the reins to a waiting boy, who was dressed in shorts similar to the soldiers’.
When the high chancellor was safely inside the grounds of his home, Gregor approached the realmists. He stared at Astra with familiar blue eyes. “Astra?”
Her large smile hid her shock at seeing the gray in his shoulder-length black curls. His body could have passed for a man in his twenties, yet his face showed the truth of his fifty-five years. “Yes, Gregor. How I’ve missed you.” She ran to him and threw her arms around his neck.
Pulling away from their embrace, he frowned. “But you hardly look a day older than I remember. Is this some foul magic?”
“No. I’m a realmist. I teach at the Academy for Superior Learning. Don’t worry; it’s perfectly safe. I made it home, didn’t I?”
He tilted his head, considering his answer. “Has it blackened your heart? Do you ever do evil?”
“What sort of a question is that? Of course not. What have they been teaching everyone here? I’m your sister—a little wiser than the girl you knew, but essentially the same.”
Gregor stepped back and gave a short bow. “I have many things to see to, if we are to leave in the morning. We’ll talk more on the road, Astra.” He turned and left, the realmists staring after him.
You idiot, she thought, I can’t believe you thought everything would go smoothly. You’re lucky your mother was okay. She tried to tell herself his reaction didn’t matter, but it did. Despite the comfortable bed that night, she had trouble sleeping.
In the morning, after a hasty, pre-dawn breakfast, they mounted and rode three abreast through streets that were quiet except for the sound of jooka birds announcing the impending sunrise, and farmers transporting their fruit and vegetables to market in the coolest part of the day. The dragons would fly and meet them at the port city in a few days.
As they filed out of the southern gate, Astra turned her body to see the hazy outline of mounted soldiers disappearing into the distance. The mounted men were not cavalry but foot soldiers. Speed was of the essence, and it seemed that once High Chancellor Calinsar decided to support the realmists, he was prompt in his execution. 
Arie and Agmunsten rode next to her. Her brother was up ahead, riding with the chancellor. She wanted to talk to him, but now was not the time. Maybe at the next meal stop . . . or maybe dinner. She even considered that tomorrow might be better timing. Focused as she was on her dilemma, she didn’t see the hulking, dark shape until it was almost upon her brother and the high chancellor.
The nightmare that had lurked in the dense trees and bushes beside the road had followed them from Tranquility. He had waited and waited for the right opportunity. Grinning and showing his rows of teeth to full effect, he closed the space between himself and the high chancellor in seconds. 
Just as he breathed out lethal flames, Agmunsten called down a lightning bolt. The gormon’s flames consumed three mounted soldiers to the left of Gregor and Calinsar. The men and their horses cried out briefly—at least death by gormon flame was swift. Some of the inferno licked through as Arcon’s lightning bolt struck the top of Churex’s massive head.
The flames had touched the edge of the high chancellor’s white robe, which was now alight, the man frantically jumping off his horse and trying to undress. Astra’s brother was not as lucky. His leg had been scorched, the flesh smoldering and melting. His bay mare had been hit on her side, next to Gregor’s leg. She reared, both of them screaming as the acid dissolved their flesh.
Churex had been knocked over and stunned by the lightning strike. He was on his back, arms and legs flailing as he tried to rise—he reminded Agmunsten of a dying cockroach. Knowing fire was the final solution, Agmunsten threw a fireball at the wriggling horror. The flames hissed as they flared, fed by the oily gormon hide.
Astra ran to her brother, calling Second-Realm power to her. He had fallen off his horse and was moaning on the dirt road, nearly unconscious. The realmist formed a scalding-hot blade from the power and sliced his leg off just above the knee. Gregor fainted.
Placing a hand on her brother’s brow, she delved, searching for further injury. She had saved him, but without a leg, he would lose his place in the army. Would he hate her more now?
The realmist turned her attention to the horse. The mare panted and snorted, half of her side eaten away. There was nothing Astra could do for the animal except end its suffering. She placed a hand on the horse’s chest and sent her awareness to her heart. With a small shock of power, she stopped her heart. The mare’s whinnying quieted, and her head dropped to the ground. Astra kneeled next to the dead animal, head bowed. 
High Chancellor Calinsar had managed to tear off his robe. He stood naked from the waist up. Horses had scattered in the brief melee, their riders gradually calming their beasts and returning to stand in formation. The chancellor surveyed the carnage. Seeing his men were able to organize themselves, he approached Gregor, who had regained consciousness and sat, leaning, against the back of his deceased mount.
The xv2 stared at his stump, disbelieving. Astra looked at him across the still-warm horse. “I’m sorry, Gregor. But I had to amputate to save your life.”
Her brother kept his eyes on his injury.
“Astra, remount and wait over there.” Calinsar pointed to where Agmunsten headed the line of riders, holding her horse’s reins.
She reluctantly obeyed, glancing over her shoulder at her brother as she walked.
Calinsar bent over and spoke quietly to the soldier before offering his hand. Gregor gripped it and stood. The chancellor had a few more words with him before helping him to Astra’s horse. “Your brother’s going to share your mount.” He helped Gregor sit behind the realmist and then climbed aboard his own horse. The chancellor led them on.
 
