
        
            
                
            
        

    DESOLATION
 
Megg Jensen
 


 



  

    Copyright


     


    Copyright © 2015 by 80 Pages, Inc		


     


    Published by 80 Pages, Inc


     


    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used factitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form by or any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the author or publisher.


     


    1st Edition: February 2015


     

    
    [image: Wise Wolf E-book]


     


    Cover art by Michael Gauss


    http://gaussianeffect.blogspot.com/


     


    Cover design by Steven Novak Illustration


    http://www.novakillustration.com


     


  




 


Subscribe to Megg’s newsletter and choose one of her books as a free gift!
http://eepurl.com/hnkB-/
 
 



Map
 

[image: Hiddenmap.png]

 
 

Prologue
 
In the dark of night, three Green dragons landed on the Isle of Repose’s southernmost beach. They changed into human form and crept through the trees to the battlefield where so many lay dead. The Green had spent many years fearing the Keeper, a deadly being of myth who lived on the island, but he had not shown his face during the battle with the Red. They hoped he would remain hidden this night as well.
"How many do we need?" asked the man with freckles across his nose.
"Three. One for each of us to carry," the woman replied. "It's all we need. At least for tonight."
They each were tasked with choosing a body. The woman found a tall, broad man with his neck bent at an unnatural angle, his red hair matted with blood. She reached down and picked off a speck, then she brought her finger to her lips. A forked tongue snaked out of her mouth and lifted the dried blood from her fingertip. "Hmmm, delicious. This one has potential."
She smiled, fangs protruding from her mouth. Kneeling next to the corpse, she took a quick breath and sank her teeth into the flesh of his neck, sucking as hard as she could. With a smile, her lips pressed against his skin. There was still warm blood in this man. It was strong and filled with life. He was dead, yes, but he hadn't given in easily. It was, perhaps, the strongest corpse she'd ever found.
After draining his blood, she stood and wiped the remnants with the back of her hand.
"Have you both chosen?" she called out into the darkness. The smacking sound of lips against skin answered. So they had both located a target. Good. They could leave quickly before the Keeper realized they were there.
She wasn't stupid. She knew the stories about the Isle of Repose and the Keepers who killed any dragons who came within its borders, but she couldn't resist the pull of so many dead bodies to choose from. Once a dragon, always a dragon. For years, she'd been dying to get past the barrier the Red and Yellow had put up around the Meadowlands, and at last it was gone. She needed fresh meat to build her army, and this island was filled with it. The Black and Green had left for the meadow across the sea after defeating the Red, not taking time to bury the dead. They’d sworn to return the next morning and drop the bodies in the sea. She and her two men had snuck back while the rest were sleeping.
"Hurry. We can't stay long." Her eyes swept the trees. The stars sparkled in the night sky, but they didn't fill her with wonder or reassurance. No, they only reminded her that nothing could hide in the darkness. They'd be discovered if they didn't hurry.
She bent over and easily lifted the large man into her arms. Without the strength of a dragon, she never would have been able to support him. But now, in this perverted part-human, part-dragon form she'd perfected, she could access any of her dragon’s powers. She smiled and let a flame burst out her mouth. The light quickly illuminated the man in her arms.
Oh, was he handsome. The bright red hair was only the first feature that had drawn her to him. His face was perfectly chiseled. His arms bulged with muscles and his legs seemed sturdy. It was a shame he'd had to die.
Her companions ventured closer, holding their victims in their arms. The man with the freckles held a woman with short dark hair, and the other had a man as well, but one not nearly as perfect as the one she'd chosen.
"Take your dragon forms and fly back to the barn. Carry your prize to the hatch and descend into our lair." The two men nodded and changed into dragons, the bodies clutched in their claws as they flew toward the sea.
"You, my pet, will make a magnificent dragon," she said to the corpse in her arms. She brushed his hair from his face. "I'll clean up all the blood and teach you how to serve the Green as we make our next move. No longer will the other dragonlords look down upon us. The time has come for the Green to rise. In the end, we will be the only dragons left."
She tossed the body in the air and deftly caught it with her talons before it landed on the ground. She beat her wings and flew above the water.
Yes. You shall be my general. My prize. The one who was foretold.


 
 
 

Chapter One
 
Tressa followed the underground tunnel and descended the rough-hewn stairs leading to Decarian's lair. Her heart pounded, and her lips tasted the smoky air. Heat rose from the rocky floor, warming her feet through her boots, reminding her that everything she thought she knew had to be re-learned.
She had traversed the fog surrounding Hutton's Bridge. Survived battles in the Dragonlands. Learned to fight. Learned to love. Learned to live with loss. But nothing, absolutely nothing could have prepared her for the beast in the bowels of the Red castle.
She visited him nightly, when the rest of the castle slept. It was now populated not just by the people of the Red, but also many of the Black and a few Green.
The Black and Green armies had soundly defeated the Red days ago. Once they realized their queen had been disposed of, most had surrendered quickly. Tressa suspected she knew why. The Red Queen had told her many in the Dragonlands were held in thrall, using magic from beyond their borders, from the land called Desolation. Once she was gone, having committed suicide by falling into Decarian’s waiting clutches, the thrall she held over her people would have dissipated, leaving them free to beg for mercy. Tressa dispatched messenger pigeons to the Black, hoping at least one would get through the battle, urging Mestifito to accept their likely surrender.
Tressa took a deep breath. Her hands at her sides in fists, she walked resolutely to the opening of Decarian's lair. Only then did she let out a long sigh.
Decarian’s horned head swayed from side to side. He watched her with black eyes, the claws springing from his hands singing a discordant, chaotic song as he clacked them together. His long forked tongue snaked out of his mouth, hovering in the air within a breath of Tressa's mouth. She never got close enough for him to taste her. Tressa had marked a line in the dirt so she knew exactly where to stop. If Decarian managed to touch her beyond the line, she knew he was closer to breaking free.
"Whoa," said a voice behind her.
Tressa turned. Connor’s mouth was agape. He'd flown to her at the Red castle as soon as he received her message sent by bird. Tressa hadn't wasted any time filling him in, including how she was now a dragon, like him. She'd previously withheld her ability to change into a dragon from her Hutton's Bridge friends. Now that Bastian was dead, she needed Connor even more. There would be no more secrets between friends.
Besides, someone else had to know about Decarian. She couldn't carry the burden alone. And who better to help her than a fellow dragon and former beekeeper?
The One, who had disguised herself as the Red Queen, had told her the honey from Hutton's Bridge kept Decarian under her control. One of the castle workers had explained feeding to Tressa. The Red had bred many goats in the pastures. Every day one was killed, the honey was slathered on it, and it was tossed to Decarian.
The Red’s store of honey they had stolen from Hutton’s Bridge had finally run out, but Tressa had a secret jar of it hidden in a tree hollow near Ashoom. A trusted Black dragon had been dispatched to retrieve it. Once they had the honey, they could resume feeding Decarian. But it wouldn’t last long.
"So do you think you can start making the honey again?" Tressa asked.
Connor shrugged. "I wish I knew. Tressa, you're aware I don't remember much before I was turned to a dragon. It might be in there somewhere," he tapped his head with a finger, "but if it is, I don't know how to access it."
Decarian let out a low chuckle. His rank breath swirled around the two friends.
Tressa covered her mouth and nose with a hand. "The other beekeepers from Hutton’s Bridge died in Malum."
Connor's face fell.
All of the adults had perished from Connor's dragonfire. He hadn't recognized them. All he had seen was a horde of Red dragons coming after him and his friends. Tressa had watched in horror as they burned, all hope of turning them back into humans gone.
Tressa dropped her hand from her face and placed it on Connor's shoulder. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean—"
"I know you didn't." Connor gave Decarian one last glance, and turned, leaving the room.
Tressa followed him up to the Red throne room. Though it was the same size as the throne room in Ashoom, with the same high windows big enough for dragons to fly through at the top, the inside couldn't have been more different. Where the Blue's throne room was spacious and filled with gilded furniture and bright colors, the Red's was dark and foreboding. A throne dominated the room, three times as tall as Tressa. It had been carved from the trunk of an old tree and painted with shiny black lacquer. A long blood-red carpet led from the door to the throne, flanked by tall marble pillars. There were no other seats. No tables. Nothing to show visitors that their presence was appreciated. It was obvious the Red Queen hadn’t had any respect for others. The whole room enraged Tressa. There had been so many lies, so many truths withheld. She felt as if the room vibrated with the anger of thousands who had died to keep the secret of Decarian and Desolation. And she still didn't even know more than a tiny bit of the story.
Lights of blue, red, yellow, and pink danced on the stone walls. Outside, the others were throwing a celebration filled with merrymaking and fireworks. They’d won the battle. They’d captured the Red castle. Only a few knew the real war still lay ahead of them.
"Connor, I really am sorry. I don't blame you," Tressa said.
"Of course you don't." He stopped, Tressa nearly running into his back. Connor turned, his brown eyes locked on hers. "You have no problem forgiving anyone for the heinous things they do."
Connor didn't have to say the name. Jarrett. The man Tressa had fallen in love with. He was now controlled by another magical being called the Keeper. At least that's what they had surmised from the events on the Isle of Repose: Jarrett’s massacre of all but one of Connor’s unhatched dragons, his murder of Bastian, and his attack on Tressa herself.
Jarrett lay in a locked and guarded room. An induced coma kept him from hurting anyone else. Three mages stood in a circle around him all hours of the day and night, rotating in fresh mages whenever a time candle was changed. Tressa visited him every day. There was no change. She swore she'd bring him back and restore the man she loved. How could she hold a grudge against Jarrett? He was as innocent as the rest of them. Just another pawn in a game she couldn't begin to understand.
"This isn't about Jarrett," Tressa said.
"I can't believe you don't want to kill him as much as I do." Connor cracked his knuckles.
"Maybe I do," Tressa admitted. "But not until I know he cannot be redeemed. I must know for certain. I won't forfeit his life when there's still a chance. He is not the only prisoner we hold. Destrian, Jacinda’s son and the only remaining Yellow dragon, is also in our custody. We will not kill anyone unnecessarily."
Connor crossed his arms over his chest. "This is one of the reasons you were my best friend, wasn't it? Your big, bleeding heart always wins out."
Tressa smiled. This was the old Connor, the Connor she knew and loved from childhood. "Yes, it was." She punched his arm. "Now, come on, let's try to figure out this problem. We can solve it together."
Connor's face fell. "We're missing one."
Tressa thought of Bastian again. His red hair, as bright as the sun on a warm summer afternoon. His smile that always caused her insides to melt. She'd loved him for a long time, even after she'd left him and moved on with her new life.
"Bastian wouldn't want us to give up. He'd expect us to work together," Tressa said, her voice tinged with sadness.
Connor raked his hands through his sandy hair. "I know I'm not the easiest person to work with. I've been a little moody lately."
"A little?" Tressa asked. "That's an understatement."
"It's hard. I forgot so much when I turned, and there are others who expect much from me."
"Hazel?" Tressa asked. Connor's wife wanted so badly for him to remember her and their boys. "She's been patient, but I don't know if I can give her what she wants."
"Give Hazel a chance," Tressa said. "She might surprise you."
"What am I now?" Connor asked. "Am I human or am I dragon? She doesn't want a monster for a husband."
"Have you asked her?" Tressa spoke softly, her hand resting lightly on Connor's arm. She knew exactly how Hazel felt, how desperately she wanted her husband back, dragon and all. But Connor needed to hear it from Hazel's lips.
Connor stood, straightening out his tunic. "I'll ask her when I return to Hutton's Bridge tomorrow."
"Good," Tressa said. "And be sure to search the village again for any sign of the bees. We need to start producing honey as soon as possible."
"Did the old woman tell you what made the honey in Hutton's Bridge special?" Connor asked. "I could find honeybees anywhere. But it would be months before we could create a plentiful supply of honey, and what if it were the wrong kind from the wrong bees?"
"Hey," Tressa said, brightening, "you do remember a bit about beekeeping. You said it would take months to produce honey."
"I guess," Connor said. "I blurted it out without thinking. Maybe there are some memories trapped in here that I'm still able to access."
Tressa was about to congratulate him on the small breakthrough when the door to the throne room flew open. A woman with pink-streaked stringy black hair and heavy black boots stomped into the room.
"Fi!" Tressa said.
Her new, but quickly dearest, friend strode across the room and fell into a kneel before Tressa. "My queen," Fi said.
"Get up." Tressa nudged Fi with her foot. "Not funny."
Fi stood, laughing. "I don't know. I'm kind of enjoying this."
"I'm taking off now," Connor said. "If you need anything, send a pigeon."
"I will. And thank you." Tressa kissed him on the cheek. "Be safe."
"You, too." Connor sprinted to the edge of the throne room. He jumped, and before his feet could hit the ground, he changed into his Blue dragon form and flew out an upper window.
"I may have come up with a solution to our problem." Fi pointed toward the depths of the dungeons and Decarian. Tressa had taken Fi there first, trusting her more than anyone.
"What is it?" Tressa asked.
"I've been talking to Donovan."
"The one-eyed man with the gray cloak?" Tressa had only met him briefly when he'd brought Jarrett to the castle after the battle on the Isle of Repose.
"Yeah. He says we need to go into Desolation. Answers might lie beyond the border."
"What? No! We don't know what's over there." Tressa’s hands were on her hips. "I won't allow it. You'll get yourself killed."
"I won't," Fi insisted. "Donovan isn't of the Dragonlands. He says he’s from Desolation and he's willing to go back to help us."
 


 
 

Chapter Two
 
Tressa wandered over to a window, looking out at the snow-topped mountains to the east. Part of her wanted to continue in the belief that nothing was out there. That it was too barren for life. That the mountains just went on forever. But the mysterious land of Desolation had already encroached on the Dragonlands. Perhaps it was time to unlock another mystery.
Tressa sighed, resting her head on her hand. "Why doesn't this surprise me? How many people in the Dragonlands hail from this land I only just learned about? Or have I been in the dark because I was stuck in Hutton's Bridge growing up? Does everyone else know about Desolation, and they just forgot to mention it?"
Fi offered a grim smile. "We didn’t know in the Charred Barrens. You saw those glyphs drawn in the tunnel. We thought they were flights of fancy. Or tales of days gone by. I think of them very differently now."
Tressa remembered the drawings Fi referred to: strange beasts battling dragons. They made much more sense now. Especially since the One had told Tressa that Mestifito, leader of the Black, held her great-grandmother in thrall. Based on Fi's behavior, it was doubtful Mestifito held all of the Black in his spell. Just Granna. But why?
"How does Donovan suggest you reach Desolation? The hills here only lead to impassable mountains." Tressa pointed out the window. The mountains in the east towered over them, like giants carved from ice and snow. "I don't want you to die out there."
Fi rested a hand on Tressa's shoulder. "I've had many opportunities to die since I met you. So far, death has proved elusive. I don't plan on letting it catch me there, either."
"I obviously can't command you to stay, Fi. Would it be okay if I spoke to Donovan before the two of you take off into the unknown?" Tressa didn't pretend for one moment that she actually ruled the Red. She considered herself its steward until someone more suitable came along. Much like Bastian, when he was given the Blue by default, she eschewed any interest in becoming royalty.
"He actually wanted to talk to you, too, Tressa. In fact," Fi pointed with a thumb over her shoulder, "he's waiting outside the door."
"Then send him in, please. I have to meet the man who is threatening to take my sister away from me." Tressa smiled at Fi. They weren't sisters by blood, but Mestifito was Fi's great-uncle and he was bonded to Tressa's great-grandmother. Neither woman had a sister, so they'd decided to take on the label as a sign of mutual affection.
Fi opened the door and waved a hand in the hallway. Donovan swept into the room, taking command of the large space despite his small stature. Shrouded in a gray cloak, he glanced around the room with his one eye. As he came closer Tressa could see the lids of his left eye were sewed closed and slashed through with a scar.
"Hello," Tressa said, holding out a hand.
Donovan took it firmly, then bowed and kissed it. "My lady."
Tressa laughed nervously. She hadn't expected that. "I'm not a lady. I'm just a commoner from Hutton's Bridge."
"All women are ladies. Just because you are a lady doesn't mean you can't kick arse. I have heard you are a great warrior, too."
Tressa smiled, despite her trepidation. She liked Donovan's point of view. "I wouldn't call myself a lady or a warrior. Just a woman who does what she needs to do to protect the ones she loves."
"There is no greater calling," Donovan said. "It is why I want to take Fi with me into Desolation. The Dragonlands are facing a great enemy. Without the tools to fight it, they will fail."
"How much do you know?" Tressa asked, curious.
"Everything. I know about Decarian and his minions. The lack of honey. But they won't be trapped for much longer if we don't act."
"If you've known about this, why didn't you help sooner? Where have you been hiding?" Tressa needed to know. He was keeping something from her, and she was exhausted from ferreting out others' secrets.
"I am from the Vulture's Tower," he said plainly.
"I have seen it on old maps," Tressa said, "but it no longer exists. The Vulture's Tower was not far away from Hutton's Bridge. I have flown that expanse of land many times, and yet I don't see so much as a pebble out of place. How could you have come from there?"
Fi's expression didn't give anything away. Tressa wondered how much her friend knew and hadn't told her. She looked back at Donovan. Perhaps it was his story to tell.
"The Tower only appears in times of need. The Dragonlands are in great peril now. That is why I am here." Donovan pointed to the great windows at the top of the throne room. "Once, we protected this throne room from the beasts of Desolation. Today, we gather again to protect the Dragonlands."
"If you're from Desolation, why are you so intent on protecting us?" Tressa asked.
"A thousand years ago, a group of us chose to come to the Dragonlands. We took on human form and assimilated with your people. We built the Vulture's Tower, but the dragons insisted on controlling us. They wouldn't listen to our pleas for peace. So we retreated, taking our tower into the mist until we were needed again."
"He's here to help us, Tressa." Fi said, speaking firmly.
Tressa scrutinized Fi. "How do I know he doesn't have you under thrall, like Jarrett had me?"
"No offense," Fi said, holding up her hands. "I'm not exactly acting like you did when Jarrett was controlling you."
Tressa remembered her desperation, her recklessness. She had put lives in danger. Bastian had died. In contrast, Fi stood with one hip jutted out to the side and her arms crossed over her chest. She had her usual wry look on her face, as if she were only a moment away from teasing someone. Fi was levelheaded. She was making sense.
"Okay, I'm sorry. I just had to ask," Tressa said.
Donovan dipped his chin. "It is fine. It shows you care. And I pledge to you, I will fight for the Dragonlands. I will do my best to secure their safety."
"Even if it means going against your own people?" Tressa gazed into his eyes, looking for any hint of betrayal.
He gave none. "Yes. I will fight to maintain a peaceful life for your people."
Fi snorted and Tressa tossed her a nasty look. Fi shrugged, a smirk on her face. "Things haven't exactly been peaceful here lately."
"That is why I came to you," Donovan said. "Not because of the dragon war, but because what losing it meant. You think you have faced darkness in the skirmishes you fought? You have seen nothing. What awaits you below is beyond your worst nightmares. If they cannot be contained, then I need to step in and prevent it."
"Why didn't you come back when the fog enclosed Hutton's Bridge?" Tressa asked. "If honey was the key to keeping the beasts at bay, you should have helped eighty years ago."
Donovan shook his head. "No, there was still honey to be had. It is not my job to solve your problems, only to assist in your greatest time of need. And that time has come. Decarian is only the beginning."
Tressa shuddered, thinking of the beast in the depths below. What sort of army stood behind him, thirsting for dragon blood?
 