***
 
On the third day of sitting behind his sister, Gregor finally spoke. “Thank you for saving my life.”
“That’s all right. I’m sorry about your leg.”
“So am I.”
That was the extent of their conversation until the next day, when he sat with her at breakfast. Agmunsten had created a walking stick out of a branch and Second-Realm power. Gregor now had a means of getting around without having to ask for help—something that had pained him; he was a leader, not an invalid . . . at least, he used to be.
“Mind if I join you?”
“Of course not. I would be very happy if you did.” Astra looked up at her brother. Even with the missing leg, he looked like a warrior. His hard eyes, and harder body, spoke of a man who would endure no matter what.
Gregor eased himself down, to sit next to Astra on a rotting log. “I just wanted you to know that I don’t blame you for what happened. I was angry at first, because I would rather that you’d let me die, but then I realized how stupid that was. I’m a soldier, a fighter; it’s what I’m trained for. My body is just a tool to be used for the protection of Zamahl and the high chancellor.”
Astra took a sip of tea. “I’m glad High Chancellor Calinsar decided to let you keep your post.”
The soldier shrugged his muscular, brown shoulders. “I may not be able to fight as I once did, but my troops respect me, and I’m tactically very astute.”
“If you do say so yourself.” Astra smiled, and Gregor laughed.
Gregor fidgeted with the top of his cane. “I’m also sorry about saying what you do is evil. We’ve heard so much about how wrong realmistry is—you remember, don’t you?”
“Yes, but, for some reason, I never believed the propaganda. When you become a realmist, you must vow to do no harm, unless it is in self-defense or in the best interests of Talia. Most realmists are good people, but it’s like anything—there’s always the bad egg.”
“And do you know any of these ‘bad eggs’?”
Astra smiled. “Not so far, thank goodness.”
Tack jingled and cups clinked as the soldiers around them readied to leave. Agmunsten, Arie with him, stepped in front of Astra. “Ready to go?”
“Not quite, but I won’t be long.”
“Can you ask Gregor if the cane is okay?”
Astra spoke to her brother in their native tongue. “He says yes, and that he really appreciates what you’ve done.”
“Tell him, it was my pleasure.” Agmunsten smiled. “Come on, Arie, we have a bit more packing to do.”
The rest of the journey to the port city passed without incident. The last leg took them up a gradual incline, a wide hill blocking the city from view. This far south, the jungle turned to forest. Vines disappeared, and wide-trunked trees with needle-shaped leaves predominated. 
Lamure sprawled on the far side of the rise, her high walls painted a dusky turquoise to match the bay beyond. The homes, painted bright shades of red, blue and green, were unlike the rest of Zamahl: one–and-two-level homes stood apart from one another. Low bushes and hedging bordered the yards. Sand blew across the paved streets in the onshore breeze.
They passed through the main thoroughfare to the docks. The street sloped gradually down until they reached the water. Five timber wharfs stretched like a giant hand into the bay, and there was enough space between each one that the two-hundred-foot-long ships could berth. Arie counted fifteen ships docked, with ten more anchored in the bay. “Wow. That’s the biggest fleet ever!”
“We’re going to be squeezing to fit, young Arie. We’ll have to leave half the horses behind,” High Chancellor Calinsar commented, marching with Gregor to the dock master to confirm everything was in order.
Astra dismounted. “That’s really going to slow us down when we get to Brenland. I think we should sail the extra day to get as close as we can to Vellonia.”
Agmunsten jumped to the ground and rubbed his back. “And there aren’t any ports. We’re going to have to row ashore.”
It was then that Arie noticed the two large shapes sitting at the edge of the docks. “Look—it’s Zim and Warrimonious.” Arie ran to the dragons and hugged each one. “Are you coming on the ships or flying?”
Zim glanced at the sleek transport tied to the wharf. “I prefer to fly, although I may rest midway—we won’t be stopping at any islands this time. When do we leave?”
Agmunsten had reached the trio. “We leave tonight, on high tide. Things are working out nicely.”
“Nicely?” Astra raised one eyebrow. “I don’t think there’s anything nice about that gormon attacking my brother.”
“You know what I mean.” Agmunsten narrowed his eyes, and Astra thought he was angry. After an uncomfortable minute where everyone waited for him to yell, he spoke. “My creatura has just contacted me. The whirlpool is getting bigger, and another has started just offshore of the last island we visited. She said hundreds of fish have just vanished after being sucked into it.”
Arie grabbed his mentor’s shirt. “Tell her to be careful.”
After a few moments, he replied, “Done. In the future, you know you can tell her yourself.”
“Oh, yeah, I forgot.” Arie gave a sheepish grin.
Warrimonius, ever the war master, brought up something that Agmunsten had been worried about. “We’re going to be sailing close to Aspurle and Carpus. The gormons know we’re coming. I wouldn’t be surprised if they leave a contingent there, ready to attack when we’re near. We’d better work out a way to protect all those boats.”
“None of us can draw that much power. You know that.” Agmunsten huffed a loud breath. “Although, what if we tried linking?”
“Isn’t it dangerous?” Astra looked from Agmunsten to Arie.
“Yes, but isn’t everything we do lately dangerous?”
“Fair point.” Astra still didn’t like the idea. Arie was so young and so inexperienced. She balled her fists at the thought that a boy was being drawn into an ugly war—it just wasn’t right.
Arie had noticed Astra’s frown. “It’s okay. That’s what I signed up for when I joined the academy. I’d rather die trying to do this than in a gormon’s mouth. That’s our choice, right?”
Agmunsten patted his belly. “Lunchtime. We’ll have enough time to discuss this stuff on our voyage, but right now, I want to eat.”
 “I agree with Agmunsten. Warrimonious and I have been promised a fresh sheep each.”
They parted ways and enjoyed the last peaceful lunch they would in a long time.
Once on the ship, Arie explored every nook and cranny, from the bilge to the captain’s quarters. The captain was a short man who wore no shirt under his gold-buttoned black vest. His black hair was oiled and cut to the nape of his neck, where it curled up. Dark hair covered his tanned arms and strong chest. He was, to the realmists’ surprise, fluent in Veresian. “Anything you need, realmists, just let me know.” Captain Feresten had been advised that the realmists were going to give the fleet some assistance in sailing faster, and he wanted to make that as easy as possible. Any number of ferocious storms could spring up on the crossing to the west, not to mention those dastardly whirlpools that seemed to be eating more sea and land by the day. The less time they spent crossing, the better.
After the ships left the harbor, the dragons waited a few hours before they took off, knowing they could cover the distance much faster than the ships. Zim and Warrimonious were surprised when they didn’t catch the fleet until the next morning.
Sunning himself on the deck, Arie looked up. “Yay! Zim and Warrimonious finally made it.” What took you so long? Arie taunted.
The black dragon laughed. It seems you’re making much better time than I thought.
Agmunsten, Astra and I tried holding hands and making a circle. We were able to draw Second-Realm power so much easier. We’re just having a rest before we do it again.
We’re going to have a quick stop at one of the islands to eat this afternoon. We’ll catch you again tomorrow morning.
Arie waved as the dragons flew into the distance.
The afternoon sun was a blinding orange orb on the horizon. The sailors shaded their eyes intermittently as they went about their business, checking the rigging, tightening ropes and letting out more sail. The wind had progressively lessened since lunch, and Arcon had gathered his group to call up some wind. They stood together and held hands in a circle. Being the strongest, Agmunsten controlled The Circle and was the one that went to the Second Realm first.
Arie and Astra opened their corridors to the Second Realm, letting the power flow through them and into Agmunsten. As the power went through each realmist, it gathered more from their open conduits and returned to Agmunsten, stronger than before. He reached out to the ocean, the wind softly blowing above. His awareness sped away from them until it was miles away. He used the Second-Realm energy to heat a massive expanse of air, all the way to their ships and beyond.
Within a few minutes, the lookout shouted, “Gust to stern.” Astra’s curls blew into her face, but she continued concentrating. Agmunsten had to keep heating the air in front to keep their speed. After forty minutes, sweat poured down his face. “I’m going to close the corridor. Astra, you first and then Arie. Good. Now me.” Agmunsten released their hands and visited the helm. The boat would likely sail fast for another ten or fifteen minutes before it slowed.
“How did we do, Captain?”
“It would be fair to say that you doubled our usual fastest speed. If you can keep this up, we should get there within a week—a new record.”
Agmunsten folded his arms. “I thought Zamahlans never visited our part of the world.”
“Um, I’d prefer not to discuss it. I have a bottle of Zamahl’s best rum in my cabin if you want to come by later and not talk about where I may or may not have been in the past.”
“Best rum, you say. I think you just said the magic word. See you after dinner.”
Their days developed into a routine of eating, creating breeze, napping, eating, creating breeze. On the fourth night, Agmunsten called the captain, Arie, Astra, and the dragons, who had landed on deck an hour before, to the stern to discuss the plan for the next morning. They had decided that traveling past the gormon-infested waters was best done during daylight hours. It was doubtful, at first, that they would achieve it, however, their wind creation had them making ideal time.
But now was the moment to discuss the backup plan, just in case the gormons decided to attack late at night. It was not unreasonable for them to discover the realmists passing, especially since they knew their symbols. Everyone was on alert tonight, too, just in case.
“I have to be honest: there isn’t much we can do except throw fireballs. There are too many ships for us to shield. If we’re quick enough to see where the gormon is coming from, we may be able to stop a single attack—we can shield against small pockets of fire. Also, if anyone sees a ship on fire, smother it with Second-Realm power. Any questions?”
“If the ship is going down, should we just jump into the ocean?”
“Yes, Arie, but don’t jump prematurely. If the ship doesn’t go down, we won’t realize you’re gone until it’s too late. I don’t want you to drown.”
“Don’t worry; I’ll just call Kaphos.”
“Anything else?” Agmunsten looked around the group. “Astra and Zim have first watch. Wake me in five hours. Come on, Arie. It’s time to get some rest.” They climbed into their bunks fully clothed, prepared for anything.
Two hours later, Arie tossed and turned in his top bunk. Adrenaline bursts flooded his body whenever he thought of being attacked. He felt the air change, the pressure drop. He sat up and bumped his head on the cabin ceiling. Then the bell rang—the sailors sounding the alarm. Damn. He rolled off the bed and just missed Agmunsten, who was also rising. 
The cabin door banged open with the force of Arie’s enthusiasm. Both realmists shielded themselves before trying to climb the ladder to the deck. But many of the seamen were jumping through the hatch, to get out of the path of the beasts circling above. Arie and Agmunsten had to force their way past the wiry crew.
The night sky had been clear before, but now, as Agmunsten craned his neck, obsidian shapes obscured the stars. The distinctive-shaped wings and eyes as red as burning coals made the head realmist shudder. The gormons circled above the ships like airborne sharks.
“They really are creepy,” Arie whispered. He had thought himself brave, capable of anything, before, but now . . . . How could the gormons not win? “They’re really large.”
“Now’s not the time to lose your nerve, lad. If I didn’t think you were up to it, I’d send you below.” Agmunsten forced his gaze from the terrifying display and looked into Arie’s eyes. “We can do this. Talia needs us, Arie. Remember Boy?”
“Yes.”
“Tonight, we avenge him, but we’re not going to follow him to the Unknown Realm—do you understand?”
The boy, who was only as tall as Agmunsten’s chin, nodded. The older man hid the guilt he felt, quickly averting his eyes to watch their enemy. The head realmist was happy to see that Zim and Warrimonious had moved themselves to other ships in the fleet. Astra had stayed on their ship, in case a circle was needed.
Astra stood, bouncing from foot to foot, ready to engage. “How many do you think there are?”
“Hard to tell. There would have to be at least fifty.” Agmunsten ignored the fear that squirmed inside his belly, begging him to run. He gritted his teeth. We are not going to lose. “What are we waiting for?”
“Huh?” Astra looked at him, confused.
“Sorry, talking to myself. We’re waiting to see if they attack first. Stuff it; I’m engaging. Let’s get this over with.” The pressure on deck dropped further as all three realmists drew power. “Arie, you shoot your first fireball over there; Astra, you shoot yours over there.” Agmunsten had chosen them to hit the outer part of the circle, while he aimed for the center. Some of the gormons may be shielded, but they couldn’t all be. He was going to try his luck. “Ready. Aim. Now!”
Just as the realmists threw, the gormons broke apart, aware of what was happening below. Astra’s missile hit one of the slower gormons, who caught alight in a rush of flames. As he fell, he hit two of his brethren, setting them on fire too.
Arie’s fireball clipped the wing of another gormon, who burned until he fell with a sizzle and splash into the ocean. Agmunsten’s fireball shot harmlessly through the gap in the eye of the gormon storm as they dived. Without waiting, the realmists drew again and hurled their projectiles.
Soldiers on the ships held their curved swords aloft, chanting “Achtar Zamahl! Achtar Zamahl!” while the sailors scrambled to get out of the way, some ready with buckets to extinguish any flames.
The gormons swooped over the ships, spewing fire. They hit sails, masts, soldiers and sailors. Scream after scream rent the brine-scented air.
The realmists hurled fireball after fireball, hitting their mark more often than not, burning winged bodies falling to land in the water or on the decks, eager sailors rushing to put out the fires and make sure the ships didn’t burn.
Bright orange flared to Agmunsten’s left as three gormons hit one ship, the flames spreading quicker than the sailors could act. Although the realmists had agreed to try to stop the ships from burning, if they turned their attention from firing at the gormons, they would make the ships an easier target. The quicker they could kill the monsters, the better. The cries of the soldiers and sailors, as they abandoned ship or burnt, reached the realmists. Arie hesitated, turning to the noise.
“Keep firing, lad. There’s nothing we can do for them.”
Another ship, near their bow, burst into flames. The burning timbers warped, squealing almost as loudly as the gormons who cried out triumphantly in their hissing, gravelly voices. The conflagration lit up the ocean and made the terrified faces of the sailors clear to Agmunsten. They were losing this battle—three ships down, and it looked like they would all sink by the end. He had to think of another way.
Smoke blew into their faces. Arie coughed. Zim and Warrimonious had launched into the air, gaining altitude away from the mass of gormons wheeling and swooping. By ducking in with random attacks, they would give the gormons something else to think about and hopefully distract them enough to slow the carnage.
Agmunsten noticed the dragons’ ploy as Zim dove from above, heading for two gormons flying next to each other. They hadn’t seen him coming. Zim stopped his black scales from turning red—he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. Instead of flaming the gormons with his breath, he released a jet of flames from his hands through the Second Realm as he flew past. 
Before they could react, their hides blistered and flamed. The air passing their bodies as they flew, fanned the fire—their deaths swift.
“We need to try something else. We can’t kill them fast enough. I’m getting tired.” Astra gritted her teeth and threw another fireball.
“Join hands.” Agmunsten reached for his comrades. Arie and Astra’s hands burned in his—the amount of channeling they were doing was taking its toll. They couldn’t keep this up much longer. And what Agmunsten had in mind this time would likely incapacitate them. If this didn’t work, it was all over. “Hold steady. I’m going to ask a lot of you. Don’t let go, whatever happens.”
They both looked at him with fear and resolve—his words were clear to them: hold on until you die.
The three stood in a circle, feet wide, planted securely on the deck. Agmunsten drew first; then Arie; then Astra. The head realmist filled the corridor with power, taking in as much as he could—it felt like gulping down more water than his mouth and throat could take, and he wanted to gag. The others drew as much as they could, and the power transferred to Agmunsten.
Sweat poured from his face and arms, dripping to his hands and mixing with the moisture of his companions. As the energy built inside his body, threatening to scorch his veins, he formed an intricate network of power in the sky above the gormons—invisible, until he set it free. He sent a warning to the dragons. Zim, Warrimonious, stay away. Then he said one simple word: “burn.”
A gossamer net of fire spread across the sky. Arie thought it looked like a giant, bright spiderweb. Agmunsten fought off a dizzy spell as he lowered the net onto the gormons. It was like catching fish—he swept the net lower, snagging more and more of the beasts from the Third Realm.
One after another they caught alight, until they formed one titanic, airborne bonfire that looked like a miniature sun. Only a few gormons escaped the net; those were hunted down and killed by Zim and Warrimonious.
With one last wrench of force, Agmunsten shifted the net so it would fall into the ocean, rather than on one of the ships. When the last spark sizzled out in the debris-strewn water, the realmists stopped the flow of power, Agmunsten falling to his knees, his hands slapping on the ash-covered timber. Arie and Astra sat next to him, catching their breaths, the boy taking off his smudged shirt to try to cool down and wipe the smoke and sweat from his face.
Zim helped the sailors put out the last of the fires. Most of the ships had damage but would make it to Brenland—if they weren’t attacked again. The dazed captains steered their boats carefully through the sea of charred timber, barrels of water, gormon carcasses and dead bodies, hoping to find any of their men who had been lucky enough to have survived.
When they were ready to sail again, two of the boats had lost sails, another all its masts. Spare sails were commandeered from the better-condition ships, but the de-masted ship could not be repaired. “Warrimonious and I can take turns dragging it.”
Agmunsten, who finally had the energy to stand, looked at Zim. “You can’t do that. Do you know how much that thing weighs?”
“We’re strong. I’ll use the Second Realm to help get it going, and once we’re moving, it will be easier.”
Agmunsten shook his head. His shoulders slumped, and his hands dangled by his side—he didn’t have the energy to argue. “Whatever you want, Zim. I’m going down below to rest.” The head realmist swayed as he turned and climbed below deck.
Arie looked at Astra. “If they send more, we’re not going to make it to Brenland, are we?”
The Zamahlan looked at the boy, sadness in her eyes. She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. And with the damaged ships, we’re going to go a lot slower. Even if they don’t send more, we’ll be lucky to reach Vellonia in time.”
“Is there anything we can do?”
Astra enclosed the boy in a hug. “Pray, Arie, just pray.” 



 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
 
Tonight was the night. Leon and the gormons had secreted themselves in a vast cave system three hours from Vellonia. As the sun warmed the Talian soil, they waited for darkness to intervene while the Inkran soldiers had marched ahead to wait under the protective covering of the forest outside of Vellonia. 
When Leon had first laid eyes on the mottled, spikey forms of sixty-thousand gormons, he had laughed manically. They couldn’t lose. He would have enjoyed melding into Kwaad in front of Edmund, but they wouldn’t have time to perform the changing ceremony in the middle of battle, so he bided his time with Tusklar and High Priest Zuk.
And with his saboteurs inside the dragon city, the gormons would fly in, the Inkrans on their backs, unhindered by those stupid spires. Oh, yes, the dragons are going to pay. Leon was so enmeshed in Kwaad that he wasn’t sure if that thought had been his or the high priest’s. Not long now.
He could almost taste his brother’s flesh.
 
***
 
They had skipped practice that morning because they would need to be fresh for tonight. Bronwyn, Blayke, Avruellen, Arcon and their creaturas sat in King Valdorryn’s meeting room with the other heads of state.
Edmund drummed the table with his fingers. Jaz’s huge eyes held anger, and her tail flicked across the floor intermittently. Arcon and Avruellen shared worried glances, and King Valdorryn had been asked, twice in the last fifteen minutes, not to yell. The stress was showing throughout the city, with skirmishes between dragons, suspicious glances between dragons and humans, and the constant frantic search for the missing eggs.
Valdorryn checked his voice before speaking to his wife. “How long are we going to keep Emerance locked in the dungeon with no proof that she took the eggs?”
“We don’t need proof; I know it was her.” Jaz glared at her husband.
“But their family has been through so much already with Symbothial. What if she’s innocent?”
“She’s not. There’s been something funny going on there for a while. She’s not always there when I visit, and the guards have been off with the fairies. I have no idea what in the Third Realm is going on, if it isn’t her. She has all the access she needs and the motive. We never did punish Symbothial’s killers, after all.” Jaz and Valdorryn turned their heads to look at Bronwyn and Sinjenasta. The realmist looked down, her face heated.
“There’s no use going over old ground now.” Avruellen, who was sitting next to Bronwyn, reached for her niece’s hand. “I tend to agree with Jaz. You have no better suspects, and besides, she is safer down there, considering what is going to happen tonight.”
King Edmund nodded. “And have you still not heard from Zim or Agmunsten?”
“No.” Valdorryn hung his head for a brief moment.
Arcon spoke. “If anyone hears from any of them at any time, you have to let me know straightaway. Bronwyn and Blayke have to activate the amulet tonight, and without them, we can’t.”
Edmund continued to tap his fingers on the tabletop. “Can’t you ask the other realmists to fill in?”
“We still might have to, although we’re not likely to succeed. But if we have no choice . . . .” Arcon shrugged.
“Alaine.” Valdorryn turned to the queen. “Your troops have been spread around the valley, with your archers in the uppermost levels of the quarters across the valley?”
“Yes. We’re also going to station some next to the spires. Your dragons have been moving them up there. I’ve heard it’s rather cold.”
“There’s still some snow on the very top peaks. I hope you’ve dressed them warm.” The king smiled.
“We have. And we’ll be using the same kind of arrows we used at Bayerlon. Fire is our best weapon.”
“Yes.” said King Fernis. “Those beasts go up like a prostitute’s skirt on festival night at a brothel.”
Everyone laughed, and Avruellen snorted.
“So, to continue, my wife will be in the Heart of Vellonia, making sure the spires don’t get clogged.”
“What kind of protection have you put in place?” asked Arcon.
“Two of my best dragon guards.”
Arcon shook his head. “That’s not enough. If my suspicions are correct, that Crotus fellow could be a problem. We need someone with the power there too.”
Avruellen looked at her brother. “But who? Who do we trust enough?”
Arcon rubbed at his short beard. “Zella, I think. We’ll talk to them soon and decide.”
“So now what?” Bronwyn looked at Valdorryn.
“We wait. We’re serving dinner before it gets dark. The gormons have to be at least an hour or two away—there’s no caves, except for those in Vellonia, for many miles, and they can’t fly until the sun sets. As soon as the sun goes down, I want everyone to be at their posts. We won’t get another chance.”
Bronwyn swallowed, and as she gazed at the faces of her elders, she knew they felt as nervous as she did. Their whole world was poised on the edge of disaster. Many lives would be lost tonight—whether they succeeded or failed. When Bronwyn’s eyes finally met her brother’s, she saw sadness and fear. She sensed he knew something he hadn’t told her, but with enough to worry about, Bronwyn didn’t want to ask—sure she’d find out soon enough.
As they filed out of the meeting room for the last time, Bronwyn felt for the amulet. It was safe against her chest. What would happen when they activated it? Devorum had told them they would have to sacrifice something. What would it be?
Bronwyn glanced at her loved ones walking ahead, talking quietly. Sinjenasta, I don’t know if I can do it.
The panther saw her looking at her family. If you decide not to, I will stay with you here.
Bronwyn’s eyes filled with tears. I can’t ask you to give up your dream to be a man again. You could go to the Sacred Realm and find someone else—surely there are beautiful women there. Her stomach clenched at the thought of him with someone else.
There are, but they’re not you. We’re bonded, and nothing can change that. I will always feel your presence, even across the realms.
The realmist looked down at the panther and remembered his human face—the face that had given her plenty of pleasant dreams. She had known the moment she had first seen him that there was a deep connection.
Bronny, let’s not talk about it now. We can decide, when and if the moment arrives. We have to survive the gormon war first, remember. The panther lolled his tongue out in the semblance of a grin.
She smiled. You’re right, as always. Let’s go eat what may be our last meal ever.
Hey, no negative talk! He swatted her on the bottom with his paw, managing to elicit a giggle from her as they entered the dining hall.
 
***
 
Crotus, weighed down with a heavy sack, approached the two dragon guards who stood outside The Heart of Vellonia. “Good evening, my dragon friends. Your eminent King Valdorryn has asked me to give you these haunches of venison because you won’t have time to eat later.” He opened the sack so the dragons could reach in.
The sapphire-blue dragon looked inside and sniffed. “Mmm. Smells fresh. Thank you—Crotus, isn’t it?”
“Yes. Enjoy. I’ll come back later to get the sack.” He turned and strolled back the way he had come, slipping into a nearby storage room to wait. The herbs he had put into the venison were the exact amount the gormons advised—enough to put the dragons to sleep for one to two minutes. Any longer and someone would notice them asleep. He waited two minutes before sticking his head out of the door and peering down the hall. They were still taking great bites out of the meat.
He ducked back into the room and counted to sixty before bobbing his head out again. The sapphire-colored dragon was on the floor, the greenish-gray one keeling over. Crotus ran up the hall then used the key that Symbothial had hidden in his room before he died.
Once in the red-tinged room, he crouched in one corner, concealed by one of the columns and his cloak, which he turned inside out—the red side facing up. The color was dyed to match his surroundings exactly and was infused with Second-Realm power so that anyone who looked at it would gloss over it, disinterest causing them to lose focus.
Now he just had to wait for the critical moment—Leon would give the signal. And when he finished here, he was to incapacitate those snotty teenagers, Bronwyn and Blayke—Leon wanted them alive, if possible. Crotus stopped fidgeting when he heard muffled talking outside.
Jazmonilly had watched the sun set with her family, but now it was time to do her duty. Everything had to go just right—she had a grandchild coming. Her smile faded, replaced by concern to see the messy leftovers of the guards’ dinner. “Who’s coming to clean this up?”
The blue-scaled dragon bowed. “I’m sorry, Queen Jazmonilly. One of the realmists brought them, thinking we wouldn’t get dinner otherwise. He said he would come by later for the rubbish.”
“Oh, very well. I guess that was considerate of him. Next time you see one of the maids pass, please tell them to take them away.” She placed her key in the lock and let herself into the room.
Delving into the streams of power, she didn’t find any blockages. “Very good.” She smiled. “Now we just have to keep it that way.”
 
***
 
The sun had well and truly set—not even a brief glimmer of color tinted Vellonia’s night sky. Phantom stood on Arcon’s shoulder, Avruellen next to them with Flux sitting at her side. Sinjenasta sat, his head tilted up to the darkness. Bronwyn gazed up too, her hand on the panther’s shoulder, Toran standing by her other side—she hadn’t known how to tell him she didn’t feel the same way about him as he did about her, but she supposed after tonight it wouldn’t matter. 
Despite Avruellen asking her nicely to stay safe in the mountain, Corrille stood with Blayke and held his hand, while Fang peeked from his favorite top pocket. Aimee stood next to Bronwyn after getting death stares from Corrille. Arcon had decided to send the old lady, Zella, to the Heart of Vellonia.
The two other realmists were there, and Fendill was with Queen Alaine, but where was Crotus? Arcon growled.
“Are you all right?” asked Avruellen.
“Look who’s not here. What mischief is he getting up to?”
Avruellen looked around. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now.”
You humans are too kind. Flux raised his nose to the air. If he was a fox, we’d have killed him by now. Loose ends. You should know better than that, Arcon.
Thanks for the lecture, Flux. Just a hint: you’re not helping. Arcon scowled at the fox.
He’s right, though. Phantom hooted twice.
“Look!” Avruellen pointed across the valley. “There’s the signal from the dragons. Everyone’s in place.”
Alaine was at the far side of the valley with her cavalry and Fendill, while Fernis was stationed at the south end with his troops. King Edmund, a handful of his troops and Pernus stayed near the realmists, offering additional protection while they were activating the amulet. Verity, Karin, Queen Gabrielle and Sarah had been confined to King Valdorryn’s meeting room—it was considered one of the safest rooms as it had no window and a sturdy lock on the door.
King Valdorryn occupied one of the uppermost rooms in the mountain so he could direct the battle from a good vantage point. He stood on the wide ledge outside the dragon-size opening. His mind was still distracted from not being able to contact Zim. He held hope that his son would make it in time.
The realmists felt the pressure drop as somebody, or many somebodies, channeled. Second-Realm power was being syphoned to the extent that the valley air crackled with anticipation, strands of Bronwyn and Blayke’s dark hair floating skyward.
“Is it harder to breathe, or is that my imagination?” Aimee rubbed at her goose-pimply arms.
“The pressure’s dropping.” Arcon looked toward the heavens. “They must have a lot of those blasted beasts that can draw power. I’ve never felt anything like this before.”
“Maybe it’s the Inkrans?” Blayke looked across the valley, waiting for the signal that the first gormon had been sighted.
Bronwyn watched and held her breath. Soon. “Look! What’s that?” It was like a curtain had been drawn over the stars as a wall of gormons flew over the valley, covering the sky from east to west, staying high enough to avoid the spires.
The red flashing of dragon scales shone throughout the valley, signaling the moment they had been dreading. “We’ll be okay, won’t we?” asked Corrille. “Those spire things will stop them, won’t they?”
“Of course they will.” Blayke squeezed her hand.
“Um, but then why are they flying lower? What in the Third Realm?” Bronwyn shared her aunt’s horrified expression as the gormons, crimson eyes glowing and Inkrans on their backs, spilled downwards like hot lava ready to scour the life from Vellonia.
 