 
 

Chapter Three
 
Muscles tense, Connor glided through the fog, still not trusting the guardians in the trees to let him pass. Bastian had told him about the damage they'd done to another dragon that tried to cross into Hutton's Bridge. She'd died in the village square, despite their feeble efforts to help her. Not that they had known how. Before that moment, they hadn’t even believed dragons existed. He, Tressa, and Bastian hadn't left their village yet. They hadn't known about the world beyond. He and Tressa had still been fully human, and Bastian, well—his friend had still been alive.
After landing in the village square, Connor changed into human form. Before he could catch his breath, Hazel, the wife he couldn’t remember, came running from the village hall.
"You're back. I'm so glad you're here." She threw herself against his chest, her arms around his neck.
Connor tentatively wrapped his arms around her. He hadn't touched Hazel since he'd been turned into a dragon. He no longer loved her the way she loved him, and he wasn’t sure he ever could. He didn’t want to encourage her. She'd only be hurt in the end.
As if she could read his thoughts, Hazel abruptly stiffened and backed away. "Where's Bastian?" she asked, wringing her hands.
"He didn't make it," Connor said heavily. "By now he's been buried at sea with the other dead from the battle. I need to tell his daughter."
"Elinor is gone, too." Hazel slipped her hand into Connor's. "She suffered some kind of seizure. By the time the healers made it to her, it was too late. Perhaps it was fate that they died at the same time."
Or dark magic. Bastian had confided in Connor about Elinor's so-called gift—how they were connected and as long as one lived, the other would heal. Connor knew why his friend had sacrificed himself in an attempt to kill Jarrett. Bastian had believed he was taking out both Jarrett and Elinor at the same time, saving his friends and his daughter from their evil influence. Except Jarrett still lived.
A tug on his hand brought him back to Hutton's Bridge.
"I'll go with you to tell Farah," Hazel said. "If that's okay?"
"Of course. Thank you." Connor squeezed her hand. He wasn't sure what had led him to make the gesture. Hazel looked up at him, her green eyes expectant. She held onto his hand as if she were its guardian. Connor didn't argue, but he wouldn't let it happen again. He refused to hurt her more than he already had.
"She's over there." Hazel pointed to a grassy area.
Children ran together, playing a spirited game with a ball. A shrill hoot cut through the quiet air. Connor squinted. On the far side of the throng of running kids were his two dragons, Fotia and Vatra. One of the children touched Fotia's wing. She burst into the melee, hooting and hollering with the kids. His heart warmed seeing his dragons so readily accepted by the human children. He wondered if he would have been so brave as a child.
"They're all getting along so well," Hazel said. Her brown hair hung to her shoulders in light waves. "I have to remind the children that Fotia and Vatra will one day be able to turn into humans. Sometimes they treat the dragons more like pets than a friend. I think it's important they understand the dragons really aren't so different." Hazel looked up at Connor.
He knew what she was trying to say. Bastian had told him how much Hazel wanted her husband back, despite the dragon lurking inside him.
"Thank you," Connor said with a smile. He truly appreciated everything she'd been doing.
"Farah!" Hazel called out, waving a hand.
Bastian's daughter dropped the ball she'd been holding and ran over to them, a smile on her sweet little face.
"Where's Papa?" She looked behind Connor. "Is he back?"
Connor knelt down, his face level with hers. He felt Hazel's hand rest on his shoulder. "Farah, I have some bad news."
The smile stayed on her face, but the twinkle in her eyes disappeared. "Is he gone?" Farah looked up. "Like Momma?" Her lower lip trembled.
Connor nodded. He wished he could take away her pain. Farah had lost her mother and her father in a year's time. It was more than any child should bear.
Tears slipped from the little girl's eyes, rolling down her cheeks. Farah's hands balled into fists. "He promised he'd come home. He promised we'd be together."
"I'm so sorry, sweetie." Connor stroked her hair. "Your papa loved you so very much. He died a hero, helping to save us all from a very evil enemy."
"I don't care. I want him back. Bring him back." She burst into an ugly cry and ran toward the village hall.
"I'll go after her," Hazel said. "You need to say hi to your sons and your daughters."
Before he could answer, Hazel ran off after Farah. It wasn't long before she caught up with the little girl, lifted Farah into her arms, and snuggled her tightly.
Connor stood. His sons and his daughters. Hazel had included both his human and his dragon children. He looked at his wife again. Hazel was plain of face and body. She wasn't too tall or too short, nor did she style her hair in a fancy weave or wear tight clothing. Hazel wouldn't stand out in a crowd.
Yet suddenly, Connor thought she was beautiful in her simplicity.
"Poppa!" a young boy ran up to Connor, throwing his arms around Connor's legs.
"Kurt." Connor ruffled his oldest son's hair. "Where is your brother?"
Kurt pointed to the children. A little boy ran behind the rest of them, slower than the crowd. Every time the herd turned, he tried to catch them, but quickly fell behind once more. It didn't seem to bother Calvin, though. He just laughed and ran.
"He's having fun, isn't he?" Connor asked. He hadn't spent enough time with his boys since their reunion. Even less than he'd spent with Hazel. They expected him to be their father, and Connor did his best to play the part. 
"Fotia’s having fun, too," Kurt said. He cocked his head to the side. "I'm not sure about Vatra. She has trouble keeping up. Did you know one leg is shorter than the other?"
"I do," Connor said. He wasn't sure, but he thought Vatra had been taken from her egg too soon. Damn that Jarrett. That was his fault, too. "I bet she'll learn to deal with it, though. She's a strong little dragon."
Kurt nodded emphatically, his sandy hair, just like his father's, bouncing around his head. "Poppa, are you done fighting the bad guys yet? Are you here to stay? Momma misses you."
Connor couldn't help but smile. "I still have a lot to do, Kurt." He wasn't ready to give him the whole truth. The children in Hutton's Bridge didn't need to know about the beast waiting underground at the border between the Dragonlands and Desolation. Hopefully they would remain safe in the fog until the enemy could be defeated. "In fact, I have one more errand to run before I can come back tonight."
"Are you going to change into a dragon again? When can I learn how?" Kurt asked, excitement glowing behind his eyes.
"It's not that simple." Connor patted Kurt on the back. "Now get back into the game. Looks like your team could use you."
"They're helpless without me," Kurt said. "Bye, Poppa!"
Connor watched his oldest son run to his friends. Despite all of the trauma and loss the children had suffered, they seemed to be coping much better than the adults. Even Farah had stopped crying. She stood on the outskirts with Fotia, her arm around the blue dragon.
"Did I hear you tell Kurt you're leaving again?" Hazel asked.
Connor hadn't even noticed her return. He'd been too focused on the children. "I have a promise to keep. It won't take long. I'll be back before nightfall."
Hazel nodded. "I'll save some dinner for you."
"Thank you," Connor said. "You might want to save enough for two."
Hazel raised an eyebrow. "Two?"
Connor sighed. "Bastian and I had a lot of time to talk before we headed into battle. There is a woman in Ashoom who may be carrying his child."
"I don't mean to speak ill of the dead, but Bastian always got around, didn't he?"
"I don't recall our full history, Hazel. From what I know since becoming a dragon, Bastian did seem to enjoy the company of many women," Connor said.
"And what about you?" It was quiet, barely even a whisper. As his wife, Hazel had every right to ask.
"Never of my own volition." It was hard for Connor to admit it. Stacia had raped him when he was only newly reborn and living in a constant state of confusion. At the time, he thought he'd wanted to be with her. Now, understanding how Stacia had controlled him, he knew better.
"I shouldn't have asked," Hazel said. "I'm so sorry."
"Yes, you should know. Someday we will talk more about it. Not now. I have to seek out this woman." Connor took to the sky, the children cheering below him.
They saw his dragon form as a wonder, a great thing to celebrate. It only reminded him of the years of memories he'd lost and the woman on the ground who loved him despite it.
 
 
 


 
 

Chapter Four
 
Connor sailed into the throne room at Ashoom. Moments later, his boots hit the marble floor. He strode across the room, dread pooling in his stomach. He couldn't even deal with the mother of his own children, and now he had to find a local whore, who might or might not be carrying Bastian's child, and convince her to come with him to Hutton's Bridge.
He burst out the doors, scaring a half-asleep Barden on the other side.
"My lord dragon," Barden said, bowing.
"Stand up," Connor said as he breezed past. He ignored the annoying questions being hurled at him from behind. "Just stay at your post until further instructions.”
He made his way through the quiet castle, far less bustling than it had been when the children were there. His footsteps echoed in the empty halls. Such a shame, a large castle going to waste. His fingers ran along the inlaid gems in the wall, lapis and sapphires and diamonds laid in intricate patterns. Up close, it looked a jumble, but if Connor stood back and took in the entire hall at once, he would see a series of Blue dragons. The Blue appeared to have been kind and giving in the past. Where had Stacia's mother gone wrong in raising the girl who turned into such a demon? Connor shuddered, remembering the things she'd done to him when he'd been unable to resist. All those nights she came to him, forcing herself on him, all in an effort to raise an army of Blue dragons.
Now all that remained were Connor, Fotia, and Vatra. He'd raise them right and make sure neither of them would ever be like their mother.
Connor exited the castle, leaving his distaste for Stacia there. He'd refused to carry it with him any longer. Instead, he focused on finding the whore—no, the woman—who carried Bastian's child. Connor wouldn't label her any longer if she was to live with them in Hutton's Bridge. He walked down the streets of Ashoom, fitting in as if he were one of them. No one in village knew who the Blue dragon was. Most, if not all people in the Dragonlands, weren't even aware dragons could change into human form, except for the Green in the Meadowlands.
He passed booth after booth in the street while vendors hawked their wares. Potatoes at one stall. Spun cotton at another. Dresses, corsets, and breeches at another. Connor chuckled under his breath. There were no booths for prostitutes. Likely they were the tired-looking women, shading their eyes from the bright sun, shopping for their food. Connor watched the women carefully. His eyes zeroed in on a woman at the herb booth.
Swathed in a dark cloak, her face shaded from the sun by a hood, the woman carefully rifled through a box of dried lavender. Connor could see how pale her hands were. A woman who worked in the fields would have dark, sunburned, and dirty hands. As he ventured closer, he noticed her nails were clean.
She twirled around, her back straight, head held high. Her eyelashes fluttered at Connor. Her red-painted lips puckered. "Can I help you?"
Yes, he'd definitely found a prostitute. Whether it was the right one remained to be seen.
"Maybe." Connor took her by the elbow, guiding her away from the market. She didn't fight. Instead she leaned into him, the scent of jasmine enveloping his senses. Connor tried not to sneeze.
"I'm off duty now," she said, "but if you come back around dusk, I'd be more than happy to—"
"I don't want you for that," he said. Either she'd give him the information he needed or he'd find another to ask.
The woman shrugged her elbow out of his grasp. "Then make it quick. I had a long night and I'd like to get my items from the market and go back to bed." Her voice was less pretty and so was her face once she realized she'd make no money from him.
"I'm looking for a woman who was with a man many moons ago. He was a tall redhead. She may be pregnant with his child." Connor watched, but her expression didn't change. "I'm willing to pay." He jingled a bag of coins.
The woman's face lit up with a smile. She held out her hand. Connor dumped the bag into her palm. "Her name is Pia. You can find her two streets over, third door on the left. Knock two times. Pause. Then knock a third. She'll assume it's one of us." The woman looked Connor up and down. She shook her head. "You look confused. Come, I'll take you there. Follow me."
She swept past him, heading down the street. Connor followed, keeping pace just behind her. He knew Hazel wouldn't approve of him walking with the prostitute. Even though he wasn't the man he used to be, Connor wanted to be the good man everyone remembered.
The woman slowed in front of a door dyed blue with woad, a small butterfly carved into the wood. She knocked twice, paused, and knocked a third time. The door opened only a crack. Connor could see one blue eye peering out.
"What's he want?" the woman behind the door asked.
"He's here about the baby. And he has money." The prostitute jingled the small purse in front of her friend.
"He's not the father."
"No, the father is dead," Connor said. "I've come to help you."
The door closed.
"Sorry," the woman said, shrugging. "Thanks for the money. I'm four doors down. Come by if you ever want to relieve yourself of some more change." She winked, then sashayed away.
Connor shook his head. He knocked again on Pia’s door. "Please, open up. I need to talk to you."
There was no response.
"Bastian asked me to come for you," he said, even though he was talking to a door. "He said to tell you that the night he spent with you was one of the most important of his life." It was a lie. Bastian told Connor he'd been out of his mind with anger and grief over losing Tressa to Jarrett. He'd met up with the prostitute because it was the only way he could take revenge on Tressa.
The door flung open. "That's a lie, but I appreciate the effort. Come in."
Pia closed the door behind him, plunging them into darkness. "Sorry. Just give me a moment."
Connor heard her shuffling across a room. With a whoosh of fabric, the sun streamed in the small window in back.
"I had a long night. I was trying to sleep." Pia stood with her arms crossed just under her chest. A small bump stuck out beneath them. "Do you know how hard it is to get clients when you're pregnant? Some men find it sexy. The rest I distract with scarves and tricks. But it's going to be hard soon. They'll notice and they won't be paying." She sat down in a rocking chair. "So why are you here? Is he really dead, or did he send you to pay me off?"
"Bastian is dead. I swear it on the life of my children."
Pia sighed. "That's too bad. Usually I do my job and forget about the man the next day. But Bastian was something special. He's the kind of guy a girl dreams will rescue her from this life."
That surprised Connor a bit. Bastian had made it sound like an easy way to drown his troubles, not a life-changing night for either of them. "I, um, he—"
"It's okay," she said. "I know it didn't mean anything to him. The pregnancy was unexpected. No matter how smitten I was with him, I would never plan something like that. It's bad for everyone involved."
"But you kept the baby," Connor said.
"Most girls would abort a baby. It gets in the way of business." She rested a hand on her stomach. "I guess I couldn't let go. Maybe I thought I could lure him back to me through the baby."
"Because he was the King of the Blue?" Connor asked. She'd been honest with him so far.
Pia looked up at him, her eyes wide. "Bastian was who?"
"The king. Here. In Ashoom."
"He was not. He was a warrior from the west. That's what he said. When I saw him preparing to leave with those kids, I thought he was a hired sword. I thought he'd be back." She crumpled further into the chair. "How did he die?"
"There's a war going on in the north between the dragonlords. We fought together." Connor purposely left out his part in it. He'd tell her he was a dragon when the time was right. "He died in battle."
Tears glistened in Pia’s eyes. "It's not too late. I could still have it aborted."
"No!" Connor said. There had been too much senseless death lately. Not this innocent babe, too. He thought of the dragon eggs, cracked and broken into shards, dead dragons lying in them. No. Not again. "If you're willing, I can take you and the baby somewhere safe until you have it. Then you can decide what to do."
Pia looked up at him, her blue eyes penetrating his. "It means that much to you?"
Connor nodded. "Bastian asked me to do this, too. It meant something to him."
"Then I will go with you." She stood. "Give me a few minutes to pack a bag. I don't own much."
Relief spread through Connor. He'd kept his promise to Bastian. He just wasn't sure how Hazel would like him bringing a pregnant prostitute to Hutton's Bridge.


 
 

Chapter Five
 
Tressa sat at Jarrett's bedside, holding his hand. The mages kept him in a coma while nurses tended to his bodily needs. She ran her fingers through his hair, down to where his ears used to be. Once they’d realized he could still hear a little, the mages had used magic to amplify his hearing. Not that it would do him any good in this state.
"He's well?" she asked one of the three mages.
A simple nod was the only answer.
Tressa stood, her hand lingering on Jarrett's shoulder, glad he was out. She didn't know what she'd say to him if he was awake. She wasn't even sure he'd be himself. It was possible the man she loved was gone forever. But the One had told her there might be a possibility to save him.
If Tressa could unravel the mystery of Desolation and the magic there, perhaps she could also find a way to save Jarrett from the dark magic holding sway over him. The One had said the magic was from over the border. If Tressa could understand it, then maybe, just maybe, she could help Jarrett.
She looked up at her great-grandmother who stood in the doorway, her hand tentatively reaching out. "May I come in?"
Tressa nodded. She stepped away from Jarrett and took her Granna’s hand. "I need to talk to you. There are things I've learned, and while I don't know the truth of it all, I need you to listen."
She and Granna walked into the interior room and closed the door.
Tressa took a deep breath. "I have reason to believe Mestifito holds you in thrall. The decisions you've made since you met him are not your own."
Granna clucked, her silver hair falling in waves over her shoulders. "He does not hold me in thrall. Trust me, we have argued many times, and it's rare he wins. Often he gives in to me. He is capable of forcing me to act against my will, but the love he has for me outweighs any desire to use it. Mestifito knows I would not stay with him if he did."
"But how do you know that's not all part of the magic?" Tressa asked, remembering how she'd felt when Jarrett held her in thrall. "Do you ever feel like you're drowning? Or as if you've forgotten something important?"
"Never." Granna crossed her arms over her chest. "I know it's hard to get to know Mestifito since he can no longer change into a human and cannot communicate. You have to trust me, Tressa, when I tell you he forces me to do nothing."
Tressa’s wariness abated somewhat, but her curiosity urged her to question Granna further. "Why can't he change? Isn't that unusual?"
"Mestifito is very old. Older than the Dragonlands. He admitted once he'd been born in Desolation, yet he wouldn't speak of it. There is such sadness in his eyes when he thinks of his past. He cannot change anymore, or he might die. In dragon form, he continues to live forever. When we first met, he appeared to me as a young man, and insisted he was not much older than I. However, it wasn't long until I discovered the truth. I could have let him take me at a younger age, but I wanted to be his equal. I wanted to be old like him."
Tressa laughed. "You are younger now than you were when you died."
"Well, yes," Granna said. "I couldn't get around too well in that body. I refused to let him make me any younger than you see me now. I also refused to become a full dragon as he wanted. Believe me, if Mestifito had gotten his way, I would be a Black dragon. I would be younger and stronger. I would be unrecognizable to you. This is what I wanted, and he gave it to me. Now he and I rule together as a team."
Tressa laid a hand on Granna's shoulder. "There is more you must know." She proceeded to tell Granna about Decarian, lurking far below the castle. She expressed her concern over Jarrett and shed a few tears over Bastian's death. Then she told Granna about Donovan's plan to enter Desolation, and Fi's determination to go with him.
"I think I need to go, too," Tressa said. She'd been fighting the urge, feeling she should try to find a solution for Decarian in the Dragonlands. But Donovan's words rang in her head. He believed there was a solution in Desolation, too. Now that Bastian was dead and Jarrett might never recover, Tressa had no reason to stay. She needed to get away.
"Go," Granna said. "I will watch over Decarian. When the honey arrives, I will be sure to feed him every day. I will guard this secret with my own life. Tressa, you were always an adventurer. I knew even before you did that you would never be content to stay in one place. You needed to explore. Go now. Find a solution for Decarian."
"Are you sure you don't mind taking over here? Wouldn't you rather go back to the Ruins of Ebon with the other Black dragons?" Tressa asked.
"Mestifito will stay with me," Granna said. "I am home when I am with him."
"Thank you." Tressa leaned over and gave Granna a kiss on her cheek. 
Together, they strode back into the main room where Jarrett lay. "I'll be gone for a while," Tressa said to the mages. "I expect you to continue caring for Jarrett. Should he awaken and threaten anyone..." Tressa paused, taking a deep breath, "you have my permission to kill him."
The head mage nodded.
Tressa swept out of Jarrett's chambers without another look back at her great-grandmother. She stalked down the hall and flung open the door to Fi's chamber. "I'm going with you."
Fi laughed. "I'm not surprised." She dangled a bag from her fingers. "I already packed for you."
Tressa grabbed the bag and opened it. Inside were two pairs of pants, two shirts, and an extra set of underthings.
"You're so predictable," Fi said, stuffing clothes into her own bag. "I knew you wouldn't pass up the chance to go to a new land. See new things. Fight beasts that should only exist in your nightmares."
"We have to stop Decarian and his horde from entering the Dragonlands." Tressa flopped down on the bed. “I’m just doing my part.”
"No, it's because you love adventure. Just like me. You would go if only to see a new world. Saving the Dragonlands is only a bonus."
Fi's words rang true. Deep down, Tressa knew she couldn't stay behind, even though Fi and Donovan were fully capable of carrying out the mission without her. Tressa wanted to go. She wanted to see what was out there. She'd seen so many amazing things since leaving Hutton's Bridge. Now she had a chance to see more. Bastian was dead, and Jarrett was in good hands. Connor would care for the children of Hutton's Bridge. She had no reason to stay.
Donovan burst into the room without knocking. "Are you ready?" He looked at Fi, then noticed the bag in Tressa's hand. "No. You are not going."
Tressa stood and squared her shoulders. "Why not?"
"The two of us will do just fine. Do not put your life at risk unnecessarily." His one eye stared Tressa down.
"If Fi's life is at risk, I'm even more determined to go." Tressa balled her hands. "You can't stop me from going."
"That is true," Donovan said. "I cannot stop you. Once I detail what you will see in Desolation, perhaps you will reconsider."
Fi's laughed echoed in the room. "Nothing scares Tressa. Absolutely nothing. Well, maybe carts rolling through tunnels at breakneck speed." Fi winked, and Tressa stuck out her tongue.
"This is not a jape," Donovan said. He crossed his arms over his chest, his gray cloak falling in folds around his shoulders.
"We know that," Tressa said, stifling a smile. "Fi and I both understand the gravity of the situation."
Donovan glowered and tapped his heels together. "When you are ready, find me in the library. We will begin our journey there."
After the door closed behind him, Fi burst into giggles. "Wow, he's going to be a fun traveling companion."
"He's right, you know," Tressa said. "We have to be more serious. I don't want to die out there. I want to fix things in the Dragonlands so we can return home and live peacefully."
"Doesn't mean we can't have fun in the process," Fi said. "Would you rather be like him?"
Tressa thought of the way Donovan's mouth turned down every time he spoke with either of them. He'd judged them harshly, but she had to admit she and Fi had given him reason to think they were silly girls instead of warriors. "No, maybe all three of us need to find a middle ground."
"Fair enough," Fi said. She cinched her bag and slung it over her shoulder. "But I refuse to stop smiling just because he's crabby. I do promise to stop laughing at everything he says, though."
"Thanks," Tressa said. She flung an arm around Fi's waist as they made their way to the library. "Have you been able to get a message to Sarah?"
"I did," Fi said. "At least, I hope so. I haven't heard back yet. I sent three messages with three different people, as well as two pigeons."
"That seems a bit excessive," Tressa said.
"Hey, when you're in love, you do what you have to," Fi said. "Sarah is my whole life. She's the reason I do what I do. You think you're the only one with noble intentions? Think again, my dear Tressa."
Tressa didn't respond. She hadn't left a message for Jarrett. If he woke under thrall, it was likely he would be violent. If he woke himself, he'd know she left him with the best of intentions. The two of them had learned early on to trust in each other. It would be no different now. If that man was even in there anymore.
Fi walked through the door to the library, Tressa on her heels.
Donovan stood in front of the fireplace, a pipe perched between his lips. Smoke curled from the bowl, dancing in the air and disappearing as it climbed. He took another puff, then emptied the contents of the bowl into the fireplace.
"Are you ready?" he asked.
"Where do you want us to change?" Fi looked around the room. "There aren't any windows big enough for dragons to fly through. Are we headed outside?"
"No," Donovan said. "You are to remain human for now. We will not fly into Desolation. We will walk."
"Walk?" Tressa said, confused. "That will take too long. We need to get there quickly and return even faster." She pointed out a window. "The mountains are too high to climb."
Donovan held up a hand. "Stop arguing. I am the leader of this expedition. You will listen and do as I say."
"We will do what's right for our people," Fi said.
"I am doing what is right for your people. Never forget that. Never!" Donovan punched a brick on the fireplace. He pulled his gloved fist back.
"Are you okay?" Tressa asked. She looked back at the fireplace. To her surprise, the brick sank inward with a grating noise. Then it stopped.
"Move aside," Donovan said. "Now!"
The fireplace creaked toward them, swinging out from one side, revealing a secret tunnel behind the wall.
"Whoa." Fi jumped into the tunnel without waiting for word from Donovan.
"You may go as well," he said, holding out an arm to Tressa.
She eyed him.
"The tunnel is perfectly safe. I swear this to you."
Tressa wanted to believe him, and she had no other choice. This was her only chance to save her people, again. She took a deep breath and stepped into the dark tunnel. "How will we—"
A torch sprang to life in the darkness ahead before she could finish her sentence. A moment later, another torch flared.
"Come on," Fi called. "The torches magically light the way. It's as if they sense our presence."
Tressa smiled at Donovan, trying hard to tamp down the anxiety bubbling in her stomach. Something wasn't right. She could feel it like a dark shadow slipping over her skin.
She blinked. For a moment she thought she truly did see a dark shadow slip past her. One that wasn't connected to Fi or Donovan. No, it was nothing. Just the torchlight playing tricks on her.
Donovan entered the tunnel behind her, and the fireplace moved back into place, slamming shut behind them. "Up ahead there is a large circle on the ground," he called to Fi. "Do not step in it until Tressa and I have caught up with you."
Moments later the three of them stood before a circle of white powder.
"Since this is your first time, I demand you each take one of my hands," Donovan said.
Tressa slipped her hand into his leather-gloved grasp.
"On the count of three, we all must jump together."
"One," he said.
Tressa swallowed.
"Two."
Tressa took a deep breath.
"Three."
Closing her eyes, Tressa jumped. Her feet did not hit the ground.


 
 

Chapter Six
 
Tressa fell, her elbow driving into the hard ground. Letting go of Donovan's hand, she rolled over with a groan. Her eyes opened. A blue sky hung above her, clouds floating lazily by. It looked just like the sky she’d seen through the library window.
When she sat up, she saw that everything else was glaringly different.
The ground was black. There was no grass, no foliage to be seen. No trees. Desolation made the Charred Barrens, with its sprawling forests of dead trees, look like a paradise. Craggy mountains towered over them in the west, their black peaks emanating an orange glow.
Donovan pointed to them. "You see why the Barrier Mountains are not passable? On the Dragonlands side, they look like a snowy wonderland, but anyone attempting to traverse them will quickly discover how dangerous they are. No one can survive the journey. The air is not breathable. It kills, constricting the throat and causing the lungs to burst."
"Then how did anyone from Desolation get to the Dragonlands in the first place?" Fi asked. She fiddled with the ties on her vest.
"Decarian’s minions dug a tunnel. They slaved under the constant weight of chains and whips, digging until they died and others took their place in line. The tunnel is littered with the bones of the dead," Donovan said. "They will never give up. They will wait until the barriers are weakened and then they will attack."
Tressa stood, brushing the dirt off her pants. "How long has Decarian been down there?"
"More years than anyone can count," Donovan said.
Fi set her hand on her hips. "Is he immortal?"
Donovan shook his head. "Nothing is truly immortal. There is always a path to death. Unfortunately no one has discovered Decarian’s weak point yet. We know the honey keeps him at bay."
Tressa shouldered her bag. She followed Donovan, and Fi brought up the rear. "But the Red is running out of honey," she prodded.
"It's only recently their reserves dwindled to nothing. That's why the Red raised the army. They wanted to capture the bees in Hutton's Bridge. When you and your friends made it out of the fog, it raised their hopes they could get back in again. Without Hutton's Bridge, the entire Dragonlands would be in danger," Donovan said.
Tressa's nose wrinkled at the strange sulfur smell in Desolation. She stepped over rocks and cracked ground, trying to follow Donovan as fast as she could without injuring herself.
"How do you know all of this if you've been hiding in an invisible tower?" Fi asked.
Tressa wanted to know that, too. She was more than a little annoyed with Fi for not addressing these questions before following Donovan into Desolation. She was annoyed with herself, too, if she was being honest.
"I am a part of everything that happens in Desolation. It doesn't matter where I am, I know what happens," Donovan said.
"How does that work?" Tressa asked.
Donovan stopped in his tracks. Tressa caught herself before running into him. "You do not need to know."
Even though he had only one eye, Tressa felt like he was staring her down with the weight of two. The phantom sensation sent shivers down her spine.
Before she could dwell on it, Donovan spun around again, leading the way across the dead land. They walked for most of the day. The sun traveled to its peak and began its journey toward night. As the last rays washed over them, Donovan stopped.
"Here. We pitch camp in this spot. We will reach our destination tomorrow." He took a ball of fabric out of his pack. Donovan whispered to it as if it were a small animal, then tossed the ball in the air. With a pop, the ball expanded and fluttered, coming to rest on the ground as a perfectly formed tent.
"Wow," Fi said, walking around the tent. "That's quite a trick."
"It is not a trick if you have the knowledge," Donovan said.
Behind his back, Fi made a face. "I'll stand watch outside tonight in dragon form."
"No, you will not," Donovan said. "There are those here who hate dragons. Who will do anything to kill them. Changing into one will only mean the end of your life. If you thought your friend Jarrett was dangerous, then you cannot even begin to understand the evil that lies in Desolation. We shall all enter the tent. None shall leave until the sun rises, for what hides in the dark is far more dangerous than what you see in the sunlight."
"I don't see anything," Fi muttered.
"You trusted him enough to follow him into Desolation," Tressa said to Fi. "Let's do as he says until we know different."
"I'm still not sure what we're looking for out here. We need a way to defeat Decarian once and for all. I'm brave and mostly fearless, but I'm not raring to go against him." Fi shuddered. She stepped into the tent, Tressa close on her heels. "That beast is horrendous. He reminds me of the drawings on the caves under the Charred Barrens."
"Drawings?" Donovan asked. "Tell me about them."
"Well, in the tunnels leading to the underground city of the Ruins of Ebon, there are old paintings of dragons fighting strange, frightening beasts." Fi sat on the floor of the tent. "No one pays them much mind. There are stories, of course, but no one believes them. The drawings were meant to frighten children, to keep them from trying to leave the underground city. It was important for us to stay silent after the fog descended upon Hutton's Bridge."
Tressa nodded. "I saw a few of the drawings. None of them specifically resemble Decarian, though some reminded me more of kilrothgi."
"Ah yes, the kilrothgi. Demons from Desolation forced to serve the Red Queen as she protected the Dragonlands." Donovan opened his flask and took a long drink.
The tent impressed Tressa as she settled inside. A dark brown canvas, it appeared as if it could withstand both rain and wind. Very unlike the silken tents she'd stayed in during her journey through the Sands with Jarrett. "I don't understand. If the Red Queen was trying to protect the Dragonlands, then why didn't she ask for help? Why was there a war eighty years ago and another recently?"
"Because she was also protecting her homeland. Desolation and the Dragonlands should have no contact. It is... unwise," Donovan said.
"Why?" Fi asked.
"I told you, they do not like dragons here," Donovan said.
"But why?" Fi asked again.
"Because the Dragonlands were established as a sanctuary for the dragons. Without the separation of the Barrier Mountains, dragons would be extinct." Donovan lay down and swept his cloak across his body. "Now, sleep. Time slips away from us, and the darkness comes."
Tressa followed suit, burying her face in her cloak, her pack under her head. Donovan's warning chilled her to the bone. Extinct? What in Desolation could cause the extinction of dragons?
 


 
 

Chapter Seven
 
Connor landed in the village square of Hutton's Bridge. He waited for Pia to slide off his back, then he changed into human form.
"Now that's a clever trick," Pia said, a hand on her hip and a smirk on her face. "Tell me, how does that work when you're having sex? Are you able to control the dragon inside you, or does it all just come roaring out?"
"Too bad you'll never know." Hazel slipped her hand on Connor's arm. "I'm Connor's wife, Hazel. Who are you?"
Connor stood between the two women, speechless. He’d never seen Hazel so bold. She'd tiptoed around him since his return, never making a claim upon him—even though she had every right to do so.
Pia held out her perfectly manicured hand. "I'm Pia. Connor brought me here for protection. Isn't he the sweetest?" She winked.
Hazel withheld her calloused palm. "We have plenty of room at the village hall. I can find you a place to sleep."
"Thank you," Pia said. "Make sure it's comfortable. I am expecting." She rubbed her stomach.
Hazel attempted a smile. "Of course. We have healers here, too, who can attend to you when it's time for the birth." She placed a hand on Pia’s back and pointed toward the village hall. "If you go there and ask for Lily, she will be able to help you find a free bed."
"Thank you, dear." Pia swung her pack over her shoulder and made her way to the inn.
Connor watched her go. Her hips swayed side to side. Hazel’s fingers snapped in his face. He shook his head.
Hazel crossed her arms over her chest. "What are we to do with another child? Is she going to care for it after it’s born? Please tell me she's not here just to have it and leave it with us."
Connor shrugged. "I don't know. I promised Bastian I would protect the baby, and the only way I knew how was to bring it here."
"Is she really a..." Hazel hesitated.
"Yes," Connor said. "Pia is a prostitute."
"Wonderful," Hazel said with a sigh. "Perhaps the baby would be better with us than her. That life is no life for a child."
"It is her decision," Connor said. "I'm not against taking in another child. What's one more?"
Hazel glared at him, then snorted. Her hand flew to her mouth. "Sorry," she said with a laugh. "It does seem like one more wouldn't make a difference."
Children plowed through the doorway of the village hall, spilling into the square. They ran past Pia, putting her smack in the middle of a cloud of wild children. One stepped on her dress, another grabbed her hand and kissed it, while another sneezed on her. Pia stood motionless, her mouth agape as the children whooped and hollered, beginning a game with a leather ball. She lifted her skirts and ran into the village hall, slamming the door behind her.
Hazel laughed again. She glanced at Connor, her smile bright. "She has no idea what she's gotten herself into, does she?"
Connor returned her grin. "No, I don't think she has."
"Hutton's Bridge has been a village of orphans for many, many years. It only seems fitting we continue the tradition. You're right. What's one more? I know I have enough love for anyone who needs it." Hazel looked at Connor, her lashes low.
His heart pounded as he realized she wasn't talking about the kids anymore. She was talking about them. Their marriage. The one thing he couldn't face yet. "I know you do." He patted Hazel on the shoulder, then turned on one heel and walked away.
His breath came in ragged bursts. Connor couldn't remember his wife in that way. Every time he tried, only one image came to his mind. Stacia. The things she'd done to him and the things she'd made him do to her. His stomach turned. Those were the memories he wanted to banish forever from his mind. But they wouldn't stop. Any time he thought of holding Hazel, of trying to see if there could still be something between them, his nights with Stacia would get in the way.
He made his way through the village to where the apiary had been. He'd spent most of his life working there, tending to the bees and the gardens where they collected pollen. Tressa and Bastian thought the honey had something to do with the Red's interest in Hutton's Bridge all of those years ago, leading to the magical fog surrounding their village, cutting them off from the rest of the Dragonlands. After the fog lifted the village’s people were lured away by the Red, and the apiary disappeared along with them. The bees were gone with the villagers, but if the Red had managed to produce honey with what they stole, no one was the wiser.
"Do you remember when you used to bring me bouquets of soter flowers?" Hazel had come up behind him quietly.
"No," Connor said as he sat on the grass. "I'm sorry." And he was. He wanted to remember, but he couldn't. Once he'd asked Jarrett if his memories would ever come back, but the man couldn't promise him anything. Jarrett had lived among dragons and been the consort to the Yellow Queen. He should have known better than anyone else Connor knew. His anger bubbled even at the thought of Jarrett. The man had slaughtered his passel of dragons before they'd been old enough to defend themselves. Yet Tressa swore Jarrett was under some kind of enchantment. That, Connor might be able to sympathize with. Maybe. Someday.
Hazel settled next to him on the ground, her legs close, though not touching his. "Often you would bring me a bouquet on special days. The bees needed the flowers more than I did, but you always made sure I knew you were thinking of me."
"Was I a good husband?"
"Yes," Hazel said. She looked at the bright flowers. Connor got the impression she was remembering something very important. Something he should remember too. "I don't know how much you remember... In Hutton's Bridge, we did not choose our mates. They were chosen for us. A basket was filled with ribbons and each man had his own color. I chose your ribbon. We were then given three moons to get with child. If we did, then we would be married. If not, I would be given another man to mate with. When I chose your ribbon, I was disappointed."
Connor glanced at Hazel, unsure what to make of that statement.
"But soon I realized your quiet ways weren't an insult. They were an indication of a deep well of strength that resided in your heart. You were a good man, Connor. You are still. I couldn't be more proud to be your wife, despite everything. I have held back since we reunited. I have given you the space I thought you needed to deal with your new life. I am afraid it wasn't enough. Perhaps you don't know how much I still care for you. How much I miss you when I'm taking care of our boys. How much I miss you at night." Hazel leaned closer, resting her head on Connor's shoulder.
"I betrayed you," Connor said. "It is that simple."
"No," Hazel said, sitting up straight. "It is not. I know you. I know your heart. I don’t believe for one moment that you betrayed me or our family."
Connor stood, brushing dirt from his pants. "I did. Vatra is the product of that betrayal."
Hazel gathered her skirts and stood too. She grabbed Connor's hands and looked him directly in the eyes. "What happened was against your will. I will not blame you for that. I still love you, Connor. I love Vatra and Fotia as if they were my own. When you are ready to believe me, you know where to find me." Hazel stood on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on Connor's surprised lips.
As she walked away, Connor almost reached out for her, but a rustle in the foggy woods behind him tore his attention away.