***
 
Crotus crouched and watched the dragon queen standing on the five-pointed star indentation as she kept her hands on the pillars, checking the flow of power. A scepter that Crotus had never seen before lay on the ground next to her.
His head hissed with Kerchex’s voice. Block the rivers. We’re ready to descend.
He sent his mind to the Second Realm and sucked in the power. Standing, he threw his cloak down and stepped from behind the pillar.
Jazmonilly heard the scuff of his feet and looked up. Crotus had his palms pointed at her. “Stand aside or I’ll blast you to the Unknown Realm.”
“What? Why?” Jaz backed away at the wildness in his eyes, his pupils dilated until almost no iris could be seen.
“Keep going, right out the door, and shut it behind you.”
“I’ve heard nothing from Arcon. I’m supposed to stay here. I’ll not take orders from an inferior.”
Electricity sputtered about his hands, its blue light reflecting on his face. “The order has come from a higher power: Kwaad.”
The dragon opened her mouth. Figuring she was going to toast him, Crotus fired first, the electricity leaping from his hands to her chest.
Jaz tripped back and hit the wall, stunned. She slipped to the floor, smoke rising from where she’d been struck.
The realmist grabbed both pillars and dove his awareness into the stream. He had practiced where the flows should be blocked, and now he meticulously blocked one after another, until none of the spires were operational. Smiling, he removed his hands from the pillars and sent his master a message. It is done. He frowned when he saw that the dragon was still alive—she had struggled to her knees.
“Why? Why would you betray your own people?”
He raised his palms again. “They betrayed me long ago, and I happen to think what Drakon did to the gormons was abominable. I’m helping restore the rightful Talian order.”
“But they’ve changed. They’re not what they once were. They will feed off Talia until there’s nothing left.” Jaz saw the lightning fork out from his palm again. She opened her mouth. This time, a great roar of flame exploded, toasting the realmist. But he had succeeded at launching his energy, and the second bolt hit the dragon queen. The current cut her down like an axe felling a tree.
Zella heard noise coming from what should have been a quiet room. Not wasting time, she used the key that the queen had entrusted her with. She heaved the door opened and rushed inside. A pile of ash covered the floor in the middle of the room, and the queen lay motionless next to one wall. The realmist dropped to her knees and felt for a pulse.
 