 
 

Chapter Eight
 
Connor took a deep breath, reminding himself there couldn't be anything in the fog that could harm him. Gaia, the tree guardian, and her brothers had promised to keep them safe. He stood still, silent.
Crack.
There it was again. Something was out in the woods.
Connor advanced on the fog. As he stepped into it, a memory flashed in his head. Holding hands with Tressa. Everything going dark. Losing his grip on her hand. They were separated.
Connor shook his head. It was the same now. He couldn't see. The fog was so thick it covered him like a shroud. He remembered Hazel calling his name. Except it hadn’t been Hazel. It had been a beast using her voice.
Connor! Connor!
No. Not now. That was before. Past and present melded together. Connor stepped backward until he left the fog and stumbled back into the flower patch.
"Hazel!" he called out, but she had moved past shouting distance. He wanted to tell her what he remembered. It wasn't much, but it was something. A start. And if that memory was still in there, maybe the rest of it was, too.
Crack.
It had to be an animal. Maybe a squirrel. Or a raccoon. It certainly wasn't a kilrothgi. Bastian and the villagers had slain all of them. Nothing else could have gotten through without a warning from Gaia. No, Hutton's Bridge was still safe. It had to be.
A shadow moved across the ground. It paused next to Connor's feet. He looked up in the air, but saw nothing. Connor looked down again. The shadow was gone.
Strange. It must have been a bird. Or a trick of his mind. Maybe another piece of memory slipping into the present.
Connor shrugged and headed back to the village square, following the joyful shrieks of the children playing ball. He jogged up to the edge of the square next to Hazel. She smiled and slipped her arm through his. They stood there together, as if it was something they'd done every day for years.
Fotia ran with the kids, kicking the ball with her taloned feet as easily as the kids did in their leather shoes. Vatra hung on the sidelines, bouncing up and down and hooting. Connor was happy to see they were all getting along so well.
"We can do this, Connor," Hazel said. "Give us a chance."
He thought of the memory he'd had at the edge of the fog. If touching the fog like that brought back his memories, then maybe there was hope. He looked at Hazel. He was still attracted to her. That was an urge that never seemed to go away. But was it love, or just a part of being a man?
Connor wrapped an arm around Hazel's waist and pulled her close. His other hand found its way to her cheek. Hazel's eyes widened. She pressed up against him, her arms snaking over his shoulders.
Connor leaned toward her upturned face. His lips rested on hers. It wasn't familiar, but felt good. And it elicited a whole new emotion when Hazel returned the kiss with vigor, her lips moving against his in a way that seemed natural, as if they'd done it a thousand times before.
Perhaps they had. Connor gave in to her affection, his eyes closing as they kissed.
"Ew!" It came from behind them, followed by a chorus of giggles.
Connor and Hazel broke apart. He felt a blush creep up his cheeks, but Hazel looked pleased. "Married people are allowed to kiss," she said to the children. "Go back to your game."
Hazel grabbed Connor's hand. "Let's go back to our cottage."
Connor's eyebrows knitted together. "I'm, um, I'm not sure—"
Hazel laughed. "Not for that. I want to show you where we used to live. I thought it might help your memory."
"Okay." As they walked, Connor told her what happened when he stepped into the fog.
Hazel smiled. "Good. Then it's possible visiting our home will help, too." She tugged on his hand, urging him faster.
The cottage didn't look familiar to Connor, but maybe that would change when he stepped inside. It was conceivable he was on the verge of remembering everything. The thought excited him. He had been afraid of his past, nervous, even. But today it felt like anything was possible. Like past and present could come together, making him whole again.
He might have died and been brought back to life as a dragon, but maybe he could also be the man he was before that fateful day. Though he hated Stacia and how she had forced a new life and her body on him, he loved Vatra, his own little dragonling. He loved Vatra's half-sister Fotia. Connor couldn't imagine his life without either of them.
"Are you ready?" Hazel asked him. She bounced on her toes like a child. Her enthusiasm was contagious.
"Yes, let's go in." Connor took a deep breath and followed his wife into their cottage.
Hazel pulled back the curtains. Light streamed in, illuminating a home similar to Tressa's cottage. Connor's eyes swept over the simple wooden furniture. He ran a hand along the back of a chair. The books on the shelves didn't look familiar, nor did the copper pots hanging above the fireplace.
He clenched his fists, searching for anything familiar. But there was nothing. He looked at Hazel as he fought back angry tears. Why couldn't he remember? It was all in there. He was sure of it after what happened at the fog.
"Connor?" Hazel asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not. I want to remember. I'm tired of feeling like my life began after I left Hutton's Bridge." Connor's shoulders sagged.
"It's okay," Hazel said. "I'm here for you, no matter what happens." She touched a fingertip to Connor’s chin. "Even if you never remember, you have me, your boys, and your girls. We all love you."
Connor wanted to tell Hazel he loved her, too. He wouldn't, because he didn't. Not the way she deserved. Not the way she wanted him to.
"It's okay." She leaned in again, her lips hovering dangerously close to his.
"Hazel..."
"Shhh." She placed her lips on his, silencing any protests he might have uttered.
Connor returned the kiss, more hesitant than he'd been outside in the open. Here, out of sight, it felt too dangerous. If he wasn't careful, he'd give in. And he wanted to—so, so much. He didn't want to hurt Hazel, though. Connor broke away, breathless.
Hazel only stepped closer, her fingers lifting his shirt and her hands traveling up his stomach. "I've missed you so much," she whispered. Her lips fell on his chest.
He closed his eyes. A woman with a long braid and a blue leather suit flashed in his mind. She’d ripped off his pants and was forcing him to do something he didn't want to do. "No," Connor said, backing away.
Hazel stood there, her lips swollen and her eyes wide. "I'm sorry." Her arms dropped to her sides. "I didn't mean to—"
"I know you didn't," Connor said. "It's not you. It's me." He tucked his shirt into his pants. "There are things you don't know yet."
"You can tell me," she said.
"I'm not ready yet," Connor said. He didn't know if he ever would be. "I hope you understand."
He could see in her eyes how painful this was, but she refused to give up on him. That thought, at least, warmed his heart, even as he battled guilt. "When I'm ready you'll be the first to know. I promise."
"I'm counting on it," she said.
"We should go back," Connor said.
Hazel nodded. "Can I hold your hand?" she asked.
"I'd like that," Connor said. He held out his hand, and she slipped hers in his. They fit together nicely. Something hovered on the edge of his memory. He reached for it, but it slipped through his grasp like wisps of fog.
Connor opened the door to their cottage, greeting the sun. He blinked a few times, then led Hazel out into the village. They walked quietly, leaning on one another, their arms touching.
"This is nice, isn't it?" she asked.
Connor was about to agree when the screams of children ripped through the silent afternoon.


 

Chapter Nine
 
A low growl nudged Tressa from her sleep. She grasped her cloak so tightly her knuckles ached.
"What was that?" she asked.
"I don't know," Fi said. "It doesn't sound friendly."
"It is not," Donovan whispered. "Stay where you are. Do not move. Do not light a torch. Keep your breathing even. And if you want to live, stay silent."
A snuffling sound traced a border around the bottom of their tent. Tressa stiffened as the sound came closer to her head. She focused on making her breath flow evenly in and out, like Donovan told her to.
A foul smell drifted into the tent, unlike anything Tressa knew. Rot wrapped around sweetness. She struggled to swallow, but a quickly growing lump stopped her. Fresh air. She needed it immediately. The air in the tent was pure poison.
Tressa sat up, ready to bolt, but Donovan grabbed her arm.
"Do not give in," he whispered in her ear. "It is only an illusion to draw you out."
Tressa closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing. The lump was gone—or maybe it was never there. Her chest rose and fell in measured beats. Donovan's hand moved away, but she could still feel him behind her. Fi was on her other side. Yet, Tressa didn't feel safe. In the morning she would ask Donovan what exactly was out there and how she could protect herself better.
The noises continued for most of the night, keeping anyone from getting much sleep. It seemed like every time Tressa drifted off, the sniffing began again.
After the long night ended, Donovan opened the tent's flap.
Tressa threw an arm over her eyes to block the morning sun.
Fi rolled over and grumbled. "I had the strangest dreams last night." She rubbed her eyes and sat up.
"That was no dream," Donovan said. "They have found us already. I thought perhaps we would have a few days lead on them, but no. The shades have always been crafty when it comes to gathering knowledge. I should not have underestimated them. You both will need to be bled before we continue."
"Bled?” Tressa repeated. “What do you mean, bled? Why?"
Fi bolted upright. "Absolutely not. I won't allow it."
Donovan and Fi stared each other down.
"It is the only way. If we do not, you will be discovered. And killed. Not in a pleasant fashion," Donovan said.
"Death is never pleasant," Fi said.
"There are ways to die that are preferable than others," Donovan said. "Trust me. If you are not bled, they will discover the dragon in you. You will be captured. Tortured. You will die... eventually."
"Can someone help me understand what you're arguing about?" There were times Tressa cursed her sheltered upbringing in Hutton's Bridge. Things others knew flew over her head. She hated being the only one who was uniformed.
Fi sighed and sank back. "Remember when you came to the Black and we had you drink that cup of blood? It destroyed the tainted Red blood in you and strengthened the Black."
Tressa nodded, remembering how, at first, she had refused to drink because she didn't understand the Black were trying to save her. Fortunately, she had agreed in the end.
"Well, the opposite holds true, too. Just as adding blood will strengthen your dragon, bleeding will dampen it." Fi pointed at Donovan. "He wants us to lose part of our dragon so whatever's out there can't sniff us out. Right?"
Donovan nodded.
Tressa held up a hand. "Hold on. I could have avoided becoming a dragon? Give myself over to a session of bloodletting and it would be gone? Why wasn't that presented to me as an option?"
Fi rolled her eyes. "Because you would have taken it." Tressa started to argue, but Fi cut her off. "Now that you've experienced being a dragon, is that a choice you would make? Would you really give it all up?"
Anger swirled in Tressa’s stomach. She knew the truth—since she'd become a dragon she couldn't imagine living without that side of herself. "No."
Fi turned to Donovan. "We won't do it. You'll be taking away our only defense. If things get bad out there, Tressa and I will need our dragon forms to save your arse."
"If they detect a dragon, they will kill you." Donovan focused his stare on Tressa, as if he knew she was more likely to bend. "There will be no time to change. No time to defend yourself. You will be dead. Then what?"
"I can fight," Tressa said. "I don't necessarily need my dragon form as defense." She avoided looking Fi in the eyes, knowing exactly how her friend would feel.
"Well, I can't," Fi said, her arms hanging defeated. "I'm completely useless without my dragon. I've never been trained to fight with my hands or a weapon. You should have left me back in the Dragonlands if your plan is to take my dragon from me."
Donovan laid a gentle hand on Fi's shoulder. "You are worth more than you know. If I had thought you would die without your dragon, I never would have brought you with me. You have trusted me so far. Will you trust me now?"
Tressa and Fi looked at each other. They didn't have to talk, or even hear each other's thoughts, to agree. They'd come this far. It was too late to change their minds.
"When will we get our dragons back?" Tressa asked Donovan.
"When you return home and you are able to drink some dragon blood," he said. "Then your dragons will return. I swear this to you. No harm will come to either of you if you trust me."
Tressa pushed up her sleeve. "Let's do this. The sooner we get done here, the sooner we can get home."
Fi reluctantly sat next to Tressa and offered her arm. "Make the slice neat. I don't want a scar."
Donovan walked to his pack and rustled through it. He pulled out a glass jar with two slimy black creatures inside. Red horns jutted from their heads. "I won't be cutting you. The leeches will pull it from you."
Fi shrank back. "That's not a normal leech."
"A normal leech cannot pull the dragon out. It takes a horned leech." Donovan uncorked the jar. He held two fingers over the top. The leeches danced and squiggled their way up the sides and onto his fingers.
"Have you done this before?" Tressa asked. Her stomach recoiled at the sight of the creatures. Their red eyes bugged out of their heads, rolling around as they surveyed the tent. They seemed more aware of their surroundings than normal slugs. Tressa had played with them as a child, poking leeches with sticks at the edge of the pond in Hutton's Bridge. The physic, Adam, also Bastian's uncle, would occasionally use them when a villager was sick. He would scold Tressa, Connor, and Bastian for disturbing his assistants, as he liked to refer to them.
Donovan approached Fi and Tressa, one horned leech in each hand. "Do not take this lightly," he said to them. "These leeches will not survive the bloodletting. They are giving their lives for you. No one will be able to steal the dragon blood for their own purposes. Are you ready?"
Tressa nodded. Fi just grunted.
Donovan laid the first leech on Tressa's arm. A cold wetness spread over her skin. A series of sharp sensations pricked her arm as the creature latched on. Warmth spread around the area as it began sucking. Tressa gasped. "This feels..." but she couldn't finish her sentence.
A dark cloud spread over her eyes. Shapes floated in her vision. Bastian. Jarrett. Connor. Her cottage. Granna. The fog. Nerak, the owl. She wanted to reach out to them, but they dissipated like fog slipping through her fingertips. Memories flooded her mind, almost too fast for her to comprehend. Leo! He'd taught her to disguise herself and fight. She watched him die all over again. Tears choked her.
To her right, Fi screamed, but Tressa couldn't go to her. She was trapped in her own nightmare. Tressa’s life continued to flash by until she was at the battle on the Isle of Repose. Bastian! No, Bastian, don't! He was gone. Dead on the ground in front of Jarrett. The rest flew by until she again found herself in the tent in Desolation again.
Sweat poured down her face as she looked blearily up at Donovan.
"It is done." He peeled the horned leech off of Tressa's arm. "You did well."
"That was..."
Fi screamed again, her arms flailing and her legs shaking. Donovan placed a hand on Tressa's shoulder. "She is fine. You did the same."
"I did?" Tressa asked. She didn't recall moving. There were just the thoughts. The memories. The sadness.
Then Fi slumped over. The horned leech fell off her arm, bloated and dead.
"Fi, are you okay?" Tressa asked. She kneeled next to her dear friend, the woman she called sister.
Fi's eyes slowly opened. She glared at Donovan. "If I never get my dragon back, I will kill you."
"I expect nothing less," he said. "Now, we truly begin our journey."
As her strength slowly returned, Tressa gathered her things and stuffed them in her pack. The memories didn’t fade. Bastian. Leo. The two men she'd loved so deeply and lost in the horror of battle. She would never forget either, and she swore she'd never stop loving them.
 


 
 

Chapter Ten
 
Donovan collapsed the tent, rolled it up, and shoved it in his pack. Tressa had never seen anything so large get so small so fast. Donovan tried to explain that there were special worms found in Desolation that could produce a silk far finer than anything in the Dragonlands. A little bit of magic added to the threads and Donovan had his tent.
Tressa shouldered her pack and followed Donovan across the barren landscape. Fi stalked behind her, clearly still angry with Donovan. Fi had been a dragon her whole life. Tressa couldn't even imagine how upset she was. For Tressa, it had been only a few moons. It was an acceptable loss, but only because it was temporary.
They walked most of the day, stopping only to eat or fill their water skins at the stagnant river. Beads of sweat rolled down Tressa's face, leaving a salty taste on her cracked lips. She took another swig from her water skin. Her lips curled at the warm, stale water. Still, it felt better on her throat than the dry breaths she took with every step.
"We are almost to our destination, but we will take a breather here, at the bend in the Wardack River," Donovan said, slowing. He pointed in the distance. "Do you see?"
Tressa squinted and held her hand to her brow to block the sun. "I see another pile of rocks." That was all she'd seen the majority of the day. Rocks followed by more rocks. No wonder this place was called Desolation.
"Those are not rocks," Donovan said. "They are the key to saving the Dragonlands. The sooner we reach them, the sooner we can get back to your people."
Tressa felt a rush of hope in her heart. She wanted more than anything to believe it would be that simple, but Donovan still hadn't explained what waited for them ahead. He kept urging Tressa to trust him. So far she had no reason not to.
Fi lagged behind, visibly exhausted. Her arms hung limp at her sides. Her hair was plastered to her forehead in black and pink streaks.
"Are you okay?" Tressa asked Fi as she finally caught up to them. She laid a hand on Fi's shoulder and was surprised how warm her friend was.
"I'm fine," Fi said, shrugging Tressa's hand off. Her blue eyes were heavily lidded and her nose red.
"You're not," Tressa said. She turned to Donovan. "Is this because you took her dragon?"
"Perhaps," Donovan said. "It is different for everyone. It may be harder for Fi because she was born a dragon."
"I'm fine," Fi said again through gritted teeth. "Let's keep going."
Donovan turned and continued his march. Tressa walked next to Fi, holding her friend's hand. Fi wasn't well, and neither of them wanted to admit it aloud. What help was there for her in Desolation? So far they hadn't seen so much as a village—nor a beast like the one that hunted them in the night. It was as if the land were dead and so were all of its inhabitants.
"We will pause one final time," Donovan called from ahead. He pointed to the east.
Tressa's gaze settled on the nearby river. She licked her dry lips and smiled. "See, Fi, water. We'll have a nice rest, drink some water, and then be on our way. It'll help you feel better."
"I hope so," Fi grumbled. "I agreed to come here. I agreed to help you and our people. But, Tressa, I didn’t want to let go of my dragon. It makes me feel helpless. I think my body just doesn’t cope well with being more human than dragon." She attempted a feeble laugh. "Maybe this is what I'd be like as a human. Weak. Pathetic."
"You could never be weak or pathetic, Fi." Tressa looked her friend over again. She thought back to the woman she was before they left Hutton's Bridge and saw some similarities to the slump in Fi's shoulder and the furrow of her brow. Before she learned to fight under Leo's tutelage, Tressa had been soft. Fi was now like a normal person, one who had never had the strength of a dragon, and this trek across the uneven landscape was wearing on her.
Tressa squinted toward the rocks Donovan had pointed out. It wouldn't be long until they reached their destination.
Fi sat on a boulder near the bank, her boots off and her feet soaking in the water.
Tressa laughed. "Good thing I'm upstream from you," she said to Fi. "I wouldn't want your stinky feet in my drinking water."
Fi stuck out her tongue at Tressa and splashed her. "Oh yeah? How's this?"
Tressa screamed and jumped back from the droplets speeding toward her.
"Ladies, please," Donovan said. "This is not a pleasure trip to a beach. This is serious work."
"Donovan," Fi said as she massaged the soles of her feet. "Why are you so boring?"
Donovan huffed and thrust his chest out. "I am not boring. I am trying to save the Dragonlands. Why are you so frivolous?"
"Stop," Tressa said, holding her hands in the air. "Both of you are welcome to your opinions, but I don't see anything wrong with either of your attitudes. Yes, we are on a serious quest. Yes, it is good to take a breath and relax for a few moments. Maybe even have a laugh."
Fi rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to her aching feet. Donovan sat on a rock and pulled a pipe from his vest. He stuffed a wad of herbs in the bowl, and rested the stem between his lips.
"Ha!" Fi said, pointing at him. "If you hadn't taken my dragon, I could light that for you."
Donovan ignored her. He pulled a small tin box from an interior pocket. He flipped the lid open; the items laid neatly inside intriguing Tressa. A flint and steel were to light his pipe, but also a sturdy needle and thick thread. It was a strange combination. In moments, the pipe was lit. A light plume of smoke curled up from the bowl as Donovan puffed away, his lips puckering every few breaths. A sweet smell Tressa didn't recognize lingered in the air. He closed his eyes. "We will leave soon."
Tressa leaned down and grabbed Fi's water skin. "I'm going to fill these up over there." She pointed just past Donovan. "I don't want Fi's foot stink in my water skin for the rest of the day."
Fi waved Tressa away and leaned back, her arms crossed behind her head. She was asleep in mere moments, a gentle snore falling from her lips as a light shadow spread across her body.
Tressa tiptoed upriver, trying not to make any noise while her friend rested. She dipped her water skin into the river. When the skin was full, bubbles popped from the spout. Tressa pulled the skin out and replaced the cork. Then she repeated the process with Fi's skin. Tressa shook the water from the outside of the water skins, then slung both around her neck, letting them rest at her waist. She'd give Fi's back when they were ready to leave. There was no reason to bother her friend while she got some much-needed rest.
Instead of relaxing like the other two, Tressa stretched. Her arms rose above her head, fingers laced. She rolled her shoulders, letting her arms fall back. Tressa bent forward at the waist, elongating her back muscles. She smiled and closed her eyes, remembering how Leo had taught her to condition her body, giving her more strength, flexibility, and stamina. If two warriors were evenly matched, winning often came down to who could outlast the other. Tressa swore before she tried out for the Black Guard in Ashoom that she would always last longer than anyone else.
Tressa stood straight and lazily opened her eyes. Donovan still sat on his rock, smoke coming from his pipe. She looked beyond him to Fi... but her friend was nowhere to be seen.
"Fi?" Tressa called out. Puzzled, Tressa looked around. Unless Fi had submerged under the water, there was no place to hide. "Donovan," she said nervously, "did you see where Fi went?"
Donovan's eyes popped open. "Gone? She couldn't go anywhere. I did not hear her, either." He sprang up, his pipe on the ground and his sword in his hand. He walked carefully to where Fi had been. "Did you see anything unusual?" he asked Tressa.
"No, nothing. When I walked away, Fi was sleeping peacefully under the shadow of a cloud."
Donovan pointed up at the cloudless sky. "That was not a normal shadow," he said. "It was a shade. I fear your friend has been taken."