***
 
Pernus and Edmund stood in the valley and watched the realmists from a safe distance, ready to intervene if they needed protection. “Fireballs commence!” Arcon threw one and turned to Avruellen. “Should we try to activate the amulets now?”
“We have seven, but . . . .”
“I know. We’re going to have to do something.” Arcon fired off more scorching orbs as the gormons let their riders down before flying off. The Inkrans, with their short swords and lithe movements, were not much of a match for the cavalry, but the foot soldiers were not used to fighting such skilled, agile opponents. The main pockets of fighting were at the northern and eastern ends of the valley.
The dragons were easy to see, with their scales shining red, so the archers knew what targets to leave alone. But the winged, raven-colored gormons outnumbered their cousins three to one. Arcon threw another fireball, quietly congratulating himself when it hit its mark, the gormon plummeting to the grass, its burning body landing on an Inkran.
“Look out!” Aimee yelled. A gormon had come from behind, from inside the dragons’ home. It was close to reaching the realmists with its deadly breath. The soft-spoken girl hurled a burning sphere, almost catching Blayke’s shoulder as it flew past. The orange heat struck and consumed the gormon with such intensity that the gormon behind it caught alight too.
Rather than shout above the mayhem, Arcon spoke into Avruellen’s mind. Vellonia’s been breached from all quarters. We’re going to have to activate the amulets. There’s no other way. I’m going to call the realmists together.
Avruellen stared at him from her position forty feet away, where she was taking aim at the gormons who were landing nearby to let off Inkran passengers. She nodded, her face a mask of strength, her jaw set in determination. It will be all right. She fired off a flaming sphere, hitting one gormon and its rider.
More gormons poured from inside the mountain. Blayke, Bronwyn, Bernard and Aimee had their hands full trying to stem the flow of the Third-Realm creatures, while Dorge stood near Avruellen, hurling a constant stream of missiles, but he was already tiring. Avruellen could see the sweat on his brow in the ruddy glow of the fireballs.
Almost hidden in the stream of slimy evil spilling out of the mountain, Zella reached the valley floor. The gormons smelled human meat. In their frenzy, they didn’t seem to notice the realmist in her black cloak.  She was only a few feet from her friends. Still surrounded by gormons, she sent a shockwave of flames from her body while turning three-hundred-and-sixty degrees. Five of the monsters ignited. Zella threw a quick shield around herself to prevent the writhing gormon torches from burning her to a crisp.
Before she reached Arcon, she spoke into his mind, her comment reaching all the realmists. Jazmonilly is badly hurt. The Heart of Vellonia was compromised, but I don’t know who it was. By the time I got there, there was only a pile of ash left. And I found this. She held up the scepter and looked into the sky. The gormons soared past, breathing acidic fire and death upon dragons and soldiers. Oh. She realized the spires had been deactivated. Who knows how to work the spires?
A familiar voice cut into their conversation. I do! 
Arcon jerked his head to the sky. Zim, black scales tinged red, Warrimonious gliding by his side, landed with grace next to the stunned realmists. Agmunsten and Arie managed to jump off Zim’s back before the dragon tore toward Vellonia, fire gushing from his mouth as he ran, exterminating any gormons unlucky enough to be in his way.
Astra and the high chancellor slid off Warrimonious and rushed to Arcon’s side.
Arcon hurled another fireball into the air before looking Calinsar up and down. “Who’s this?”
“Arcon, Edmund, meet High Chancellor Calinsar, ruler of Zamahl. He’s pledged us his country’s aid.” The high chancellor performed a half bow, and Edmund reciprocated.
The realmist inclined his head to the thin man. “Glad to have you here, although it’s not really a good time of year to visit.”
The chancellor laughed. “There’s nothing like a good war to get the adrenaline pumping. Life’s been boring back home; I could use the excitement.” He smiled. “What troops we had left after being attacked en route are fighting some Inkrans outside the valley.” His nonchalant mask fell. Leaving the troops out there was asking them to commit suicide—but there was no way to get them into Vellonia without the dragons’ help, and the dragons were otherwise occupied. 
Pernus turned to Edmund. “I don’t like you being out here. I can’t watch the ground and the sky.”
“I ran from one fight; I’ll not run from another.”
“We didn’t run. Our hand was forced. We will get Bayerlon back.”
“Watch out!” Zella shouted before sending a burning projectile at a gormon who was about to spew fire on Avruellen. After dispatching the gormon, she noticed Calinsar. Her eyes widened, and she was about to say something when shouts to her right drew her attention away.
“We can’t do this much longer. We won’t have any energy left for the activation.” Blayke wiped the sweat from his brow. He felt sick to his stomach when he realized what would happen when the activation occurred—people he loved were going to die. Tears washed down his cheeks, but no one noticed because of the sweat.
 “Arie, great to see you made it. Blayke, do what you have to; we’ll keep you safe, won’t we, troops?” Zella whipped her arm into the air, a stream of fire catching a gormon who landed nearby.
Arie followed her lead and shot flames at gormons flying in from the other direction.
With Bronwyn focused on bombarding gormons with fireballs, Sinjenasta stood at her back. An Inkran fighter approached silently. A black kerchief hid the lower half of his face, leaving exposed light-blue colored eyes that were intent on Bronwyn. The blade of the knife in his hand reflected the rosy light that permeated the valley. He drew his arm back to throw, aiming for Bronwyn’s throat.
Sinjenasta sprang twenty-five feet to land on the man’s chest, pushing him to the ground. His claws pierced through the ridged leather breastplate. When the panther extracted his claws, blood rose to the surface and streamed down the man’s chest. His eyes were wide, his mouth open in surprise. With one choked gurgle, he died.
Bronwyn’s creatura loped to another Inkran soldier who sprinted toward them, sword drawn. The panther bared his teeth and waited for the Inkran to slash. Sinjenasta jumped to the side, the blade missing him by half an inch. Before the man could position himself to strike again, the panther leapt for his face and sunk his teeth into his soft neck. He squeezed his jaws and cut off the man’s air supply while his long teeth pierced his jugular.
Because Blayke was busy, Toran had been stuck with Corrille. They stood with their backs to a tree fifty feet from where the realmists battled. The canopy had kept them safe, so far. Toran didn’t think he imagined Corrille’s disappointment when the panther ruined the Inkran’s attack. He itched to fight, but his rudimentary combat training was no match for seasoned soldiers and definitely no match for a gormon.
Toran looked to the south and saw a gormon rip the head off a man and pop it in his mouth as if it were an hors d'oeuvre
at a party. The soldier’s friends hacked at both of the gormon’s legs with their swords, but the monster barely flinched. While it chewed the head, it reached down and ran one man through with its long talons, simultaneously pushing the other man twenty feet away.
Arcon shook his head while throwing another fireball. Everywhere he looked, the gormons were making ground, and the body count rose. The gormons were overrunning the soldiers, like a swarm of ants on a lizard carcass. Zim. I need you now! We have to activate the amulets.
I just need a few more minutes. Zim was in The Heart of Vellonia, his awareness in the rivers of energy.
We don’t have any more minutes.
All right. The dragon had managed to get three of the channels unblocked—two of the eastern spires and one of the northern ones. That should help them a bit, until he could come back and finish the rest.
Astra saw the spires burst to life, the gold glowing before streams of unwavering yellow light pierced the air in straight lines, sweeping up and down, left to right, homing in on the enemy. Any gormon within two-hundred feet of an active spire was killed instantly.
“Astra, come here.” Arcon waved her over. “Did Zim manage to initiate you into The Circle?”
“Yes. We were in the desert at the time—it was not pleasant. Plus I got some circle practice in while we were sailing over. The gormons sunk three of our ships.”
Avruellen gasped. “I want to send them back to rot in the Third Realm.” She grabbed Arcon’s hand, but he shook his head.
“This time, we do it a bit differently. Blayke, Bronwyn, get in the middle of the circ—”
Corrille ran to them, screaming, Toran racing behind her. “Blayke, Blayke. The most horrible gormon is coming. It’s going to kill us all.” She launched herself at him.
Bronwyn saw the glint of the knife at the last moment, but Flux had seen it first. The fox sprung for her, enclosing his jaws around her calf.
She screamed and fell forward, landing in front of Blayke. 
“What the . . . ?” The young man looked down at her, not knowing what else to say.
Flux kept hold of Corrille’s leg. Avruellen picked her up by the scruff of her neck, drawing a trickle of power to hold her arms to her side. She turned the girl’s head to meet her eyes. “Who put you up to this?”
Corrille spat in her face.
“Was it the gormons?” She delved into the girl’s mind. “Ah, so that’s what happened.” Avruellen turned to Blayke. “After Corrille disappeared, she was taken by Morth, with the help of Crotus. She was given an assignment—get close to you and destroy The Circle at the best opportunity, which happens to be now.”
Blayke’s angry gaze darted from his girlfriend to Avruellen. “You’re just saying that. She wouldn’t. She . . . she loves me.”
Avruellen’s eyes held sympathy for her nephew.
Blayke turned to Corrille. “Is it true?” Her snarl was enough to tell him the truth. “What do we do with her now?” The young man’s gaze hardened.
“I’ll gladly deal with her.” Aimee smiled.
“No, you have to keep those fireballs coming, dear.” Avruellen turned to Toran. “We’ll put her over there. Can you please sit on her for me?”
“Gladly.” They dragged her a few feet away, retrieved her knife and laid her on her stomach. Avruellen had to release the power, but Toran had already straddled Corrille’s back, and she couldn’t move. “Now, enough of the distractions.” Avruellen put her hands on her hips and readied to draw more power.
“She wasn’t lying about the most horrible gormon coming to get us.” Everyone followed Bronwyn’s gaze. Flying past one of the latent spires, Kwaad descended. His shield protected him, the dragon fire and burning arrows having no effect.
“That’s Kwaad.” Agmunsten swore. “We need to do this now.”
Arcon directed the realmists to stand in a circle around Bronwyn and Blayke. The youngsters pulled out their amulets and faced each other. Blayke reached for his sister’s hands. The amulets lay together between their joined right palms. Arcon, Avruellen, Astra, Zim and Agmunsten stood surrounding the pair and linked arms, their chests pressing against Blayke and Bronwyn.
Agmunsten was the first to draw power. The others followed until the thrum from the Second Realm prickled everyone’s skin. Bernard and Aimee watched in awe at the amount of power flowing through The Circle.
The scream of Kwaad reached them, but they would not be taunted or swayed from their task. Agmunsten shouted over the cacophony of battle. “We stand here today to unlink the last piece of the chain that binds our salvation. Realmists, I order you to link with Quie, the fire corridor to the Second Realm. I now link with Zaya, the corridor to the gods, and I seek the blessing of Drakon, god of the dragons.”
Drakon’s words boomed throughout Vellonia. Fighting ceased briefly while soldiers, dragons and gormons listened. “This is the time for sacrifice. It is up to you now, Bronwyn and Blayke. The balance of the Realms must be found. Banish my wayward children and save Talia. Once the portals have closed, the ways between realms will be closed forever.” Silence expanded from the space left by his all-encompassing voice . . . until Kwaad’s scream echoed across the valley, and his minions returned to burning and skewering Talians and dragons, their need more desperate than before.
As The Circle fed energy into Bronwyn and Blayke, the youngsters felt the amulets grow hot. The pain as the amber sunk into their palms caused them both to cry out. Bronwyn felt the amulet swell. An icy burn scorched her veins as the drop of dragon blood that had been encased in the amber mixed with her blood. Her skin rippled, growing outwards. She screamed and realized Blayke screamed too, their agony feeding Kwaad’s need.
Avruellen faltered when she saw how her niece and nephew suffered, but she held fast. 
“We need to draw more power.” Agmunsten grunted through gritted teeth. He stretched the corridor open as wide as he could, the Second-Realm power pouring in. His temperature rose, and Avruellen whimpered, holding on as best she could. The power rushed through their veins, buffeting them, threatening to consume them from the inside out.
Aimee, Toran and Bernard stared, mesmerized by the transformation taking place in the middle of the circle. A dark shadow in the shape of a dragon rose from beneath the ground. It towered over Bronwyn and Blayke, who were warping and expanding, forcing the members of The Circle outwards until they could barely hold hands.
The shadow opened its gigantic maw and enclosed the young realmists in its mouth, swallowing them whole. As it did, it spoke into their minds. Accept my domination, or doom Talia to the gormons. You are leaving your human forms—this is your sacrifice.
Avruellen and Arcon cried in pain. Arcon sent a desperate mind-message to his lifelong creatura companion. Good-bye, my friend. Phantom dove from the sky, blood covering his wings. He needed to reach Arcon. His realmist was dying, his blood boiling in his blistering veins.
Flux howled as the searing heat stopped Avruellen’s heart. Thick blood slowly trickled from her nose, and her eyes rolled back in her head. She collapsed, her skin flushed red and dry, all the moisture having evaporated.
Agmunsten blocked the flow to the Second Realm now that The Circle was broken. Arcon lay at his feet, his once-mischievous blue eyes staring unseeing at the sky. Fang squealed and scurried to him as Phantom landed on his chest and hooted mournful notes.
Sinjenasta went to Flux and bowed his head. Fang, having said good-bye to Arcon, appeared at the panther’s side. He tapped a gentle paw on Avruellen’s limp hand before climbing the panther’s leg and settling on his back. He stared at the black dragon that towered over Zim. What happened to Blayke and Bronwyn?
Sinjenasta answered, They’ve been turned into a dragon—so we’re on equal footing with the gormons, considering they have Kwaad.
Bronwyn floated, finally, without pain. It was pitch black where she was, and she could feel two others near her. 
Bronwyn, Blayke, open your eyes. 
She recognized the voice. Devorum?
Yes. We are sharing one body and must fight Kwaad.
Relief and wonder filled Blayke. So that was what the nightmare was about. He swallowed me but didn’t eat me. Leaving his human body was not ideal, but there were worse things than becoming a dragon.
Bronwyn opened her eyes. She looked down on everyone. It was like having climbed a tall tree. But wait—who was lying on the ground? No. No! She saw Flux lying next to Avruellen, nuzzling her cheek. Her aunt’s dark hair fanned out around her head. Blood smeared her face. How could this happen? Auntie. . . . Bronwyn wanted to feel the sting of tears in her eyes, their coolness on her skin, but she was . . . nothing. She felt like a spirit cocooned in a safe presence, but the only physical sensation she had was the dragon body around her. 
Arcon lay on his back too. Phantom stood on his chest and every time someone approached, he would flap his wings and open his beak. No one dared touch Arcon lest Phantom bite off their finger. 
Agmunsten’s head hung low.
Blayke had known this was coming, and he had chosen to follow through. He was responsible. Sorrow swelled around him.
Devorum’s tone was firm when he spoke. You’re not responsible. This was your test and your sacrifice. They chose their path before you were created. Do not let it all be for nothing. Kwaad is growing in power. If we do not stop him, the dragons will be collared as slaves, and the humans will survive only to feed the gormons. Help me draw power and create a shield.
Devorum opened a tunnel to the Second Realm, and with Bronwyn’s help, he spun a shield from the power. He covered the surviving realmists and Edmund.
Around the valley, the struggle against the Inkrans and gormons raged. Talian blood formed pools on the ground—the gormons preferred not to burn their victims, wanting to eat them afterward. 
Dragons and gormons circled each other in the sky, the dragons having a slight advantage when it came to fire-breathing distance and the archers on their backs, but the gormons had far superior numbers. Valdorryn watched his citizens struggle and sent mind-messages to warn who he could of gormons approaching from behind or overhead. He had helped save many of his dragons, but too many had been bitten and torn by claws while breathing fire at an attacker coming from another side.
Kwaad hurtled from above, a pack of gormons surrounding him, Kerchex at his side. They landed near the grieving group. Kwaad stared at Devorum.
Zella had stopped throwing fireballs and approached Calinsar. “I need your belt buckle.”
“I beg your pardon?” He looked taken aback.
“Your five-pointed star—I need it.”
“No. Are you crazy?”
“We don’t have time for this.” She looked at the gigantic terror from the Third Realm, its teeth glistening with acid, its claws promising pain and death. Drawing power from the Second Realm, Zella cut the buckle from Calinsar’s belt and levitated it to her. She grabbed the star and ran for the Heart of Vellonia.
Calinsar, shocked at the stealing of his buckle, turned when he heard an earsplitting roar.
Devorum stood in front of the realmists and faced Kwaad, whose gormons lined up behind him, hissing and growling.
Kwaad gestured to the surrounding valley. “Surrender now and some of your dragons will survive. We can put them to good use.”
Devorum shook his head. “Prepare to be banished.”
The gormon demi-god laughed, and Edmund heard Leon’s voice in the mess of sound. “Brother, is that you?” The king stepped out to stand beside Devorum, Pernus protecting his back.
“Ah, the coward shows himself. Would you like to hear what happened to Bayerlon’s people, brother?”
Edmund stared defiantly at the Third Realm creature. “You’re not my brother—you’re an abomination not even worthy of being called a gormon.”
Kwaad sniggered. “That’s no way to talk about Princess Verity’s father.”
Edmund’s mouth dropped open, and he blinked several times. “I knew you were insane, but this . . . .”
Kwaad seemed to smile as he drew on King Edmund’s pain.
Pernus stepped forward, but Edmund put a hand on his arm.
Kwaad’s eyes glowed brighter. “Am I? Haven’t you felt that your wife has been keeping secrets from you? Why don’t you get Gabrielle out here and ask her?”
The King of Veresia shook his head. “Yes, she has kept secrets from me. Like why she always wanted her chamber doors locked.” Edmund thought back to when it had all started. The day was . . . the day after his wife had been out riding all day and had gone to bed early. Leon had been absent from dinner, pleading sickness. Had he forced himself on Gabrielle? She had watched his brother with wary eyes ever since that day. “You bastard!” The king ran at the gormon, sword raised.
Kwaad cackled and quickly dropped his shield, releasing a hurricane of fire.
“Come back!” Devorum rushed forward and scooped the king up. Edmund looked at him with hate burning in his eyes. 
The fire passed harmlessly over Edmund, Pernus and Devorum. “You almost ran out of our protection. Go to Vellonia and seek your wife. You can do no more here.”
The spikes on Kwaad’s back stood erect. “Enough! Now get out of my way. We’re claiming Vellonia. I will turn Verity into one of us, kill your wife, Edmund, while you watch, then it will be your turn.” The gormon, shield intact, spread his wings and attempted to fly into the mountain city.
Devorum launched into the air and blocked Kwaad’s path. The two beasts collided in midair, bouncing off each other to land back on the ground.
Agmunsten spoke to the giant dragon. This could go on indefinitely, or until the gormons blast your shield enough to wear you down. We’d better get at it first, before they realize. Release us from our shields, and we will serve Talia.
No! Bronwyn cried. We’ve already lost too many. We have to think of another way. The image of her aunt lying pale and dead consumed Bronwyn’s thoughts.
There is no other way. Blayke sounded resigned—he had committed to a path, and he knew this was the only way to see it through.
Devorum nodded at Agmunsten. We all need to agree. Bronwyn, don’t fight me on this, please. You need to let me access the power to drop the shield.
Bronwyn turned the dragon’s head to look at her dead relatives before surveying the ongoing destruction of the valley and its inhabitants. It wasn’t what she wanted—for Talia to be turned into a wasteland. She let her guard down and helped Devorum and Blayke draw power into the giant dragon body they inhabited. 
They dropped the realmist’s shield. Agmunsten called, “Link hands. Link hands.” The realmists obeyed and formed a circle of five; Zim led this time, as the head realmist was more drained than he.
Zim opened the dark corridor to the Second Realm. The others followed. He imagined a whirlpool of fire surrounding the gormons and Kwaad. A wisp of fire twirled around the gormon’s feet and quickly grew. It rose first to Kwaad’s knees, then his shoulders and eventually covered his face. The gormon laughed. “Fools. You can’t touch us.”
Kwaad spoke into his gormons’ minds. We can outlast their attack, and when they can expend no more energy, we will drop our shield. I want you to fall upon them with your fire.
Valdorryn watched Edmund and Pernus retreat into the mountain while the whirlpool of fire spun around their enemy. It was hard to tell from this distance, but the realmists looked tired. How much longer could they go on? Then he saw more gormons approaching.
Zim, watch out; they’re coming for you!
His son stopped channeling. “Shield yourselves.”
The flames surrounding Kwaad thinned until they spun into nothing. Devorum dropped his shield and disgorged flames at Kwaad and his minions before swiftly protecting himself again.
The gormons reached the group and flew in circles above their heads, vomiting acidic heat and rushing in to attack with teeth and claws. Aimee and Arie were knocked to the ground more than once, but they rose again. The boy ducked as another gormon reached for him. Agmunsten, I don’t have much left. My shield’s going to dissolve soon.
Agmunsten kept watching the gormons as he yelled at Arie. Get inside!
No. I can’t leave you. Boy would have stayed.
The blonde girl spoke into his mind. I’m struggling too. Aimee looked at Arie. Come with me, and we’ll rest for a few minutes. Then we’ll come back out. We could die, otherwise. She grabbed his hand, and they ran, three gormons after them.
Kwaad and his beasts pelted Devorum with gormon fire. 
Devorum’s defense was weakening under the onslaught of the gormons and Kwaad. And he could see Arie and Aimee in trouble. The gormons would follow them into the mountain and wait until they had no power left. 
We have to help them, Devorum.
Blayke, we can’t do two things at once.
Bronwyn interjected. We can drop our shields, throw some fireballs, and then put our shield up again.
Devorum shook his head. Our blood is heating. We will need to have a break soon. A shrill cry sounded. The giant dragon looked up to see two dragons speeding at the gormons who chased Aimee and Arie. A burst of flames came from each dragon, setting fire to all three gormons.
That was my intervention.
Devorum looked to a top floor ledge and saw Valdorryn spread his wings in acknowledgement. Good old Valdorryn, Blayke mused.
Devorum spoke to them as he drew additional power to reinforce his shield—Kwaad having called more gormons. The giant dragon and the realmists were surrounded. We need to create an opening to the Third Realm and force the gormons through.
How? Bronwyn knew that neither she nor Blayke had any idea how to accomplish that. She hoped Devorum knew more than they did.
I have been training to do this my whole life. Drakon created me for this purpose. We are all but tools to be used for the selfish whims of the gods.
Bronwyn believed there was more to life than that. They weren’t fighting for Drakon; they were fighting for their own survival—it just happened to be that they wanted the same things. So when do you want to start?

We need to herd as many of the gormons as we can toward the portal to the Third Realm, but the most important thing is to get Kwaad in there.
It was Blayke’s turn to ask. How?

There is a scepter. Jazmonilly has it. We need to put the scepter into the floor in the Heart of Vellonia.
I’ve never seen the scepter, said Bronwyn.
Neither have I. And Jazmonilly is missing. I haven’t seen her since the battle started.
We need to find her. Devorum opened his mind to the dragons and realmists across the valley. Has anyone seen Queen Jazmonilly?
Agmunsten replied. She’s injured or dead, in the Heart of Vellonia.
Devorum turned and half flew, half ran into the mountain, Kwaad after him, his gormons staying in the valley to attack the realmists. As they ran, another spire came to life, then another, golden-colored beams spearing through gormons like the sun’s rays piercing through inky clouds.
Kwaad’s triple-timbre sibilant voice assaulted them. “You cannot win. The prophecy states that Talia must be united—yet we have Inkra. Surrender.”
Yes, but we have Karin, Bronwyn thought. That’s the room, there. Bronwyn directed the dragon to an open door guarded by two dragons—one green gray, the other blue. They entered the room, Kwaad close behind. Devorum threw a shield on the guards. 
I’ve done what I can to protect you. Do not let them enter. He slipped inside to see Jazmonilly lying on the floor and Zella trying to attach the scepter to Calinsar’s belt buckle. She looked up. “Help me. I’m sure this needs to go in there.” She nodded at the five-pointed star on the floor.
Kwaad’s voice bellowed in the hall. “Prepare to die, children of a pathetic excuse for a god.”
Devorum snatched the pieces from Zella and pushed the bottom of the scepter into the middle of the star. The dragon used as much force as he could until a click echoed throughout the room. He then sent his awareness and a trickle of power into the scepter, deactivating the lock that Arcon had discovered earlier. Outside, Kwaad’s flames shot past the door.
“Quick!” Zella’s fists were clenched. “I’ll unlock the other spires.” She placed both hands on the pillars and sent her awareness into the rivers. Not knowing what she was doing the last time she was in here, she had sent Zim a mind-message. He had instructed her, and she had managed to unlock two of the spires. She watched as another blockage floated free.
“Hurry, Zella. When we push this in, the rivers to the spires must all be free flowing.” 
The two dragon guards were pushed against the open doorway as Kwaad tried to force himself inside. They grunted and pushed back, doing all they could to prevent him from entering.
Another spire was triggered and screams and cheers filtered in from the valley. “You’ve only got five more. Hurry!”
 
***
 
Valdorryn had tried calling his wife to see how she was going with the spires, but he’d had no response. More and more spires were coming online, but it was unlike her to ignore him. Things were still bleak in the valley but improving. He sent off two more instructions to his troops and asked Warrimonious to come and replace him.
When Warrimonious glided in and skidded to a halt on the platform, Valdorryn rushed downstairs. He reached the hallway near The Heart of Vellonia and saw two of his dragons losing the battle against Kwaad. Knowing his wife was inside, he rushed at them.
The two guards saw their king bearing down on the melee. “King Valdorryn!” 
Kwaad turned, a vengeful smirk on his hideous face when he saw the king. “So nice of you to join us.”
The king stopped, out of fire-breathing distance, feeling out his enemy. “You stinking sack of horse manure, get out of my valley.”
“Prepare to die, king of our future slaves.”
Valdorryn looked to his guards. “Where is my wife?”
The guards looked at each other, neither wanting to speak. Eventually the sapphire-hued dragon gave him the news. “She is dead, my king.”
Kwaad laughed. “That’s a bit of bad luck, Valdorryn. Care to join her?”
The dragon king launched at the gormon, fire streaming from his mouth, but it did nothing, although Kwaad did seem to flinch. “He has Second-Realm armor,” one of his dragons called out.
Kwaad jerked his head to the right and head-butted the gray-green dragon, who slumped to the floor, stunned. The gormon then pushed the other guard through the door, dropped his shield and turned to breathe flames at the king. The flames licked close but not close enough. 
Valdorryn stepped forward to attack, but Kwaad was too fast, drawing power and sending a bolt of electricity through him. As the dragon king fell to the floor, a crack of thunder sounded from inside The Heart of Vellonia.
 
***
 
Zella unblocked the last channel. Devorum raised his arms high then cast them down with violent force, driving the bottom of the scepter into the middle of the star. The thunderous crack deafened them. A red pillar of light shot from the scepter and burst through layer upon layer of rock until it exploded into the night sky like fireworks. The light zapped from pillar to pillar until it had travelled all the way around Vellonia to meet itself, creating an oval ring around the mountain city. 
The floor rumbled and shook. Devorum pushed the realmist toward the door. “Zella, get out of here.” The realmist fought the momentum and stopped. 
She hesitated and looked at Jazmonilly’s body. “Jazmonilly had no pulse, but I don’t want to leave her here.”
Kwaad screamed and was almost through the doorway.
Devorum breathed flame at Kwaad. “Save yourself, Zella.”
Kwaad had erected his shield almost too late, smoke drifting up from where an ember had touched his belly. He knew that Devorum couldn’t hold out much longer—the dragon looked tired, his red eyes dimmer than they had been earlier. 
The monstrosity from the Third Realm opened his mouth, dropped his shield and spewed fire on the dragon, while conjuring lightning. The combination was sure to crack his defenses.
But the mountain shook with more force, tiles popping off the smooth floors as cracks zigzagged drunkenly from wall to wall. Kwaad felt himself sucked backward, his red eyes widening. He looked at Devorum. “What have you done?”
Bronwyn panicked. Our mother and sister are in Valdorryn’s meeting room. We have to save them.

As Kwaad was wrenched back farther, Devorum smiled. We barely have time to get to them before we have to be at the Sacred Lake.
But . . . why?
I cannot leave this world any other way. Once Kwaad and his gormons are in the portal, Drakon and the other gods will close the ways between realms. If I’m not there, my life will be forfeit—I am not made for this realm.
Blayke spoke. So this is yet another sacrifice.
I’m not going until I know my family is safe, Bronwyn insisted. I don’t care if I die—I can’t be happy if I know they’re gone. They’re in Valdorryn’s meeting room.
As chips of stone spat from the walls and ceiling, and the mountain shifted around them, Blayke and Bronwyn guided the dragon’s path as Devorum ran up the first flight of stairs he reached. Bronwyn called to Sinjenasta, telling him to bring Fang to the Sacred Lake.
Aimee and Arie, huddled behind a white marble vase, saw the dragon run past. They looked at each other and nodded. What could be safer than following Bronwyn, Blayke and their new ally?
 
***
 
Agmunsten felt the earth shake, followed by an eardrum-bursting explosion. He gazed up and saw a cord of red light shoot around the rim of the valley. The space inside the glowing boundary darkened, blocking the view of the starry night sky. Flecks of red, blue and sickly green dotted the air. The colored specks grew larger and travelled in a counterclockwise direction.
The flecks stretched into lines, the lines thickening and gathering speed until they chased each other in an ever-increasing vortex. The gormons, oblivious to the gathering energy, fed—biting the fresh meat and drinking the warm blood of their victims. Dragons and gormons still wrestled and breathed fire, while soldiers stabbed and parried, grappled and knifed.
Gradually, pockets of fighting stopped as the pull of the vortex increased. The lines had joined—red on the edge, fading to blue, to green, to black. The eye of the portal intensified its pull, and gormons who had been flying were the first to be sucked in. Their screams echoed like a coin being thrown into an empty tin. The Third Realm was calling them back.
 