 

Chapter Eleven
 
Connor ran toward the village square, Hazel fast on his heels. The children's screams grew louder and shriller. Connor rounded a house and stopped abruptly. He swung out his arm, catching Hazel before she could run past him.
"Stop," he ordered.
"My babies," she whispered through gasping breaths.
Their eyes were trained on the grassy area just beyond the children. A dark shape rose from the ground, undulating in wisps. Fotia and Vatra stood between it and the human children, hissing and spurting fire.
"What is that?" Hazel asked.
Connor wished he knew. Of all the things he'd seen since leaving Hutton's Bridge, this left him speechless. He grabbed Hazel's shoulders and looked her in the eyes. "Do not leave this spot. Not until I say so. Do you understand?"
She nodded, her hands trembling.
Connor released his wife and spun around. He stalked over to Fotia and Vatra. "Good girls. Now back up, and stand with the other children."
Fotia huffed one more puff of white smoke at the dark thing in front of them. Vatra backed away slowly, hobbling on her short leg.
Connor turned his back on the children. He took a deep breath and looked up at the black haze. His eyes searched the shape for any indication of a face or limbs. Anything that would tell him what sort of creature stood in front of him. It wasn't human or dragon. Nor was it a kilrothgi. It didn't appear to be related to that thing Tressa had showed him under the Red castle. Just what he needed. A new enemy in the midst of so many others.
"Can you speak?" he asked it.
The shadow gyrated and rose until it stood higher than the village hall.
Connor's heart pounded. How could he fight something that had no flesh? He could turn into a dragon, but he had no magic to combat this thing. Whatever it was, it had gotten past the guardians. He cursed himself for trusting in Gaia and her brothers so blindly. Just because they'd kept dragons and kilrothgi out of Hutton's Bridge, it didn't mean they could keep everything out.
The children weren't safe here. No one was safe anywhere.
The breeze picked up. Leaves skittered across the ground, crackling as they jumped and vaulted over one another. The dark shape twirled around itself until it resembled a funnel.
"Get to the village hall, now!" Connor yelled. The children scattered and Hazel joined them, encouraging the little ones to go faster. Kurt grabbed Vatra and carried her in his arms.
Connor allowed himself only a moment to appreciate how his family was coming together before he returned his attention back to the thing swirling in front of him. He clenched his fists at his sides, preparing to turn into a dragon, until he noticed it taking a form he recognized.
A face appeared in the middle of the rising shadow. Sunken gaps were eyes, and lips were formed in gray smoke.
"You will die," a voice moaned from within the shadow.
"Nice to meet you, too," Connor muttered under his breath. He eyed the face. It didn't seem familiar, too indistinct to look like any one person. "Is that a warning or a threat?" he asked.
The lips parted. "It is truth."
"Am I to fight you?" Connor asked, still unsure of the shadow's intention.
"You will fight, and you will die a painful death."
Connor snorted. He'd already died once at the hands of Stacia. Yet, here he stood, alive and well. Better, in fact, than he'd ever been. Death no longer scared him.
"The dragons will die. The humans will become slaves. All will bow to the power of Desolation. We are coming."
"Thanks for the warning," Connor said, annoyed. What kind of enemy announced its presence before attacking? Was the army trapped in Desolation really so conceited as to think the people in the Dragonlands would simply cower before them?
"It is no warning," the shadow said. A chilling chortle echoed in the quiet village. "Everyone will die. Starting with you."
The face disappeared into the swirling shadow.
Connor let out the breath he'd been holding and transformed into his sapphire dragon. He reared up on his back legs and sank his talons into the shadow. He fell forward into it, and a chill swept over his whole body, causing a shudder from his head all the way to the tip of his tail. He thrashed and clawed at the darkness, his teeth biting at nothingness.
The chill continued to spread, sinking under his scales. Connor backed away and fell to the ground. His body landed with a loud thump. He opened his eyes and saw the door to the village hall swing open. Hazel and Fotia ran toward him. If he were human, he would have screamed for them to stay away. They needed to protect themselves. As it was, Hazel fell next to Connor's head. She laid her hands on him, tears streaming down her face. Fotia licked his snout and nudged him.
"Are you prepared to die?" the shadow asked him in that vile voice.
"Not today," a familiar voice said, lazy and sarcastic. Connor opened one eye and saw Pia standing in the doorway. She sauntered out into the village square, her hands held high. With a smile and a wink, she blasted the shadow with fire streaming from her palms.
The shadow burst into the sky, flying through the air faster than her fire could catch.
Pia wiped her hands together. "Well, that was unexpected. Good thing I was here to help."
Connor shuddered once more, then changed back into his human form. He had been too weak to put his clothes on during the change, and he lay naked on the grass, shivering.
"Get Lily," Hazel told Pia. "She can help me carry Connor to our cottage. Don't let the kids out of the village hall. And thank you, Pia. Thank you so, so much for saving my husband."
Pia shrugged. "It's not like there's anything else to do in this place. Besides, it was nice to use my magic for once. It's not something prostitutes have much occasion to use."
Hazel tugged Connor's pants up his legs, then pulled him to standing, one arm draped over her shoulder, the other arm draped over Lily's. The poor cook was collapsing under his weight, but she held him as best as she could. They made their way through the village to his cottage.
"Thank you," Hazel said to Lily. "Please keep an eye on the children. If that thing shows up again, ring the bell in the village hall and I'll come running. Right now I need to care for my husband."
Connor sank down on the bed, shivering.
"Here," Hazel said, handing him a blanket. "Put this over you."
Connor pulled the rough wool up to his chin. It wasn't enough to take away the chill that ran deep into his bones. His eyelids fluttered as he looked at his wife.
She gazed back. "Is that helping?"
He nodded, but the violent shaking of his body told her different.
Hazel stood and pulled off her clothes, standing in front of him stark naked and completely beautiful. She lifted the blanket and slipped underneath it, pulling Connor's body against hers.
Warm. Hazel was so warm. Connor found himself snuggling close to her, longing for every part of her skin to touch his and bring the warmth back to his body.
"We haven't gone through so much for me to lose you to this," Hazel muttered into his ear. "I won't let you go now."
Connor's lips were so cold he couldn't respond. Not with words. Instead, he rested his lips on hers and kissed her. Not out of gratitude or lust. It was an expression of how he truly felt about her. She'd lived through torture in Malum when Tressa's father, Fenn, wanted to find Connor. She’d ignored his own rejection of her when they'd all been rescued. She put up with his confusion and sadness.
Hazel was a woman worthy of great love and Connor wanted nothing more to give it to her, even if he couldn't remember their past together.
A tear slipped down Hazel's cheek when their lips broke apart. "Connor..." she whispered.
As his skin warmed and his limbs could move again, he took Hazel in his arms and showed her exactly how he felt about her.
 


 
 

Chapter Twelve
 
Connor sat up, a silly grin on his face. He couldn't stop smiling if he tried.
"Wow," Hazel said, her head snuggled on his chest, her hand on his hip. "That was... different."
Insecurity flooded Connor. He had no idea what it had been like before. Maybe he'd done something wrong. "Sorry," he said.
Hazel laughed, her body shaking against his. "It wasn't a criticism. Not at all. I suspected things might be different when we were finally together again." She sat up, pulling the sheet up to cover her naked body. "You've changed."
"You like me better now?" he asked, unsure what he wanted the answer to be.
"No. Not better. It's just... different. I don't know how to explain it." Hazel nuzzled Connor's shoulder. "I know I liked it, though." She kissed his cheek, her lips warm. "But we need to get back to the kids."
"I think they're in good hands," Connor said. Despite wanting to take things slow with his wife, he couldn't seem to keep his hands off of her. His fingertips skimmed over her collarbone, eliciting a gasp from her swollen lips.
Hazel's crooked smile crept across her face. "Tonight we'll move back into our cottage. We'll bring the children with us." She nodded to the left. "Don't forget, we have a door to our bedroom.  Except..."
"What?" Connor asked, perplexed by the confused look on Hazel's face.
"Where do Fotia and Vatra like to sleep? I know they've been outside with you, but we can't just leave them out there by themselves. Can I make a nest for them? Put blankets on the floor? Should they have a bed to share like the boys?" Hazel jumped out of bed and pulled on her underthings. She grabbed a dress out of the wardrobe, then sneezed. "I forgot I haven't been in here in ages. My dresses are all covered in dust."
"The bed didn't seem to be," Connor said. He smacked the mattress filled with straw to prove his point.
"I think we, um, bounced all of it out of the bed," Hazel said as she pulled the dress over her head. "Now about the dragons..."
"I think they'd be okay inside with a blanket," Connor said as he sat up. Hazel tossed him a dusty pair of pants. He shook them out, then slipped them on. "It's really sweet of you to think of them."
Hazel grabbed his shoulders. "They are my children now, too. I mean that. We are a family, Connor."
He looked into her grey eyes, his face serious. Hazel was offering him everything. She took hold of tragedy and turned it into something beautiful.
Hazel let her arms drop, her mouth set in a frown. "Of course, only if that's what you want. I didn't mean to pressure you."
It was Connor's turn to laugh. "I'm sorry. I was just thinking about how amazing you are."
"Took you long enough." Hazel winked and punched Connor's arm. "Now let's get back to the village hall."
He reached out and grabbed her wrist as she was about to walk out the door. "You know we can't stay here tonight. Not any night soon."
Hazel sighed, her shoulders drooping. "You're going to leave again, aren't you?"
"That shadow could come back," Connor said. "Should I wait here for it or look for help?"
"Look for help," Hazel said. "Of course. I know that, but I hate being away from you now. It's selfish. I want you to stay."
Connor wrapped his hands around Hazel's waist and pulled her close. "Then come with me," he whispered.
"What?" She pulled away, but Connor wouldn't let her go. "I can't. The children—"
"They're safe here with Pia. You saw what she did! We can go for help and let her protect the children, along with Lily and the healers."
"But..."
"But nothing," Connor said. He kissed Hazel on the tip of her nose. "It's settled. You're coming with me. I refuse to let go of you now. Let's pack and be on our way. We can ask for help and be back in three days."
"What if Pia says no?" Hazel asked. "She might not want to protect the children. She doesn't even like children."
Connor laughed. "She's going to have to get used to it sooner or later. No more arguing. Pack." He pulled Hazel back into the cottage.
"Okay, okay, I'll come with you." Hazel grabbed a bag from the wardrobe. She opened the window and shook the bag, letting all the accumulated dust out. "Maybe one change of clothes?"
"One for me, too," Connor said. He reached over her shoulder, stuffing his own clothes in the same bag.
"Where will we go?" Hazel asked him.
"To the Red. Sophia is there and I think she's our best bet at learning about the shadow. She seems to know more than she lets on."
"I still can't believe she's alive," Hazel said. "The dragons perform miracles."
Connor snorted. "I wouldn't call what they do a miracle."
Hazel spun and wrapped her arms around Connor. "You're still with me. If that's not a miracle, I don't know what is."
"Hazel." Connor stepped away. "What happened to me was horrible. I wouldn't wish it on anyone. I'm lucky we're together again, but it was no miracle. Twisted, evil magic brought me back to life."
"I look at it differently." Hazel cinched the bag closed and set it down on the table. "When you walked into the fog, holding hands with Tressa and swearing you'd be back for me, I wanted more than anything to believe it. I told our boys you'd come home. I kept my back straight and my eyes dry, but at night I sobbed into the mattress. I knew you wouldn't return. I couldn't tell the boys that. I had to give them hope that you would be the lucky one who made it back."
Connor rested his arm on Hazel's shoulder.
"When Bastian returned through the fog and told me you were dead, it felt like losing you a second time. I'd already said goodbye to you, but I had to do it again when I saw Bastian was alive and you weren't with him. After I learned everything that had happened to you, I decided whatever had kept us apart was only a stumble. Having you back in my life was all that mattered. I drove Bastian crazy with all of my questions about you when we were in Ashoom. The last thing I wanted was to scare you, so I let Bastian bear the brunt of my concerns."
Connor’s friend was a kind man, but Bastian wasn't good at interacting with women, particularly not on an emotional level. "Was he understanding?"
Hazel smiled. "He was, but he kept telling me to talk to you about it. I think that was his subtle way of telling me to leave him alone." She paused and both were silent. "And now Bastian is gone. Unless there's a chance...?"
"No." Connor shook his head. "I saw Bastian die."
"Unless what happened to you happened to him," Hazel said. "What if another dragon is out there bringing the dead back to life?"
"I hope not," Connor said. "Bastian would hate being a dragon. He could barely stand that side of me."
"Then, for his sake," Hazel said, "may Bastian rest in peace."
Connor glanced around the little cottage. Soon it would be his home again. It would be the place he'd raise his family—human and dragon—in peace. Unfortunately there was still work to be done before he could count on that dream becoming a reality.
"Are you ready?" he asked Hazel.
She took a deep breath. "I can't believe I'm about to leave my babies behind and fly off with my husband, the great sapphire dragon."
"Let's tell them," Connor said, clasping her hand. "We have to do it before you change your mind."
Hazel squeezed his hand and they set off for the village hall. Connor hoped Pia would agree to protecting the village until they came back. The woman owed him, after all. Without him, she'd still be hiding in her cottage back in Ashoom.


 
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
Bastian's eyelids snapped open.
He looked right and left, up and down, but saw nothing other than utter darkness.
His heart pounded in his chest. His heart! Pounding!
He was alive.
But how?
He tried to move his arms, but they were tied down. The same with his legs.
Bastian thrashed to no avail.
"He's awake," a woman said somewhere in the darkness.
Bastian blinked again, confused. Was he blind, or was it simply dark?
A sharp prick of cold steel touched his neck.
"Who were you fighting for?" the woman asked.
Bastian thought of his daughter first. "Farah."
"I don't know any Farah." The blade pressed deeper. Blood trickled down his neck. "What color is the dragon you follow?"
Bastian thought of Connor. "Blue."
"Interesting," the woman said. The prick didn't go away. It also didn't go any deeper. "There is only one Blue dragon. We do not know his allegiance, though he appeared to fight with the Black."
The Black. Those were the dragons Tressa had joined. Tressa! Why had it taken him so long to remember her? He had seen the horror in her eyes as he killed Jarrett. He didn't know where she stood either.
"Black," Bastian said. "We were meeting the Black and Green. We fought for them." He hoped that was the right answer. If the Red had captured him, then his arse was on the line. Still, he couldn't bring himself to lie. Not anymore. Not after what Elinor had done to him.
Bastian let out a little groan. Was she still alive? His sacrifice might have been in vain. What had she told him? As long as your heart beats, so does mine.
Bastian could have sworn his heart had stopped beating. He thought he'd met death. Unfortunately it appeared the world had given him another chance.
"Close your eyes," the woman said. The prick left his neck. "Light the torch," she called.
Bastian obeyed, but he could still see the bright light through his closed lids. The woman loosened the bonds holding him down. He stretched carefully, then opened his eyes.
He was inside some kind of barn. Torchlight glinted off metal hanging from the loft. Bastian sat up gingerly and rubbed his wrists.
The woman stood across from him. Her dirty blond hair hung past her shoulders while her green eyes locked on his. She crossed her arms over her chest and smirked. "Welcome back. How does it feel to rise from the dead? I'm Blythe, by the way."
"What are you talking about?" Bastian asked. He didn't jump off the table. He had no idea how long he'd been unconscious and his feared his legs would be weak. "How long was I out?"
"Not long," she said. "Only a few days. Not enough time to lose your memories, thankfully. The other two couldn't prove their loyalty, so we had to return them to their death. Can't have Red sympathizers walking around the Meadowlands."
She wasn't making any sense. "What do you mean 'rise from the dead?'" Bastian asked.
"You were dead," Blythe said. "You know that, right? You died in battle."
"I don't understand." Bastian looked around again. "Am I in the afterlife? It's not what I expected."
Blythe laughed, her shoulders shaking. "No. This isn't the afterlife. I brought you back to life. A bit of my blood, and you're as good as new. Actually, you're better than you were before."
"Really?" Bastian asked. He stood. His legs seemed solid. "How am I better?" Bastian flexed his arm, a rock-solid muscle popping out. Yeah, he still had it.
"You're a dragon now." She said it so matter-of-factly that Bastian questioned his hearing.
"No, I'm not," he said. "I'd rather be dead than be a dragon."
"I'm more than happy to kill you, if that's what you want. But I'd rather not." Blythe deftly tossed a dagger in the air. Bastian watched it spin and land in her palm over and over again. "I chose you for a reason."
Bastian sat down on the table, suddenly weak. He looked up at the metal and could see it more clearly now. Armor. Dragon armor. Bastian's head slipped into his hands. She'd mentioned the Meadowlands. He vaguely remembered hearing that every person in the Meadowlands had been turned into a dragon and that's why the barrier had been erected between them and the Red and Yellow.
"Why me?" he asked.
Blythe walked over to the table. "You're strong. That's clear by looking at your body. You take great pride in being physically fit. We need more warriors who can withstand battle. There is a great war coming. We in the Meadowlands have known this for a very long time. Our elders passed this knowledge on to every succeeding generation. We must prepare for the inevitable war. If we are to survive, we must bolster our numbers."
"I thought we were beating the Red back there."
"This is not a war concerning dragons," Blythe said. She sat next to him on the table. "This is about what lies in our past and what is lurking in our future. If we are to have any chance of surviving, we need more warriors."
Bastian's stomach sank to his feet. "How do you know it's true? Maybe it's just the ramblings of old people who pass fear down to the next generation."
Blythe sighed. "Because we have a list of events that have been foretold. They are unfolding now. The first was Hutton's Bridge getting lost behind the fog. The next was the war between the dragons. We are on the cusp of the next reveal. I refuse to be caught with my pants down."
In the past Bastian would have had a sexual thought in response to such a remark, but something had changed inside him. He felt more serious, less interested in a quick score. "And how do I fit into this?"
"The Book of Foretelling speaks of a man who will lead us to victory. It says he is brave and strong, and that he will come to us from a land without dragons. It also says he will rise from the dead, stronger than ever, with the blood of a Green dragon running through his veins." Blythe rubbed her hands together. "We were recently released from the magic that kept us trapped in the Meadowlands. You are one of three we took from the carnage of the battlefield. You are the only ally we found."
"So you think this man is me?" Bastian asked, wary. He was so tired of fighting. He had a daughter to return to, and it was possible Elinor had lived, too. He needed to know what fate had befallen them.
"I don't know," Blythe admitted. "I was willing to try. I cannot be blamed for trying to save my people."
"By forcing a prophecy on a dead man," Bastian said. "I'm not sure that's how prophecy works."
"No one knows how prophecy works," Blythe said. "Only that it always comes true. Was it our actions or was it inevitable? No one can say."
"And if I choose to walk away?" Bastian asked.
"I'll kill you before you leave this building." Blythe snaked her arm around his neck, pressing the dagger into his throat once more. "You either agree to help us or you will die again. It is that simple."
"Will I ever be free?" Bastian asked. Assuming Connor had made it back to Hutton’s Bridge after the battle, he would have told Farah her father was dead. She would move on without him, an orphan. But if he could give the Green dragons what they wanted, and if he lived through it, he could return to her one day.
Blythe nodded. "Yes. After all is done, you will be free."
"Then I will do what I can to help you." Bastian took a deep breath, knowing he needed to address the one thing he wished he could ignore. "About being a dragon..."
"You’ll soon learn to love it. Everyone does. It imparts a feeling of power unlike anything you've ever felt. We will teach you everything you need to know." Blythe sheathed the dagger on her hip.
Bastian breathed a sigh of relief. She must have decided he was no longer a threat. And perhaps he wasn't. Maybe all of this could work out. He was alive, after all. Beating death was only the first obstacle. He'd seen Connor survive the same transition mostly unscathed. His friend only lacked his memories, but Bastian's were still fully intact.
Especially the memories of the woman he loved. He'd killed for her. With Jarrett gone, maybe he and Tressa would find their way back to each other. The last time they'd made love in Hutton's Bridge, when she'd told him about her miscarriage, something had been different. They'd agreed it was the last time they'd ever be together, that it was only a reflection of the past. Yet, Tressa had made love to him with a hunger he'd never experienced before. She'd changed somehow, and now he had, too.
Bastian held out a hand to Blythe. They shook hands firmly. "Then I will stay,” Bastian said. “I will do my best to learn. However, I can't guarantee I'm the warlord you're looking for."
Blythe’s eyes narrowed and she cocked her head.
"What?" Bastian asked. "Did I say something wrong?"
"No," Blythe said, waving a hand. "It's nothing. Come, follow me. You have a lot of work ahead of you."
Bastian followed Blythe out of the barn and into the dark of night. Stars twinkled above them.
A shadow crossed over the stars and flew across the light of the moon.
A dragon—the thing he hated most.
And now he was one of them.
 


 

Chapter Fourteen
 
“What is a shade?” Tressa asked Donovan, trying not to panic. “And where did it take Fi?”
“It is one of the monsters living in Desolation. They have taken her and we cannot save her.”
"We have to go after her." Tressa nabbed her pack off the ground and snagged Fi's too. "What is this shade that took her?"
"We are too close to turn away." Donovan looked into the distance, ignoring her question. "We must continue our quest."
Tressa grabbed Donovan's arm. "No. I refuse to lose another loved one. You need to tell me what this thing is so we can find Fi. Only then I will go on with your plans."
"Are you willing to risk the lives of everyone in the Dragonlands just to save one soul?" Donovan's eyes bored into Tressa's.
She'd given up her relationship with Bastian to avenge Connor. She'd abandoned Jarrett multiple times when he needed her, just so she could help the Dragonlands fight against the Red. Every time she came out on top, but she always lost someone close to her.
No more. It ended now.
"Fi. We find her first. I won't lose her." Tressa crossed her arms over her chest. "If you want to go ahead without me, do it. But I am going after Fi."
"You cannot do so without me. You wouldn't know where to look. You don't know anything about the shades. You could wander Desolation for the rest of your life—which wouldn’t be long anyway because you wouldn't survive the night without me." Donovan tapped the bowl of his pipe, letting the ashes fall. He ground them down with his boot.
"Then we're at an impasse," Tressa said. "One of us must give in. It won't be me." She turned away and started walking back the way they'd come.
"Where are you going?" Donovan yelled after her.
Without stopping, she tossed a reply over her shoulder. "I'm going to cross the Wardack River and head east. I'll ask for help from someone else."
Donovan let loose a string of curses. His boots pounded the ground, and he quickly caught up with Tressa. "I cannot allow you to walk into your own death. I will help you find your friend—if she's even still alive—but I cannot afford to lose you. Without you, the Dragonlands will fall."
Before they left, Donovan hadn’t even wanted her to come. Now he claimed the fate of the Dragonlands hinged on her. Tressa doubted his insistent words. She had taken control and fought when it was required, but another could always take her place. Fi had risked everything for Tressa more than once. Now it was Tressa's turn to repay her friend.
"Thank you," she said to Donovan. "Where do we start?"
Donovan sighed and adjusted the pack on his back. "We will do as you said. Cross the river at the bridge. Then we head northeast to a nearby village. There will be someone there who can help us." He placed a hand on Tressa's shoulder. "Do not speak of the dragon. Pretend you are one of us. Act like you were born in Desolation."
"And just how does one act if they're born in Desolation?" Tressa asked.
"Well, for one, we listen to each other instead of stomping off in anger. We also trust each other. In a land like this, people survive off teamwork. No one goes anywhere alone. It is too dangerous. It is fine to have an opinion, but offer it and be willing to discuss it. Decisions made in haste lead to death."
"What about the shades?" Tressa asked. "If one took Fi so easily, then how are we to avoid being taken ourselves?"
"Fi was taken because she was weak." Donovan set off along the riverbank toward the bridge in the distance.
Tressa had to jog to keep up with him. "So if you hadn’t removed her dragon, she would have been stronger, more able to defend herself."
"No," Donovan said, his voice wavering for only a moment. "If Fi had the dragon inside her, the shade would have killed her and left her body as a warning."
"So then this is good news." Tressa watched Donovan's carefully guarded expression crumble. "What aren't you telling me?"
Donovan's shoulders fell. "I had hoped to avoid this. If we had reached our destination before the shades found us, then we might have had a chance."
"What will this shade do with Fi?" Tressa demanded, despite her huffing breath as she jogged alongside Donovan's stride.
"It will keep her alive. Study her. Experiment on her." Donovan refused to meet Tressa's stony gaze. "Even if we do find her, Fi may not be the woman you call your friend. Rescuing her puts us in danger, as well as anyone who agrees to help us. Instead of following my instructions and doing the one thing that will help the Dragonlands, you may get us all killed."
Tressa fell a few steps behind Donovan, and he didn't correct his stride to keep pace with her. It was just as well. She needed time to think. She remembered how Fi had left the battle between the Black and the Red to follow Tressa when Jarrett held her in thrall and forced her to come to the Isle of Repose. If Fi hadn’t come to her aid, Tressa might be dead at Jarrett's hands.
"If the shade is really that dangerous, then please let me do this on my own. Tell me what you can, but don't risk your life or the lives of others." Tressa knew that reduced her chances of success, but she couldn't think of another fair solution.
Donovan shook his head. "No. I will go with you. Others will also be willing to help. We are a brave, strong people. We have to be, to survive in this place. We will find your friend. Then we will finish what I brought you here to do."
The two walked in silence until they reached the bridge. Tressa had only seen it from a distance before. She shuddered with revulsion as she saw what it was made from. Bones. Some human, others that looked like they belonged under Decarian's skin. They were stacked upon each other and tied together with rope. The bridge, glistening with wet patches from the splashing whitecaps, spanned the narrow part of the roaring river.
"Why bones?" Tressa asked as she stepped onto the bridge, both hands shaking as she clutched the rails.
"It was constructed immediately after a great war. We chose to use bones instead of trees to conserve the little resources we had. It also served as a warning for many years, though the true horror of the bridge eventually wore off."
Tressa couldn't help herself. "What?"
"The skin was still on when it was built. The bridge looked like a monster of nightmares. Today it is merely bones, but it serves as a reminder to the beasts that would cross to the human side of Desolation. We are not easily defeated."
The history of Desolation fascinated Tressa. Donovan's explanations only gave her small pieces, and she couldn't shake the feeling he was purposely leaving out something.
On the other side of the bridge, Tressa was relieved to step back onto solid ground. "How much further to the village?"
"We will arrive there by nightfall," Donovan said. "Come. We've lost enough time already. Take a quick drink from your water skin, and then we will be on our way again."
Tressa lifted the skin to her trembling lips. She refused to let Donovan see her fear. She corked her water skin and hung it at her waist. Then she followed Donovan deeper into the strange land.


 
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
"Stop." Donovan held an arm out in front of Tressa. He lifted his chin and sniffed the air. "We are close. Do not make any sudden moves. The people here are easily spooked."
Tressa's eyes swept the barren landscape. There wasn't anything to be seen. Dark rocks jutted out of the ground and a scant copse of trees stood silent in the distance, but there was no sign of life, much less a village.
Donovan motioned her forward, and she took three careful steps toward him.
A sharp point stabbed her side. Tressa jumped toward Donovan, grabbing his arm. "Ow!" she yelled, forgetting the ban on talking. "What was that?" Something poked her again in the side, this time harder.
"We come seeking assistance," Donovan said, looking over Tressa's shoulder.
A voice chuckled. Tressa turned to see a man standing nearby with his sword point at her side. "Where did you come from?" she demanded. "Sheath your sword. I'm not here to fight."
"I know you're not," he answered as his sword swiped at her waist, cutting her belt. Tressa's sword clattered to the ground. He kicked it away before she could reach for it. "Now, let's all get inside the village before we're seen. Hurry up." He picked up her sword, took two steps, and disappeared.
"What?" Tressa held out a hand in front of her. "Where did he go with my sword?"
"Remember when we were in the tent last night?" Donovan asked. He grabbed Tressa's hand, propelling her forward. "It was under a spell. So is the village. You'll see."
She took two steps and blinked. An entire village stood before her. Tressa looked over her shoulder at the barren land, then forward again at the village. She took a step backward and the village disappeared, replaced by the copse of trees in the distance. A disembodied hand grabbed her arm, pulling her back into the village.
"I—" She had no words. The world outside Hutton's Bridge kept finding new ways to amaze her.
The man who'd taken her sword laughed again. "Obviously you're from the far eastern lands. They don't have to hide like we do. It's not easy living so close to the Barrier Mountains." He brushed his curly blond hair out of his face and tossed Tressa's sword to another man who stood nearby. "Sorry about your weapon. Until we know why you're here, I can't allow you to carry your weapon. I am Accore. Welcome to Ergoth. It's nice to meet you..." He held out a tentative hand.
Tressa swallowed the lump in her throat. "Tressa." She slipped her hand in his and shook it.
Accore looked at Donovan. "You need no introduction. I recognize you from the ancient texts." He fell to one knee and bowed his head. "We are humbled by your presence, Donovan."
Tressa's eyes grew wide. She held back her rapidly multiplying list of questions, feeling it was wiser to wait.
Donovan touched Accore on the shoulder. "You may rise. We don't have time for formalities. Now is the time to act."
Accore stood. "Whatever you need, we will provide. Food? Shelter? Men to guide you?"
"What we need are warriors," Donovan said as he and Accore walked further into the village.
Tressa followed them down a dusty street. Men and women bustled about, working at their various trades. They didn't seem to notice, or care, that there were two strangers in their invisible village. Tressa fought the urge to run to the far end of the village and look for that copse of trees in the distance. She wanted to understand how this magic worked. Had they travelled somewhere, as she and Fi did with Donovan when they entered Desolation, or was the village standing hidden in the middle of the dead land?
"Tressa?" Donovan said. He stood in the doorway to a nearby inn, his arms crossed over his chest. "Come. We have much to discuss."
Tressa snapped her attention back to Donovan. "Of course. I'm coming. Sorry." She followed him into the building.
Candles flickered in the dim light. Two windows were covered in fabric, keeping the sun from touching the interior. A simple table with four chairs around it sat in the center of the room. A faint smell of beeswax and cedar tickled her nose.
"Please, have a seat," Accore said, gesturing toward the chairs.
Tressa lowered herself. She shifted nervously, her back hitting the wooden slats.
"What can we do for you?" Accore asked. "It's not every day that the leader of the Vulture Tower comes back to his homeland. How long has it been? Three or four hundred years?"
Tressa glanced at Donovan. He'd been cryptic about his origins, and while she'd heard him mention the Vulture Tower, she had no idea where it was. But hundreds of years old? That meant he was like the woman who'd been ruling the Red.
"It has been some time," Donovan admitted. "I would not come back if help wasn't desperately needed."
Accore slammed a fist on the table, a grin overtaking his face. "Then it is done! We shall send troops to the Dragonlands. When do you want to leave?"
Donovan shook his head. "Not that. Not yet. We have another problem to solve first."
Accore seemed surprised as he looked from Donovan to Tressa. "What would that be?"
"We were traveling with a third," Donovan said. "She has been taken by a shade."
"Oh, I'm so sorry," Accore said. "That is a shame. Still, I don't see how we can help you."
"We need to find her," Tressa said. She'd sat by long enough, keeping quiet as Donovan had asked. "Can you help us?"
"Truly?" Accore looked at Donovan. "Is this why you came to us? You know we can't help." He patted Tressa’s hand. "I'm sorry, but your friend is likely dead."
"Likely?" Tressa asked. "But she may still be alive?"
Accore glanced at Donovan, who shrugged. "It's possible," Accore said. "I doubt we will be successful in finding her, much less rescuing her."
"But there is a chance. Right, Donovan?" She looked to her guide. "You said Fi could still be alive. If that's true, we must do everything we can to rescue her."
Accore laughed. "Anyone, even from the far east, knows that shades are difficult to track, harder to pin down, and near-impossible to kill." His laughter stopped as he stared at Tressa. He cocked his head to the side. "You are not from Desolation, are you?"
Tressa folded her hands and didn't answer. Donovan had told her they would kill her if they knew where she was from because her lineage put her in danger.
"Donovan?" Accore asked. "You must speak plainly to me. Before I commit any warriors to your cause, I need the truth."
Donovan took a deep breath. "You know I would not ask for help in this unless it was completely necessary. Tressa insists we find her friend. After that, the end of times is coming."
Tressa wrinkled her eyebrows at Donovan's plea. "I don't understand.”
Both men ignored her, their eyes locked.
"The time has come?" Accore asked. "Truly?"
Donovan stood, his gray cape twirling behind him as he paced the small room. "Events are unfolding as foretold. But she," he pointed at Tressa, "refuses to do as I ask until her friend is found."
Accore's gaze fell on Tressa. She attempted to decipher his expression, but he was unreadable. "Why is she so important to you?" he asked.
Tressa didn't hesitate. "Because she wouldn't leave me behind and I won't leave her. If there is the slightest chance she's alive, I will look for her." She held Accore's gaze, refusing to show any weakness.
Accore finally broke their stalemate. He turned to Donovan. "I will provide four warriors, plus myself. We will find this Fi, we will save her, and we will return to bring about the end of the world. You have my word."
"Then it is done. Happy?" Donovan asked Tressa.
"When do we leave?" she asked Accore, ignoring their babble about the end of times. She didn’t know of such things, nor did she put stock in them. Fi was her priority.
"In the morning. Sleep well tonight. It may be your last chance before all of your worst nightmares come true." 


 

Chapter Sixteen
 
Sunlight poured through the windows, waking an exhausted Tressa. She stretched her arms above her head and pointed her toes. Every muscle in her body ached. She couldn't remember the last time she'd woken up and had nothing to do but eat a leisurely breakfast and start on her chores. Those days were gone.
She leapt out of bed, stretched her legs, and threw on pants and a shirt. She'd given up dressing in proper women's attire ages ago. Fighting in a dress was almost impossible. There was nowhere to store weapons without having to lift a skirt to get them. The time it took to equip a weapon could mean the difference between life and death. No, breeches it was. Tressa strapped three daggers to her legs and sheathed her sword at her hip. Accore had given it back once Donovan assured him she wasn’t a threat. She quickly braided her dark hair and used a strip of leather to tie up the end. The reflection in the mirror showed a far tougher figure than how she thought of herself. Since leaving Hutton's Bridge, Tressa's body had undergone more than one transformation. She was no longer the village girl, content to weave in her cottage. Now she was a warrior and a dragon.
Today she would start on a journey to save her best friend. After that, she'd save all of the Dragonlands... again.
Tressa entered the dining room on the first floor of the inn. Donovan and Accore sat at a table, two bowls of steaming porridge in front of them and a third waiting for Tressa. She plunked down on the seat and hungrily dove in to her breakfast.
"What if that was not for you?" Donovan asked, his eyes wide as she slurped up her breakfast as quickly as she could.
"It is now," Tressa said through a full mouth. Warmth poured down the back of her throat, heating her entire body. "This is really good. Compliments to the cook."
Accore smiled. "I'll be sure to tell my wife, Belida, you said so. This is our inn."
Tressa thought back to the inn she'd worked in briefly before winning a spot in the Black Guard. Leo's brother, Ira, had kept it up well enough, while his wife spent her days leisurely laying in bed. The woman was sharp and quick-witted, in stark contrast to her perpetually annoyed and harried husband. But Accore seemed very relaxed, and his wife behind the bar seemed to truly enjoy her business. Belida wiped the counter with a smile on her face, and she offered a smile to everyone who approached her. Very different, indeed.
"When do we leave?" Tressa asked after swallowing the final spoonful of porridge. She wiped the corners of her mouth with her sleeve.
"The rest of our party will be meeting us here very soon," Accore said.
"Where will we start?" Tressa knew nothing of where they'd be going or how long it would take. Accore had pushed aside all of her questions yesterday, promising her solid answers in the morning.
Before he could answer, the door to the inn swung open. Three women and one man walked in, swords at their waists, their faces grim. The first woman, whose two long braids hung to her waist, glanced around the room. After laying eyes on Accore, she nudged the woman next to her. They moved to the table, but didn't sit down.
"Hildie," Accore said. "You've made it. Thank you for volunteering."
The braided woman bowed her head. "Your presence here is held in high esteem. Any of us is willing to lay down our lives at your command." Her gaze wandered over toward Tressa. "Though your request is not what we expected."
Donovan stood and held out a hand to Hildie. They clasped forearms, then released. "We have someone to rescue before we set out on the real quest. I promise you, the battle you've trained for, perhaps even longed for, is nigh. You will see blood." Donovan’s gaze swept over the crew, lingering only for a moment on one of the women before completely its pass.
Tressa eyed Hildie and her crew. The other two women were identical twins. Their brown hair was cut in the same harsh, short style, with the ends falling just to their chins. Their brown eyes were equally hard, but one woman showed slightly more excitement than her sister. She bounced lightly on her toes, her hand hovering ready over the hilt of her sword. The man was impossibly tall and hairless. It wasn't just that he'd shaved his head. His eyebrows were gone and there was no hair on his tattooed, muscular arms. He appeared bored, as if meeting in an inn was the dullest thing he'd ever had to face.
"What do your tattoos represent?" Tressa asked him, unable to stem her curiosity.
"Each one represents a kill," he said, his voice gravelly. His eyes did perk up at Tressa's interest, though. "I hope to have both arms covered when we return from this voyage."
"This is Tressa," Accore said, standing. "We are searching for her friend, and then we will finally see if prophecy is ready to be fulfilled."
"I hope so," Hildie said. "I have been waiting for this my whole life. As a baby, my grandmother sat me on her knee and told me of the future I might have. The glory in battle and the satisfaction of being around at the change of the world. I have longed for this day, and now that it is here, I cannot contain my excitement." Hildie stood perfectly still, her shoulder squared, and her voice solemn. If this was excited, Tressa was curious to see what Hildie was like when she was calm.
"I am Onva," said the eager twin. "This is my sister Fregar." The other woman nodded.
"And I am Kadrin," the hairless man said. "We are pleased to meet you, Tressa. We pledge to lay down our lives for you and your missing friend."
Deep down Tressa had been afraid they would gang up on her after breakfast and tell her she had to complete Donovan's quest before looking for Fi. Donovan had made it very clear that her choice was foolish, that Fi was probably already dead, and that she was putting all of the Dragonlands in danger by delaying. Yet he’d kept his word.
"Thank you, all of you." Tressa looked each of them in the eye before turning back to Accore. "When do we leave?"
"Now that our party has assembled, we leave immediately." Accore glanced at Kadrin. "Are the horses ready?"
"Yes, I checked all of them myself. They are swift and strong. We should reach our destination in four days," Kadrin said.
Four days? On a horse? Tressa had ridden camels, dragons, and horses, and she liked horses the least. She feared being thrown and breaking her neck. But if that was what it took to save Fi, Tressa wouldn't complain.
"Then off we go. Give me a moment to kiss my wife and I will be with you." Accore left for the bar.
As they filed out of the inn, Tressa saw him nuzzle his wife's neck, his hand on her bottom. Belida didn't shed one tear. Instead she wiped away Accore's. It was strange, opposite of all the relationships Tressa had seen growing up. It was always expected the man would be the strong one, while his wife experienced more than enough emotion. Belida kissed Accore, and Tressa looked away in embarrassment. It wasn't right to spy on their goodbyes. She wished she had someone to wish her well on her journey. Jarrett was in a coma, and she wasn't sure he could ever come back. Bastian was dead. Her heart lay heavy. Two good men lost to this war between dragons and beasts. Perhaps she would find love again someday, but it would be hard for anyone to live up to the men she had loved.
Tressa took a deep breath and mounted her horse. It skittered from side to side, and she clung tightly to the reins. This was just another skill she had to master, not an insurmountable difficulty. She'd learn to ride a horse, perhaps even enjoy it, and she would find Fi, no matter what dangers lay ahead. 