***
 
Verity held her mother’s hands as they sat in the dragon king’s meeting room. Sarah paced back and forth in front of the fireplace, and Karin sung a song quietly to herself. Arcese went to the door for the hundredth time, her hand itching to open it.
“Don’t. You’ll just give your father more to worry about.” Queen Gabrielle’s voice was firm, which was advisable when chastising a dragon.
“I need to know what’s happening. Warrimonious is out there—so is Edmund, Pernus and Chisholm, not to mention Bronwyn and Blayke, my parents.” The dragon looked at each woman in turn, hoping to sway them into action.
“No. Sit down. You’ll upset the egg with your agitation.”
The door handle rattled, and Arcese jumped. Even though it was dangerous for her egg, she opened a corridor to the Second Realm and channeled. “It’s me, Edmund. Open the door.”
Gabrielle let out the breath she’d been holding. Arcese opened the door. As soon as Edmund and Pernus entered, she locked it again and peppered them with questions. “What’s happening out there? Is everyone all right? Where’s Warrimonious?”
Edmund hurried to his wife and daughter and caught them in a desperate embrace.
Pernus answered. “He’s fighting the horde. Bronwyn and Blayke are . . . still alive, and I don’t know where Chisholm is.” He looked apologetically at Karin. “Your countrymen are killing a lot of our men. If we survive this, we need to get you out there to pull them into line. They will recognize you as one of theirs.”
Karin nodded and swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat.
“What about my parents?” Arcese asked.
“I haven’t seen your mother. The last I saw of King Valdorryn, he was at opening E 10 middle, directing the dragon attacks. He’s doing a good job of warning of the gormons’ movements.”
“Why don’t you just contact them?” Verity asked.
“I don’t want to interrupt them at a crucial moment.”
Sarah went to Pernus. She wanted to embrace him, but his armor was covered in blood. He bent and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Sorry, job hazard.”
“I suppose I’m going to have to wash all of that out?”
He smiled.
“I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to see where my mother is.” Arcese sent to Jaz. Mother, how is everything going? Mother? Is it a bad time? Arcese frowned and tried to contact Valdorryn. Hey, it’s me, your pregnant daughter. We’re fine here. How are things up there? When he didn’t reply, she tried her husband, her mind-voice becoming more frantic.
She was almost too afraid to try. If he didn’t answer, she was going to rush out there and find them. Warrimonious?
Arcese? Are you all right?
Oh, gods yes, just going mad wondering how you all are. Have you seen my parents?
I’ve replaced your father on watch.
I’m worried. I can’t reach him or Mother.
If I see either of them, I’ll tell them to contact you. Love you.
Love you. “I can get Warrimonious but not my parents.” Arcese rubbed her stomach.
Verity went to the dragon, intending to comfort her, when the mountain shook, a loud boom reverberating throughout the room. “What in the Third Realm was that?”
“Stay here.” Pernus gently pushed Sarah away and opened the door. He looked up and down the hall. The mountain continued to tremble, the shaking becoming more violent. The chandelier holding the candles swayed above the shiny table as if they were on a ship in violent seas. Karin, the only one still sitting at the table, jumped up and joined her friends near the door.
Pernus stuck his head back in and looked at Edmund. “We have to get them out of here. The whole mountain could collapse.”
“Surely not,” said Arcese. “These mountains are thousands of years old—this has never happened before, not one tremor.” The floor shook, and the candles fell out of the chandelier before the decorative-iron light fitting crashed onto the stone tabletop. 
Verity and Sarah screamed. Everyone rushed for the door, jostling in a panic to get out. As they ran down the hall, they saw a massive black dragon coming toward them.
“Devorum!” Edmund raised his arm in greeting, relieved.
“The portal is open, but Vellonia will fall to the ground. The spires are sucking the rivers of energy under the city dry, and the mountains are sinking. You have to get out.”
Arcese looked beyond the impressive dragon. “Arie, what are you doing here?”
The boy blushed. “Our shields were failing—Aimee and I are too weak to draw much Second-Realm power. We thought we’d hide out until we could draw more.”
“That’s a good idea. Devorum, I don’t know you, do I?” Arcese tilted her head. “You’re a bit bigger than anyone I’ve ever met.”
“Hello, Arcese. I’m from the Sacred Realm, and I’ve melded with Bronwyn and Blayke. I’m Drakon’s answer to Kwaad.”
“Oh, my gods.” Gabrielle smacked her hand over her mouth. “My babies.” She reached the dragon and gently ran her hand down the scales on its tummy.
“Mom, don’t do that.” Devorum tried not to laugh while wrestling control from Bronwyn.
“That was Bronwyn. I am Devorum, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t tickle my stomach. I’m going to let Bronwyn and Blayke say good-bye. They’re coming with me to the Sacred Realm.”
“You can’t take my children.” Edmund’s brows sloped toward his nose in anger.
A particularly large piece of wall broke off from the other side of the corridor and crashed to the floor.
“Dad, it’s Blayke. We have to go or die. There is no way to convert back while we’re here—and if Devorum dies, so do we. I’m so glad I got to meet you. Maybe we can come back one day—who knows?”
“It’s me, Bronwyn. I just wanted to say I waited my whole life to meet you, and I know we only got a very short time together, but it’s been a dream come true. I’ve always loved you both, and now I have a sister to love too. Take care of them, Verity. I’ll never forget you. If there’s a way to contact you, I will find it.”
Her family threw their arms around Devorum, and Bronwyn felt their love. Gabrielle and Verity cried. Bronwyn was sure that if she’d had her body, she’d be crying too. Where has my body gone? she wondered. It can’t have disappeared.
Don’t worry about that now, young one. We’d better get going.
Another crashing boom shook them as the western side of Vellonia sunk farther into a fissure. Pernus led his group back the way that Devorum had come, and Aimee and Arie ran after Devorum.
“Why are you following us?” Devorum asked.
Arie yelled over the roar of the imploding mountain. “We want to go with you. The Sacred Realm sounds exciting.”
“You can’t come. The portals are closing, and you’ll never return.”
“We know that.” Aimee pressed her lips together. “I have no family here, except for a drunken brother. And Arie, well, Arie might be crazy.” She laughed through sucking-in breaths.
Sound like a dozen iron mallets cracking stone in quick succession rumbled down the corridor. A wide fissure raced across the wall. A slab of stone bigger than Devorum crashed behind them, blocking the way back.
With nothing left to say, they sprinted faster.
 
***
 
Kwaad’s claws slipped and scraped across the tiles as the force of the strengthening gate pulled him closer. “No!” he shrieked. Leon spoke quickly. Tusklar, we have to get out Kwaad.
How? I don’t want to end up in the Third Realm. This is not what was supposed to happen.
You stupid priest, how do we get out of this?
You can’t—unless you have the crystal crowns, and they’re back at Bayerlon. Kwaad’s body jerked as he was sucked out of the main doors to the mountain. 
Gripping a nearby tree, Kerchex called out. “Stop this! You fool, Kwaad. We were supposed to win. I will make you suffer for this failure.” The gormon leader let go of the tree with one clawed hand. He made a fist and shook it at Kwaad. His other hand slipped with the force of the vortex, and he lost his grip.
As Kerchex skidded over the grass, scrabbling to find purchase, he slid past Toran and Corrille. Toran had relented and let Corrille stand after she complained her back hurt. He gripped both her wrists, and her back was to the gormon. “Let me go, Toran. The bitch is dead. Everyone is dead! Let. Me. Go!” She spat in his face.
“You’re making quite a habit of that. You know, it’s not polite to spit.” Toran saw Kerchex reach out as he was sucked past. Toran looked down at Corrille with a lopsided grin. “This is for Avruellen, and Bronwyn, and Blayke. Have fun in the Third Realm.” He pushed her into Kerchex’s eager arms.
The gormon caught hold of her arm and brought her in close. He was pleased to have a human they could breed in the Third Realm; he was more than disappointed at their failure, but at least he wasn’t going back empty-handed. He called out to his brothers: Grab what Talians you can, and take them into the gate.
 
***
 
Pockets of Inkran soldiers continued to fight. Pernus dispatched some of them to clear the path for his fleeing party. Karin cried out to see them cut down, but she knew there was no other way. She could see the black garb of her countrymen strewn across the valley, their dead bodies cooling underneath the lifeless cloth. Were any of them men she knew?
“Zim!” Arcese called out and flew to her brother.
He looked into her eyes. “Mother and Father are . . . gone.”
“What? No, they can’t be. No!” Zim drew his wings around her. Arcese’s heart raced. A pain tore through her abdomen, and she gasped.
Warrimonious could see them from his ledge, but he wanted to make sure the gormons were all sucked through and it wasn’t some sick joke of Drakon’s. The colors in the vortex started to bleed together, becoming a sickly, dull green, gormons disappearing through the still-black heart. Faster and faster it swirled. The speed at which the gormons were being consumed increased.
Bone weary, Agmunsten wanted nothing more than to lie on the grass, but he would stand and watch until the last stinking gormon was banished. Drakon had said that the ways between realms would be closed. Did that mean they could no longer use Second-Realm power? He supposed it did. His hand shook slightly—their lives were about to change irrevocably. To never feel the power coursing through his body . . . to know that he’d never see that breathtaking starry expanse again broke his heart almost as much as losing his friends.
Arie! He remembered the boy. Where was he? Agmunsten glanced around. “Has anyone seen Arie?”
Edmund looked with sympathy at the head realmist. “He went with Devorum.”
“Where did Devorum go?”
“He said he had to go back to the Sacred Realm. He’s taking Blayke and Bronwyn with him.”
Gabrielle burst into tears, and Verity and Karin embraced her. The ground shook again, and Zella fell over. Her ferret chittered, asking if she was all right. 
Dragon-sized rocks sheared from the mountain face, bouncing and clattering all the way to the valley floor. The surviving Talians had to drag their attention from the vortex to the mountain behind as the rocks crashed to the ground. More than one soldier had to throw themselves out of the way of a hurtling chunk.
Pernus turned to Edmund and Agmunsten. “I think we should all move to the center of the valley. The mountain is too unstable. We could be buried at any time.” 
“Okay. Quick, everyone.” Agmunsten helped alert his friends. He picked up Avruellen’s body and carried it away. Flux trotted at his heels, tail between his legs. Pernus slung Arcon over his shoulder, Phantom flying above. 
“What a dark day this is.” Agmunsten wished he had died with his Circle members. They had saved Talia, but he had lost so much—they had all lost so much. Not even Kwaad’s screams as it passed through the murky portal could make him smile.
As they jogged toward the river, Toran called out. “Hey, I think that thing is starting to close. Look!”
The gateway was changing again. The colors started to separate into long, wide lines. They could see the blue, the green and the red coalescing into vivid hues. The lines shrunk and separated. A strong wind blew through the valley—a cold breath in the warm air. Talians shivered, and Inkrans fell to their knees, knowing the battle had been lost.
Rock ground against rock. The mountain squealed and groaned as the dragons’ home fell in on itself. The red stream connecting the spires pulsed and widened as the colored lines turned to specks. One final surge of power and the flecks of color winked out. The red cord retracted, snapping from spire to spire until it reached the last spire with a crack.
With a roar like ten-thousand howling gormons, the mountain gave way.
 