 

Chapter Seventeen
 
Tressa's arse hurt. After four days on the horse, bumping up and down over rocky terrain, she wanted to give up. The others had tried to teach her to ride properly, but she just couldn't get it right. When they stopped at night to camp, they were jovial. By the end of the fourth day, Donovan had to help Tressa off the horse and to her bedroll.
She was still intrigued by the magic rendering their tent and the village invisible. She'd asked Onva how it worked. She’d delved into a complex explanation of magical theory that Tressa couldn't even begin to understand. It turned out almost everyone in Desolation had some grasp of magic.
Tressa had only her dragon form. But under Donovan's instruction, she still kept that part of her life a secret.
She rolled onto her side and grabbed a chunk of bread and a strip of dried meat.
"How much has Donovan told you about the connection between Desolation and the Dragonlands?" Kadrin asked. He'd kept up a steady stream of conversation all the days they’d ridden, but this was the first time he'd mentioned something that piqued Tressa's interest.
"Almost nothing," she answered, swallowing the jerky. "I have seen Decarian. That's why I agreed to come to Desolation. Donovan thought we might find a solution here."
Hildie nodded, her eyes downcast. "Yes, our magic trapped Decarian and his minions between our lands. It was up to the people in the Dragonlands to keep them imprisoned. Since you're here, I guess that means you're failing?"
"We didn't even know he was there," Tressa insisted. "No one in the Dragonlands knows."
Donovan cleared his throat. "That is not entirely true. The masses lost the secret due to time and apathy. Yet, there are those who know."
"The Red Queen did. Who else?" Tressa asked.
"Mestifito knows. Assuming he is still alive," Hildie said. "There are legends of him here, telling of his great misdeeds in Desolation. He was banished to the Dragonlands. In fact, he was the first one there and he named the place after himself." Hildie snorted. "He was a conceited bastard. Thought he could run the new lands all by himself and save the refugees from Decarian. Obviously he failed."
Tressa's head spun. The dragon her great-grandmother consorted with, the very one whose blood ran in Tressa's veins, was hundreds of years old. No wonder Donovan didn't want Tressa or Fi to reveal their lineage. They were both of his blood, and if Hildie's face was any indication, no one in Desolation would take kindly to them.
"If Decarian is held between the lands, then why does everyone in Desolation hide themselves? Why not live freely as we do in the Dragonlands?" Tressa asked the first question that popped into her head. There were so many she wanted to ask.
"I can answer that." Kadrin sat up. "Our land is filled with horrible beasts and monsters that roam at night. If humans were to live among them, we'd be extinct in mere days. That's part of the reason an expedition went over the mountains, looking for a new place to live."
"Once you knew the Dragonlands was safe, why didn't everyone follow?" Tressa asked. There was little in her homeland to fear. Even the kilrothgi, employed by the Red, were beasts from beyond the mountains.
Fregar hadn't said more than a few words since leaving their village, but chose to finally break her silence. "Would you leave your homeland if it was a place you loved? People have lived here for as long as time, hiding within our magic. We are safe here, as long as we follow the rules of the land. Stay hidden. Do not roam at night. Leave the beasts to themselves." She threw down the jerky she'd been gnawing on. "When did we change from honorable people to fools on a doomed errand? Her friend is dead. If none of you will say it, I will."
The tent fell silent. No one moved. Tressa looked to Donovan. For once, he had nothing to say.
Every single one of them agreed with Fregar. They’d only come because Donovan asked them to, not because they thought there was any chance of saving Fi.
Tressa stood with her fists planted on her hips, her thighs screaming in pain from being on the horse for days, but she pretended she didn't feel a thing. "If you point me in the right direction, I will see for myself if Fi can be saved. I won't force anyone to come with me."
"Stop," Donovan said. "Both of you." He motioned at Tressa for her to sit down again.
She obeyed, sagging to her bedroll, trying not to wince from the pain.
"Every one of you knew what was being asked before you even walked into the Dancing Gazelle. Accore explained everything," Donovan said. Accore nodded in agreement. "I know this is difficult. I know no one has been recovered from a shade in many hundreds of years. I know you fear for your lives, however we need Tressa to help us heal the divisions between our two lands. To do that, she needs her friend. Would you feel any different if it was Onva, Fregar?"
"She is my sister," Fregar argued. "My twin. My blood. But if Onva were taken by a shade, I would mourn her life and celebrate her accomplishments. I would not set off across Desolation in search of her."
Onva didn't seem at all distressed by this revelation.
"I would not endanger the lives of others." Fregar crossed her arms over her chest.
Tressa rubbed her forehead. She wished more than anything that she and Fi had stayed behind in the Red and tried to solve the problem of Decarian on their own.
"I’m sorry. I won't leave without Fi," Tressa said. "I don't know what these shades are or why they're so dangerous, but I refuse to leave her behind if there is a chance she can be saved. You said someone had been saved before. Why not again?"
"Because that person was never the same," Donovan said. "I told you that Fi might be changed—if we even manage to find her."
"I thought you were on my side," Tressa said. "I thought you believed there was a chance."
"There is a chance," Donovan said. The others’ eyes were trained on the two who argued. "There is always a chance. Even death can be conquered with dragon blood."
"Which is why we expelled them from Desolation," Fregar said. Onva nudged her in the stomach, but Fregar ignored her twin and continued. "The damn dragons were always interfering in the cycle of life. They were obsessed with living forever, stealing people and turning them into dragons, experimenting on them, torturing them. Death is honored here. We do not seek to stop it or change it. Only the truly twisted do so." Fregar spat on the ground in front of Tressa. "You come from the land of the dragons. You probably worship them as gods. If Mestifito had his way, it would be so. Our legends tell of his obsession with eternal life. Tell me, does he still live? Has he conquered death as he always planned?"
"Yes," Tressa said. She purposely kept her eyes from Donovan's. "I know a black dragon named Mestifito. He is a good and kind dragon, who fought for the lives of humans when the Red Queen attempted to kill us. He is not only the ruler of the Charred Barrens, and the Ruins of Ebon, an underground city, he is also my blood."
"What?" Hildie hissed. "What are you saying? You are a dragon?"
Kadrin stood, his sword in his hand. "I like you Tressa. You seem a nice girl. But if this is true..."
"It is true," Tressa said. "Donovan wanted me to hide it from you. If you truly serve him, if you truly believe he is your leader, then you need to trust in me, too. You need to know that even though I am different from you, I fight for life, for love, and the right to live as I choose. If any of you would kill me for this, then do it now." Tressa held out her arms, her chest open to their blades.
A metallic swish swung through the air. Tressa felt a thud on her chest as she fell backward.


 
 
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
Connor flew above the Dragonlands, the wind blowing over his scales. He felt Hazel on his back, even though she was so small compared to his bulk. Knowing she was there gave him some comfort. Still, his heart pounded inside his gigantic dragon ribcage, not just from the strain of the flight, but also from fear.
He worried about his dragons and his boys. They were so young and defenseless. Connor hated to leave them, but he couldn’t wait for the shadow to come back. It was up to him to find help.
At first Pia had balked when he and Hazel presented their plan. She claimed she wanted nothing to do with the children and reminded them she'd only come to Hutton’s Bridge to protect her own baby. She'd argued Connor had promised he would look after her, not the other way around.
Connor appealed to her vanity. He reminded her how valiantly she'd fought the shadow that had attacked Hutton's Bridge. Her magic was the only thing keeping it away now. It mattered not if Connor and Hazel left for a few days.
He hoped.
He flew north toward the Red. Perhaps Sophia and Mestifito, or one of their mages would be able to help.
Connor coasted to the ground, landing as softly as he could in the tall grass. He knelt down on one knee and waited for Hazel to slide off. She walked around to his snout, laying a gentle kiss on it. Connor took a step backward, then turned into his human form.
"You must be exhausted," Hazel said as she laid out their bedrolls.
"I'm okay," Connor said. "Hungry, though." He eyed the bedrolls. "You did that wrong."
"I did?" Hazel asked, confused.
Connor scooted the bedrolls together so they were touching. "Much better."
"I agree." Hazel smiled. "Do you want some bread?" She pulled a loaf out of one of the bags they'd packed.
"Thanks." Connor tore a chunk off and stuffed it in his mouth. He noticed Hazel watching and tried to chew in a more polite manner, despite having so much bread in his mouth he could barely breathe.
She laughed. "It's okay. You've been flying all day. You must be famished. Do what you need to do." Hazel tore off a dainty piece of bread and popped it in her mouth, chewing like a lady.
"Sorry," Connor said, after he swallowed. "Usually when I'm done flying I kill some wild game and eat it. As a dragon. I don't think my human body would appreciate raw meat."
"Then go ahead," Hazel said, waving. "I'm fine here."
"Are you sure?" Connor asked. "I don't want to leave you unguarded."
Hazel pulled up her skirt to reveal a dagger strapped to each leg. "Don't worry. I'll be fine on my own while you're gone. After you've filled your belly, you can come back here and pretend to protect me."
“You don’t know how to fight,” Connor protested.
“I know more than you think, my dear. Trust me. I’ll be fine. Go! Eat!" Hazel sat down on her bedroll. "I'll be right here. I promise."
Connor moved away from Hazel and changed back into his dragon. His huge, sharp teeth glinted in the waning sunlight. Hazel waved. Connor's tail swung from one side to the other. He thrust his wings out, pushed down on the ground, and took off into the air.
Connor watched the ground for movement, his slitted eyes scanning the top of the tall grass. Nothing rustled below. He looked back at Hazel. She chewed on her bread and didn't even seem to notice him flying above her. He took off to the east in search of something to eat. Anything would do. A rabbit would be tasty, though meager. A small coyote would be enough to slake his hunger, but he doubted he'd find one at this time of day. They preferred the cover of night.
He flew farther from Hazel until she became a dot in a sea of grass.
A rustle attracted his attention. An animal, similar to a horse but smaller and with black stripes, jumped over a downed tree. Connor sped toward the ground, easily snapping the beast up in his jaws. He chewed even more sloppily than he had with his bread back at the camp. One of the animal's legs broke off and fell.
Connor finished his meal, then landed next to the leg. He reared back, letting loose a roar as he cooked the leg with his dragonfire. Then he gingerly placed it in his mouth. Pleased he was able to get food for Hazel too, Connor flew lazily to camp.
Hazel wasn’t there.
Though the trees all looked the same, Connor knew exactly where he'd come from. His dragon form gave him an incredible sense of direction. He descended to the ground, landing on the same place he'd taken off. The grass was still flat from his previous landing. Connor dropped the creature’s leg and changed into a human.
Hazel couldn’t have just vanished, and she wasn’t the kind to play tricks. Connor ran, frantic, to the tree she’d sat under. "Hazel!" He yelled over and over until it came out a garbled scream. She wasn't there. Their bedrolls lay askew.
"Where did she go?" he asked himself.
A shrill cry, far away, floated on the gentle breeze.
He'd been so busy looking for Hazel on the ground that he hadn't thought to check the sky.
Connor dropped the book and took to the air, his wings flapping furiously. He looked to the east. Nothing. To the south. Nothing. To the north. Then he looked to the west, toward the Meadowlands. A small speck retreated from his position.
Connor took off after the other dragon, swearing he'd kill whoever had dared to steal his wife. 


 
 
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
Connor gave chase over the grasslands, heading west and ever closer to the border of the Meadowlands. Every curse he'd ever heard, and some he invented, raced through his mind. The Green were supposed to be their allies. They were good people. Why would they snatch Hazel like that?
He followed, ignoring the ache in his wings, already exhausted from the day's flight. As the sun set over the prairie, he found himself straining to keep up. His eyes focused on the dot in the distance, refusing to give up until he had Hazel back.
The other dragon descended into a fortified village, and Connor breathed a sigh of relief. At least he didn't have far to go. He hoped he didn't have to fight for Hazel when he landed. He wasn't sure he had the strength to stand up to anyone.
Connor dropped to the ground just outside the wooden fence. It stood twice as tall as he did after changing back into human form. The tops of the stakes had been whittled into spikes. He'd considered landing inside the village, but thought it better to knock at the gates first. If he had to, he could easily fly over it. He had a feeling that words would aid him better than force.
Before Connor could raise a fist to the door in the fort, it opened.
"You're here for the woman?" an old man missing two front teeth asked.
Connor nodded.
"Come in, come in. They are waiting for you." The man opened the door all the way and held out an arm.
Connor walked in, acting as if he wasn't completely confused. "Thank you," he said.
A blond woman and a man with freckles strode up to him. Their expressions were neutral, giving Connor no indication of what to expect.
"Why did one of your dragons take my wife?" he asked, his eyes traveling between the man and the woman. It wasn't clear who was in charge.
"Is she your wife?" the woman asked. "She didn't say she was married to the only dragon in the Blue. Connor, right?"
"I want to see Hazel. Now," Connor demanded.
The freckled man looked to the woman, who didn't take her gaze from Connor.
"Why haven't you made her into a dragon?" the woman asked, ignoring his request. "You are the last of the Blue. She is your wife. She should also be your mate. It is your duty to carry on the Blue line."
"I have two dragon children," Connor said through gritted teeth. It was no concern of hers if he chose to let the Blue line die or thrive. "Are you going to take me to Hazel?"
The woman waved a hand in the air. "If you do not want her to be Blue, then perhaps we should make her Green. She's quite feisty. She would make a good addition to our army. Renny, go get her," the woman said. She held out a hand to Connor. "I am Blythe."
Connor didn't take her hand, and after a few moments Blythe gave up, dropping her arm. He refused to act like they were meeting on good terms. Until he saw Hazel, talked to her, he wouldn't give Blythe the satisfaction of pretending this was a friendly meeting.
Renny returned, Hazel walking next to him. When she saw Connor, she ran into his open arms. With her face buried in his shoulder, Connor leaned down and whispered in her ear, "Did they hurt you?"
Hazel pulled back and locked her gaze on his. "I'm okay."
Her expression told him something different. She could stand and walk just fine. She didn't appear to be injured. Her eyebrows were knitted together and her lips pursed. Something had upset her, and he had a feeling it was more than just the unexpected ride clutched in the talons of a dragon.
"We'll be on our way, then," Connor said, taking Hazel's hand firmly in his.
"No," Hazel said, surprising Connor. "We'll stay. Let's hear them out first."
Blythe stretched her arms out wide. "Welcome to the Outpost. We will do anything to ensure your stay is a pleasant one. Please, let Renny take you to the inn. We have many rooms available." She laughed heartily. "In fact, all of them are available. There haven't been any travelers here since the barrier was removed. Hopefully trade will resume soon."
Hazel tugged on Connor's hand. He stumbled behind her, fighting every instinct to change into a dragon and rip these people apart. Only one thing stopped him—he knew every person there was capable of taking on dragon form, too. He wouldn't stand a chance against all of them. The Green didn't just have a horde; they had given birth to a legion. Connor didn't agree with trapping anyone behind a magical barrier, but no one should have that kind of power in the Dragonlands. Without the barrier, he had no idea how they would protect themselves if the Green ever decided to attack.
Connor and Hazel followed Renny to an inn. A gazelle frolicking in the tall grass was painted on a rough wooden sign hanging above the door. As they stepped inside, the smell of potato soup and ham overwhelmed Connor's senses. His mouth watered, his appetite renewed.
"As soon as you get settled, feel free to come down and eat," Renny said. "I know Joe is happy to have customers again, although we certainly don't expect you to pay. It's not as if you chose this path, after all. I think, in time, you'll be happy you're here."
Connor remained silent, despite the growling in his stomach. He stomped up the dark staircase and down the hall to the last room on the left, sullenly following his wife.
"I trust you'll find this room acceptable. We'll be back soon to speak with you over a meal. We have a lot to discuss. Until then, please rest." Renny opened the door to the modest room furnished with a bed, a wardrobe, a table, and two chairs.
Hazel, still clutching Connor's hand, pulled him in behind her. After they entered, Renny closed the door after them. There was a loud click as the door locked.
"Damn it," Connor said, clutching his hands in fists. "I should have known."
Hazel laid a hand on his arm. "Don't. If you change into a dragon here, you'll squish me and wreck the building. Let's sit and have a talk before they come back."
Connor grudgingly agreed. He sat on the bed and ran his hands through his hair. There were no windows to aid an escape. He was sure that was a detail their captors taken into account.
"I don't understand any of this. What do they want with us?" Connor asked.
"I don't know," Hazel said. She sat on the chair and started twirling her hair around one finger. "They didn't say. I was sitting in the shade of the tree, eating my bread. The next thing I knew, there was a shadow above me. I assumed it was you, so I stood and looked up. Unfortunately, it was a green dragon. Before I could even make a decision on how to act, it snatched me into the air."
Connor rested a hand on Hazel's cheek. "I'm so sorry I wasn't there to protect you."
"Imagine my relief when I saw you flying behind us. I'm glad it wasn't too late. At least you could see us enough to follow." Hazel smiled. "You're always there for me."
Connor leaned in to kiss her, but Hazel placed a finger on his lips.
"There's something you need to know," she said. "I was fully prepared to risk escaping with you until I saw something that made me realize we have to play by their rules, at least for now."
"What?" Connor asked.
"It's not a what, but a who," Hazel answered. "Bastian. He's here."
"His body?" Connor remembered seeing his friend die at Jarrett's hands.
"No," Hazel whispered. "Bastian is alive and he's here."
"That's impossible," Connor said.
Hazel tilted her head to the side. "Is it really?"
Connor knew it wasn't. He was proof of that. "If Bastian is here, then that means..."
"He's probably a dragon," Hazel said, finishing his sentence.


 
 
 

Chapter Twenty
 
Connor and Hazel made their way back down to the inn's common room. A fire blazed in a massive stone fireplace. Two men were huddled close to it, their heads together and lips moving. Connor couldn't pick up a word, and it was too dark to read their lips. One man nudged the other. They stared at Connor and Hazel.
One of them was the freckled man, Renny. The other squared his shoulders and stood, tall and imposing, his curly brown head nearly touching the ceiling. The two men approached. Connor moved in front of Hazel.
"Don't be alarmed," the tall man said. "I am Jakob. Renny tells me no one has explained why you are here."
"I'm Connor. This is Hazel." Connor considered holding out a hand, but he felt no obligation to be friendly with these people. Not until he knew more.
"Come, let's sit and talk." Jakob gestured toward a nearby table.
Connor sat on a hard wooden chair, Hazel next to him. Her hand found his knee under the table. He wasn't sure if it was to reassure him or herself.
"Tell me what you want with us," Connor said. "We are on a mission of the greatest import. Any delay could result in the loss of life."
Jakob raised an eyebrow. "Really? What is the mission?"
Connor took a deep breath before explaining. "We are from Hutton's Bridge, where the children who lost their parents during the Descent Festival in Malum are hiding from the rest of the Dragonlands. The fog is back, and they are safe. Or at least we thought they were until some sort of magical shadow attacked us. If it weren't for a mage in our midst, who was able to scare it off, I don't know what would have happened."
Jakob tapped his chin with one beefy finger. "Interesting." He turned to Renny. "It is the unraveling of prophecy. Just as we thought, though not where expected."
"You know something of this shadow?" Hazel asked. "How can we kill it if it doesn't have form?"
"We know of such creatures, but have never encountered one," Renny said. "If the ancient texts are to be believed, there are only a few ways to kill one... but none of them have been tested."
"So you understand our urgency," Connor said. "If you can tell us these methods to defeat it, we can be ready the next time it attacks."
Jakob shook his head. "I'm sorry, but we cannot.”
"If you won't help us, then let us move on," Hazel insisted. "We won't give up on our children."
“If you do not stay here and help us, everyone in the Dragonlands will die,” Jakob said. “Not just your children—all the children. There are greater enemies to defeat than this shadow. It is but a minion of a stronger, and more deadly, enemy. Besides, do you really think the two of you can escape? Only one of you is a dragon." He looked at Hazel, his eyes sad. "I would hate for you to die unnecessarily."
Hazel's nails dug into Connor's knee. "I may be a human, but I am not so easily killed."
Connor looked around the room. Every pair of eyes was on them. Jakob didn't lie. These people were not going to let him leave with Hazel, not without a fight.
"Tell us why you need us," Connor said. "We told you our story. Now it's your turn."
"There is a great pattern in our world, one that repeats itself over and over again, always with the same results. Innocents perish. Evil is victorious. Every five hundred years, the world turns and the evil rises."
"What are you talking about?" Hazel asked. "Evil wages war on us all the time. It's why Hutton's Bridge was trapped in fog. It's why the Red sealed you in the Meadowlands. It's why we were forced to fight battles. This is the nature of the world. There is no balance."
"Ah," Renny said, raising a finger in the air. "But what if there could be balance? What if peace won this time?"
"We just won the battle on the Isle of Repose," Connor said. "Evil still roams. There is no way to stop it forever. Every time we tamp down one villain, another rises in its place. The best way to find peace is to share information with our allies. Tell us about this shadow that hit my village."
"No," Jakob said. "You are not looking at the situation properly. This is not about one little village facing a solitary enemy. This is about our entire world and the danger lurking on the border."
Connor forced his face to remain neutral. The Green couldn't possibly know about Decarian. Tressa had only told a trusted few.
"Everything that has happened in our lifetimes—big or small—is related to this malicious cycle of dark magic." Jakob rapped the table twice. "If we do not put an end to it, there will never be peace for us or our children or our children's children. We are at the apex of another turning of the wheel. Will you sit idly by, knowing you had a chance to join the cause?"
Connor didn't venture a glance at Hazel, though was sure she felt the same way he did. When he found out the Green had been trapped behind a magical barrier, much as Hutton's Bridge had, Connor felt sorry for them. When he learned they were changing their entire population into dragons, he shuddered, but knew that it was an inevitable reaction to people finding out how to become a dragon. The secret couldn't be kept forever. He was surprised dragons had been around for all of recorded memory and it had taken this long for the method to be discovered.
But what they were telling him now was sheer madness. Yes, there was evil in the world. That he wouldn't debate. Was there some overarching malevolent force attacking humanity every five hundred years? Rubbish.
"How could we possibly make a difference to your plans?" Connor asked, deciding to play along until he could find a way out of the Meadowlands. "I am a Blue dragon. Hazel is human. What difference can we make in your plans?"
Jakob's eyes lit up. "She needs to become one like us." His eyes locked on Hazel.
"No," she said. "I will not become one of your dragons." Hazel's hand left Connor's knee as she stood up. "You will not tell me what to do."
The room went quiet, except for the crackling of the fire.
"If you will not agree, then we will force you," Renny said. He scooted his chair back. It screeched across the floor. Two men drew their swords. "Call the enforcer."
A man ran out the door of the inn.
"If you will not give in willingly, then we will have to insist," Jakob said. "You have no chance of surviving the war if you are not a dragon. All the humans will die, as they always do every five hundred years. They will be burned from the earth in the great fire. If you cannot fly, you will perish. You can choose to become Green, or if you husband is willing, he can make you Blue. The choice is yours. Either way, you will turn."
The door to the inn opened again, and two men stepped into the dark room. Connor blinked, his eyes adjusting to the light pouring in behind them.
"Return these two to their room and guard them until they’ve made a decision," Jakob ordered.
The taller of the two men nodded and stepped into the light of the fire. His hair blazed the same color as the flames. Connor would know that hair anywhere.
Connor restrained himself from calling his friend's name. He squeezed Hazel's hand, signaling her to keep quiet as well. Bastian looked at them. Recognition didn't flicker in his features.
"To your room. Now." Bastian raised a sword at Connor and Hazel.
They nodded, making their way back up the stairs, followed by the point of Bastian's sword. They tumbled into their room. Connor started to close the door, but before he could close it all the way, Bastian's boot landed between the door and the frame. "I will come in after everyone else has gone to sleep," Bastian whispered. "Until then, get your rest. I will guard you." His boot disappeared back into the hall.
Connor closed the door quietly. Hazel fell into his open arms, tears pouring down her cheeks.
"Does it hurt to become a dragon?" she asked.
Connor thought of the torture Stacia had put him through.
"I will never allow anyone to change you," he said to Hazel. "I'll kill all of them first."
 