***
 
Devorum, Arie and Aimee hurtled down three floors of stairs. Stones peppered them, and they’d had to climb over two boulders that blocked their way.
“Ow!” Arie cried as a fist-sized rock hit his shoulder. 
“Keep going. We have to get there before the portal closes.” Aimee panted.
They reached the underbelly of Vellonia. Dust thickened the air, making them cough. Bronwyn recognized the path Devorum took; some parts were blocked by rockfall, and he had to find a way around. There was no one down here—the only sounds the creak and pop of rock crushing and grating against itself. The dust gave the caves an eerie russet glow.
We need to protect Arie and Aimee from the fear.
Ward them, Devorum answered. 
Bronwyn and Blayke both channeled and threw a protection over their friends.
Bronwyn closed the corridor first. Then she remembered Sinjenasta. How could she have forgotten him? Would he be there waiting, or would she have to go through without him? Her heart couldn't bear it. 
Blayke felt the air pressure increasing, and it was harder to breathe. Are we going to make it in time? A thud sounded behind them, and Devorum looked back to make sure their companions were still there.
Arie and Aimee’s terrified eyes stared out of dust-covered faces. They wheezed as they ran, trying to keep up with the large dragon. 
“Not long to go. Hang in there.” Devorum stomped ahead.
What if the portal’s already closed? Blayke asked.
Devorum didn’t answer. The dragon jumped clear of a falling chunk of ceiling and turned left.
Bronwyn relaxed when she saw the myriad of colors reflecting off the cavern up ahead—it was still open! But was Sinjenasta there?
Devorum shouted over the mountain’s painful moans. “Arie, Aimee, when we get there, just take a deep breath and jump into the lake. You can’t hesitate—it could close at any time. You’ll be sucked under, but don’t panic—Drakon will keep you safe.”
Wait. Stop! Bronwyn screamed. Are they the missing dragon eggs? In a disorganized clump next to the wall on the right sat large oval shapes.
They are. Drakon have mercy. Devorum stopped and picked up four—it was all he could carry without dropping them, and they would be too heavy for the humans to lift.
“What are you doing?” Arie bent at the waist, put his hands on his thighs and gulped air.
“We’re saving some dragon eggs.” Another crash signaled a cluster of stalactites exploding onto the floor. “We have to keep going.” Devorum took off again, the humans pushing themselves to sprint with drained legs.
The soothing shades of pastel blue, orange, red, green, yellow and mauve swirled about the room. But it was the black that stood out to Bronwyn. “Sinjenasta!”
The panther sat waiting calmly beside the lake, Fang on his shoulder grooming the dust from his nose. The panther lolled his tongue out in a smile. What took you so long? We were beginning to worry.
The dragon ignored the panther’s question, not stopping when he reached the edge of the water. Bronwyn took a final look at Sinjenasta before Devorum dove into the Sacred Lake. The colors disappeared, and the water bubbled as the mountain gave one final scream. Blackness enveloped them.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
 
It took a week to cremate their dead, but, finally, Vellonia had said good-bye to its loved ones. The dragons had made the eastern mountains a bit more comfortable and would stay there until Arcese’s egg was hatched. Either they would develop the eastern side of Vellonia, or they would find a new place to call home—their old home had been reduced to half its size, and now the humans could, with some effort, gain access to Vellonia. 
Warrimonious had told his fellow dragons how enchanting Zamahl had been. Their unchartered mountains could become a perfect home for the dragons or a dragon colony. High Chancellor Calinsar was only too happy to accommodate them, as any valuable minerals the dragons dug out in the process of creating their residences would go to the Zamahlan people.
Zim, Arcese, Warrimonious and Pandellen hugged each of their friends.
Edmund, with Gabrielle, Verity and Karin next to him, smiled. “Thank you for everything. We couldn’t have won this war without you.”
“And we couldn’t have won it without you.” Zim inclined his head. “I’m planning to come see you, maybe bring my nephew when he’s ready to fly. Although, I’ll have to ask Queen Arcese if that’s okay.” Zim winked.
Arcese and Warrimonious smiled and looked at her tummy. It had been painful to assume the title that her parents had so recently held, but it was the way of Talia, the way of nature. And after the recent banishment and closing of the corridors between realms, it was unlikely they would ever face such a dire threat again. She envisaged her and Warrimonious’s time on the throne as a peaceful one.
Queen Gabrielle turned sympathetic eyes on Agmunsten. “With the Second Realm closed, what are the realmists going to do? We’d be happy to have you reside at Bayerlon.”
Agmunsten sighed. “Thank you for the kind offer, but now that The Circle is no more, and realmistry has vanished, I think I might explore Zamahl with our new friend here.” He patted Calinsar on the back. “They know a bit about Talian power, and while I’ll probably never need it, I have to do something. I think I’ll keep the academy going but switch its focus. Zella is going to run it while I’m away. Everyone has a lot of new things to learn.”
“Good luck with it, Zella. We need more women running things.” Queen Alaine smiled. “Well, I’m heading back home to see if the gormons did any damage, and Toran’s decided to join us. I’m thinking he would make the perfect lecturer at our history facility, and he’s offered to write his account of the Last Gormon War. And, Karin, I hear you’re assuming all royal duties for Inkra.”
Karin nodded, feeling something between confidence and terror. “Yes. Arcese, and all of you, have pardoned my people for their part in the war, and they’re only too happy to follow me. When I explained the changes I was going to make, I don’t think they believed it. The week they’ve been here and seen how other countries treat their people seems to have made them realize a better life exists. It won’t be easy. Chisholm and Edmund are going to help with the structure of things, so we’ll get there.”
Astra stepped in and hugged Agmunsten. “I’m going to be sad to go. I hope Arie is okay, that fool boy.”
Agmunsten blinked back tears. “He always did love an adventure.”
“Okay, Zim, ready for carrying one last human?” Astra looked at the black dragon.
“Of course. I hear your brother is waiting for you on the other side of that mountain.” Zim nodded at the southern slopes of Vellonia. “You can climb on too, Chancellor.” They sat astride Zim and held on while the dragon took off and gained altitude. When they leveled out, they waved to those below.
“Come on, Agmunsten. Someone has to take you, and I’d like that honor.” Warrimonious bent slightly, making it easier for Agmunsten to get on.
“See you all soon.” He waved once before the dragon launched into the air. The dragons had to use Talian power now, instead of Second-Realm power, to aid their takeoffs. They could have run, but that was too undignified.
Edmund, his family, Pernus, and Fendill mounted their horses and led what was left of the Veresian troops to the damaged side of Vellonia. It would take them two or three days to scale the newly-shrunk mountain, and then they would have an easy ride to Bayerlon—not that they were looking forward to what they would find. It would be many years before the scars from their defeat had healed.
Zella, Bernard, Dorge and their creaturas followed the Veresian party. They would travel for a while with Alaine, until they branched off to the academy. King Fernis and his troops had the least distance to cover, his castle being in the same country.
 
***
 
 
In the commotion of emotional good-byes, no one had given a thought to Flux and Phantom, forgotten casualties of the war. Phantom had flown away before Arcon’s body had been cremated. He had finally reached the mountains they had left all those months ago, when the gormon war was only a looming threat and they’d had hope. The white owl no longer had the capacity for hope or the will to live. Perched on a frozen rock above the secret door Arcon had opened for him all that time ago, he sat and waited for the snow and freezing weather to transport him to his best friend’s side.
 
***
 
With the ash from Avruellen’s body still floating in the night sky, Flux had quietly climbed the half-mountain of rocks on the western side of the valley and had departed Vellonia. He travelled a day to the north and found a sunny dell alive with insects, butterflies and flowers—a spot he knew Avruellen would have insisted they stop at and admire. He lay in the warm sun and fell asleep thinking of his lifelong companion. He never woke again.
 
***
 
Light. Bronwyn and Blayke were simultaneously aware of being. They opened their eyes. Grass cushioned their bodies, not stone, and the air was devoid of dust and noise. Blayke smiled when he saw his arms and legs, and Bronwyn near him. “Yay! We’ve got our bodies back.”
“And Devorum has managed to dress us too.” Bronwyn laughed as she remembered her first naked foray into the Sacred Realm. “Is everyone here?” Bronwyn stood and looked around. Arie and Aimee were stirring, and they looked unharmed. She thought that was great, but they weren’t who she was looking for. Adrenaline flooded her stomach at the thought that maybe Sinjenasta . . . Sander, had not made it. He had been the last to jump in.
Calm down and close your eyes. You know you can feel if I’m alive. Have you learned nothing the last few months? Sander stepped out from behind the familiar tree near the lake, Devorum and Fang with him.
“Fang, you’re still a rat.” Blayke walked to them and hugged his creatura to his face.
Of course I’m still a rat; I was always a rat, but Sinje was Sander before.
“Is this the Sacred Realm?” Arie asked, joining them, although still in a daze.
“Yes, Arie. Welcome to your new home.” The black dragon smiled.
“Did the eggs make it?” Bronwyn glanced around the clearing.
“Yes. I’ve found a good place for them in the sun, for now. Later, I’ll move them to my mountain where they’ll be looked after until they hatch.”
Blayke noticed Aimee shyly standing next to the lake and he motioned her over. “Are you sorry you came?”
“Uh, no, it will just take some getting used to.” She smiled. “Where are we going to live? And we don’t have any money. Can we find work?”
Sander laughed. “We’ll walk to the nearest town, and I’ll get a message to Korden. Devorum has spoken with the other dragons, and the whirlpool has disappeared, although the island didn’t return. When they know it was because of us, we’ll be well looked after.”
“But it wasn’t just us.” Bronwyn frowned.
“Yes, but they don’t have to know that, plus we did our fair share. Haven’t we been through enough?” Sander wrapped his arms around Bronwyn and pulled her close.
She recalled what they’d just been through, tears flooding her eyes and sliding down her face. “Avruellen, Arcon. I’m never going to see them again.” She hiccupped as her pain finally closed in on her. Sander held her while she shook with sobs.
Blayke shed tears of his own and walked away from the group to spend some time alone. Arcon had raised him as if he were his own son, and while he had feelings for his newfound parents, who he would also never see again, he had fierce love for his uncle—the man who didn’t think twice about giving his life for others. He would never forget him.
Devorum gave them some time to mourn and adjust to their new world before he urged them to get going. They didn’t reach the nearest town until three hours after nightfall.
Time moved differently in the Sacred Realm from the First Realm. That night, Bronwyn, exhausted from her grief, fell straight to sleep, Sander holding her in his arms. She dreamt she was back on Talia. She was at a camp not far from Vellonia—the snow-capped mountains of the dragon city a shadow in the distance. Her mother lay between Edmund and her sister. “Mother?”
Gabrielle sat up with a start. When she saw Bronwyn standing there, her mouth fell open, and tears coursed down her cheeks. “What are you doing here?”
“I’ve come to visit. We’re in the Sacred Realm now, and it’s really nice. Blayke is here, and Aimee and Arie made it too. I'm sorry we had to go.”
“I’m sorry too. I miss you already.”
Bronwyn tried to answer, but she was fading away. Her mother, and the campsite, disappeared like morning mist on a sunny day. When she woke the next morning, she smiled, knowing that the gods had left them a small gift.
Realizing there was a warm body next to her, she turned and remembered Sander bringing her to bed the night before. Looking on his serene face, she knew she had made the right decision.
Sander stirred, opened his eyes and smiled. “Good morning. How do you feel?”
“Sad, but okay. I can’t believe we won: we saved Talia.”
“And the Sacred Realm. The gormons would have found their way here, eventually.”
Bronwyn looked surprised, not having considered they wouldn’t have stopped at Talia. “Well then, looks like we’ve done exceptionally well.”
Sander ran his fingers along her cheek. “So, what do you want to do today? Would you like to see more of your new world?”
“My “new world”.” The concept was almost surreal to her. “That would be wonderful.” She took his hand and kissed his palm. “Do you think one day we could try to find a way to return to Talia?”
“I don’t think Drakon or the other gods will ever allow that.”
“But there’s always a chance, isn’t there?”
Sander tried not to lose himself in her gray eyes. “Yes, my love. There’s always a chance.”
Bronwyn nodded. “That’s all I need to know.”
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