 
 
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
Connor waited at the table by the light of a low-burning candle. Hazel slept, though she had made him promise he'd wake her when Bastian was ready to talk.
Two quiet raps on the door punctuated the silence. The door creaked open, and Bastian slipped in. He sat down at the table. "I can't stay long. They'll be sending a replacement for me soon."
"I still can't believe you're alive," Connor said. He touched Bastian's shoulder.
"Don't be. I'm not the first it's happened to." Bastian's wry smile didn't lighten the mood. "I'll tell you more about it when there's time."
"Have they told you their crazy story?" Connor asked. He looked over at Hazel. She appeared so peaceful, and after the day she'd had Connor didn't want to disturb her. He chose her wrath over waking her. "They think there's some epic battle coming. They want to turn everyone into dragons before it happens."
"Yes, they told me. Blythe and two other men searched the battlefield on the Isle of Repose, looking for men to turn into dragons. I was the only one who survived." Bastian leaned back on the two rear legs of his chair. "I haven't attempted an escape because I knew I wouldn't make it. I'd be dead again before I could even try to fight back. Hell, I haven't even figured out how to fly yet. I can turn, but all I can do is hop around like a baby bunny."
Connor held back a laugh. He remembered those first few days as a dragon, when everything had seemed so foreign. It was a rebirth, and like a child he’d had to learn how to do so much. "I think all three of us have needed time to adjust."
"Three?" Bastian asked. He looked over at Hazel. "I thought Hazel was still human."
Then Connor realized the truth. Bastian didn't know about Tressa. She'd never told either of them, choosing to keep it to herself. Connor only found out after the battle where Bastian had died.
"Connor?" Bastian asked. "Who is the third?"
"Maybe it's better she tells you herself," Connor said. He closed his eyes, knowing he'd done a terrible job of keeping Tressa’s secret. Though it wasn't as if she had asked him to keep the news from Bastian. They’d both thought he was dead.
Bastian ran his fingers through his ginger hair. "It's Tressa, isn't it?"
Connor nodded.
Bastian's chair slowly lowered to the ground. "When did it happen? Recently, like me?" 
"Maybe you should talk to her about it," Connor repeated.
"No, tell me now. I want to know," Bastian said. "Did something happen in battle? Did she die? Did that bastard Jarrett kill her, too?"
Connor didn't want to have this conversation right now. No matter how much Bastian had insisted he'd moved on from Tressa, Connor knew it was a lie. Those two were deeply connected. If Bastian realized Tressa had been a dragon since the battle in Malum, that she'd withheld it from him, and that she still kept Jarrett alive in a coma in the Red castle, Bastian would get so angry he'd change into a dragon right then, splintering the inn around him. No, it was best if Tressa told him herself.
"Bastian, none of that matters if we're still trapped here. We need to find a way out of the Meadowlands before these lunatics force me to change Hazel into a monster. Focus." Connor didn't like talking to his best friend this way, but there was no choice. He didn't want to get into a long, angst-filled conversation about Tressa.
"You're right." Bastian sighed. "I don't have much time, either. If the guard who comes to relieve me finds me in here, we're all in trouble. Assuming they assign me to guard you again tomorrow night, we can escape then. Most of the village will be asleep, and hopefully a quiet night tonight will convince the Green you're considering their request."
"Perfect. Tomorrow we'll play along. I know Hazel won't like it, but she'll agree once I explain everything. Tomorrow night you can sneak us out of the inn, I'll change into my dragon, and I'll fly as fast as I can toward the Red."
"The Red?" Bastian said. "Are you crazy? That's just a different place to die."
"Not anymore." Connor clapped his friend on the shoulder. "Tressa holds the throne there. I think that's exactly where you'll want to go."
Bastian stood, a firm smile on his face. "Then we will head toward the Red. I'll see you again tomorrow night. Oh, and in the meantime, pretend like you don't know me."
"Good thought," Connor said.
Bastian quietly slipped back into the hallway. Connor pulled off his shirt and lay down in bed next to Hazel, his arm wrapped around her. The plan had to work. He wouldn't let them touch her.
 
***
 
The next morning Connor was jolted awake by a punch on the arm. "What was that for?" he asked, sitting up and rubbing his sore arm.
"You didn't wake me up last night," Hazel hissed, her eyes flashing with anger.
"I thought you needed to sleep," Connor said. "How are you feeling this morning?"
"Better. Refreshed." Hazel leaned over and kissed him full on the lips, then broke away. "I'm a grown woman. I don't need a protector. What I need is a husband who makes decisions with me, not for me. Understand?"
Connor nodded. "I'm sorry."
"Are you?" she asked, one eyebrow cocked.
"Yes and no."
"Well, at least you're honest." Hazel pulled a dress out of her pack and shook it out.
Connor reached for her hand, pulling her back toward him. "Am I forgiven?" He kissed Hazel's neck.
She murmured, nuzzling into him as his kisses ventured down her shoulder. "We can't do this now. Not here."
"The door is locked," he said, winding his arms around her waist.
Hazel laughed and placed her hands on his shoulders. "Connor. Really. I can't even consider it. Not with all the madness here. I can't let go like that."
"Then let me hold you, even if it's just for a short time," Connor said.
Hazel leaned into his chest, snaking her arms around his waist. "Now that's something I need."
A sharp knock at the door tore them apart. "Come down and break your fast."
"Be right there," Connor called as he reluctantly let go of his wife. "You were right."
"I usually am," Hazel said with a wink. She grabbed the dress and pulled it over her head, shimmying her arms into the sleeves. "Are you ready to head down?"
Connor stood and put his shirt and boots on. Another knock came at the door. "Good thing I slept in my pants. They really don't want us taking our time." The door flung open. A man Connor didn't recognize stood outside the door. Bastian's replacement.
"Now," the man said, a surly look on his face. He looked tired. If he'd been there most of the night, he was likely looking for his own bed soon.
"We're coming," Hazel said with a fake smile. "Thank you."
The man nodded gruffly. Connor and Hazel slipped passed him and made their way down the stairs. Connor hadn't liked being imprisoned below the castle in Ashoom, and he didn't like it now. His angry heart pounded in his chest. He would escape from this place tonight, but he would never forget how the Green treated him.
"Ah, good morning," Jakob said as they entered the common room.
The smell of potato soup wafted through the air, and Connor's stomach rumbled. He had to admit, it smelled good, and he was hungry after the chaos of the day before. He sat at a table, Hazel to his right, unable to turn down the soup that was set in front of him.
Both Connor and Hazel dug into their breakfast. A tankard of mead and a loaf of steaming bread accompanied the soup. When they were done, Connor looked up at Jakob, who had an enigmatic smile on his face.
"Did you enjoy?" Jakob asked.
Connor nodded.
"And you, my lady? How was your soup?" Jakob placed a hand on Hazel's shoulder.
"Good, thank you," she answered, as she dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a handkerchief.
"I'm so glad," Jakob said. "It will be your last as human. We poisoned it. Now it is up to you. Join the Green or become a Blue like your husband."
The color drained from Hazel's face. She leaned over the side of the table, shoving her finger down her throat and vomiting up her soup.
"No need for that." Jakob waved over one of the servants to clean up the mess. "It's too late. The poison is already circulating through your system. It will kill you before morning. The two of you will be escorted back to your room now. Make your choice before sundown."
Connor swept a weeping Hazel into his shaking arms. He'd kill them all. Every single one of them. They had no right to take her humanity from her. They ascended the rickety staircase to their room. Connor slammed the door behind them as Hazel collapsed onto the bed.
 
 


 
 
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Tressa fell backward, landing solidly on her arse. Dazed, she looked up. Donovan stood in front of her, his hands on the blade of Kadrin’s sword. Fregar and Onva loomed behind Kadrin, their nostrils flaring and their chests heaving.
“We will not tolerate a dragon in our midst,” Hildie said. “She must die.”
“No. I have drained the dragon from her. She could not change even if she wanted to.” Donovan looked over his shoulder at Tressa. His arms shook from the stalemate with Kadrin’s sword.
Tressa had always wondered why Donovan wore gloves even when it wasn’t cold. This gave her an insight into how the man thought. He was always prepared.
Tressa stood shakily and moved from behind Donovan, her hands in the air. “I swear it to you. I cannot turn into a dragon anymore. It was hard for me to allow Donovan to drain the dragon blood from my body, but I did it for you.” She looked each of them in the eyes. “I did it to avoid offending anyone I might meet. I did it to help my people, and yours, defeat Decarian.”
Hildie rested a hand on Kadrin’s shoulder. “Put it down,” she commanded.
A few tense breaths passed, and Kadrin finally gave in, lowering his sword. He shrugged his shoulders, then sheathed his weapon.
Donovan didn’t budge. His legs were firmly planted on the ground.
“Accore,” Hildie said, casting a glare at the man who had recruited them. “Did you know?”
Accore shook his head. “I did not know. But I suspected. As you should have.” He stood and stalked over to the six of them, standing in between the two camps. “You know what we’re fighting against and what we have been waiting for. It was inevitable that one day we would stand united with dragons.”
“This is not what the prophecies foretold,” Fregar hissed. “It did not say the savior would be a dragon.”
“Savior?” Tressa asked.
“It is nothing,” Donovan said. “Just a possibility. All things in the future are unknown, though some spend all of their time guessing at them.”
“Yet you emerged from the Vulture’s Tower because prophetic events were unfolding,” Accore said. The corner of his mouth twitched.
“I came because I was needed. That is all I care about,” Donovan said. “Now can the four of you leave Tressa’s past in the past?”
Tressa felt four sets of eyes bearing down on her, measuring the weight of her soul. She kept her back straight. If she was to be judged, then she would face it with all of the pride she could muster. Fi’s life depended on it.
“Fine,” Hildie said. Her shoulders remained stiff and her eyes suspicious. “But if she turns into a dragon, she’s dead. I will gut her, roast her, and eat her for dinner.”
Tressa swallowed, grateful her ability was gone. She fully believed Hildie would follow through on her threat. She looked to the other three, who mumbled in agreement with Donovan. None of them would look at Tressa, and they all settled on the far side of the tent.
Donovan squatted next to Tressa. “Well, that went quite well.”
She gaped at him. “You could have warned me this is how they would react. Perhaps I would have held my tongue.”
“I already told you not to tell them,” Donovan said. “Multiple times.”
“But I had no idea—”
“Maybe you will listen to me from now on,” he said. “You know nothing of Desolation or its people. I do.”
“How?” Tressa asked. “You’ve been hiding for hundreds of years in the Vulture’s Tower. It may not be as you remember, either.”
“If it isn’t, then we have much to fear,” Donovan said. “It appears they have been preparing just as they were instructed.”
“Preparing for what?” Tressa asked, frustrated that she still knew so little.
“For the end of the world as we know it.” With that, Donovan left her, too.
His cryptic words annoyed her. With Donovan, it was always pieces. She wanted the whole story from beginning to end, but he was unwilling to share.
The others, including Accore who had drifted away from her, too, spoke quietly on the other side of the tent. Every so often, one of them would look at her, sigh, and turn away again. Instead of forcing herself on them, Tressa grudgingly gave them their privacy. She curled up in her bedroll, her back to them.
She closed her eyes, but sleep wouldn’t come. The flickering of the candles and the muffled conversation kept her wide awake.
“She’s asleep, we can stop whispering,” Kadrin said. Irritation laced his words. “I want to go back to the village. I won’t risk my life for a dragon.”
“She’s not a dragon,” Donovan reminded him. “I drained it from her.”
“That only lasts until she drinks the blood of another dragon,” Hildie said. “None of us are stupid enough to believe she’s truly free of the dragon. What if she—”
“Shhh!” Fregar warned him. “You mustn’t speak of it.”
Tressa lay as still as she could. Normally she wasn’t one to eavesdrop. Anything they said in the tent was at their discretion. If they let something slip, Tressa wouldn’t plug her ears.
“Enough,” Donovan said. “We will attempt to rescue Fi. Either she will come back with us, alive and well, or Tressa will see for herself what the shades do to people. Either outcome will plant her firmly on our side. You know as well as I do that we need her to care for the people of Desolation as much as her own people.”
“Donovan speaks truth,” Accore said. “Every one of you knows this. What lies dormant inside Tressa is essential to the survival of us all. Otherwise Donovan would not have brought her here.”
“Maybe the stories aren’t true,” Onva said. “Maybe we’re all listening to the paranoid ramblings of people who existed a long time ago.”
“Decarian is real,” Donovan said. “The shades are real. You still live in magically cloaked villages, avoiding the wilds of Desolation. If these exist, then the stories are true. You know what they say…”
Tressa held her breath. Here it was. The part she did not know. The thing everyone had been hiding from her.
“We have heard the stories since we sat on our mothers’ knees,” Kadrin said. “They scared us into never wandering from the boundaries of the village. They frightened us into training for war. They gave us nightmares that crept into every moment of sleep. If the stories are true, and they are about to unravel, then yes, perhaps we must accept Tressa for what she is.”
What were the stories? She was dying to know. Tressa’s heart pounded as she listened, barely able to contemplate the harsh life these people had lived. Even trapped in the fog, Tressa hadn’t felt fear. It was her life. It was normal. But the wavering tone of Kadrin’s voice told her a terrified young boy hid inside him.
“Yes,” Donovan admitted, his voice surprisingly sad. “It is the beginning of the end for us all. Only Tressa holds the key to helping us defeat the prophesied warlord.”
“Do you think she can do it?” Accore asked.
“I hope so. Or all of us will perish.”
After Donovan’s final words, the tent fell silent. Someone put out the candles, and the rest of them settled in for the night’s sleep. Tressa stayed awake long after snores punctuated the quiet night. In spite of all she’d heard, she was left with far more questions than answers. The end of the world? A prophecy? A warlord? She couldn’t begin to make sense of it all, much less her role in it.
Tressa heard something snuffling outside the fabric walls. It stopped next to her, and she almost swore she could see its shadowy outline. It didn’t affect her as it had her first night in Desolation. No, this time sheer terror shot through her veins. What other horrors were coming this way and could she really stop them as Donovan believed?
 


 
 
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Tressa woke the next morning after a fitful night's sleep. Her companions’ words had done little to taper her anger. If there was something they wanted her to do, something only she could do, then why not fill her in? It was asinine to keep her in the dark. She couldn't help them if they refused to tell her the truth.
The tent quickly sprang to life around her. The others packed their bedrolls while chewing on jerky. Tressa popped a hunk of bread in her mouth, grinding it into pieces with her angry jaw. She had nothing to say to any of them. They hated her because of her blood, not because of anything she'd ever done to hurt them. In fact, she'd come to Desolation with the intention of helping her people, and anyone else who might be affected by Decarian. She would have thought they would have given her a chance.
"Today we will enter the home of the shades," Accore said to all of them. "You must be prepared. It will be dark. The ground is uneven and rocky. As we descend into the depths of the catacombs, be careful of your footing. The paths are riddled with drop-offs. I do not know how far you would fall. Every one of us must be on our guard."
Tressa took in his words, trying to remain brave. She’d spent time in the underground city of the Ruins of Ebon, but this sounded more ominous. More deadly.
Fi's laughing face flashed in Tressa's mind. This was why she would do it. Just to see her friend laugh one more time.
"We also must learn to trust one another," Accore continued. "We cannot face the shades and live without working as a team. If anyone here cannot commit to that, then stay behind. You must decide now."
Tressa fidgeted with her bedroll, waiting for the others to back out. They would come to their senses and realize they couldn't walk into danger with her, no matter their level of trust in Donovan and Accore.
"We will follow you into the underground," Hildie said. "We swore our unflinching loyalty and we will uphold our oath."
"Very good." Donovan slung his pack onto his back. "Then let's be on our way."
The group filed out one by one. No one looked at Tressa, and they all stood apart from her, their eyes carefully averted as if they thought looking at her would awaken the dreaded dragon. She couldn't, and she wouldn't even if she could. She needed them more than they needed her.
Accore used magic to fold the tent into a tiny square that could sit in his hand. He tossed it in his pack and smiled at the group. "Let's go."
"Now isn't the time for levity," Onva said. "We are walking into a deadly trap."
"It's only a trap if they suspect we are coming," Donovan said. "Considering the people of Desolation have hidden from the shades for hundreds of years, I doubt the shades are expecting us. We have the advantage and we mustn't lose it."
The group set off north. Donovan and Accore took the lead. Tressa trailed them, and the remaining four brought up the rear. The closer the sun fell to the horizon at the end of the day, the more skittish their horses got. Tressa's dappled mare nickered, her feet kicking at the ground.
"What is it, girl?" Tressa asked, wishing she could communicate with the horse the same way she had communicated with Fi when they rode together as dragon and human. The horse only picked up her frantic dance, refusing to go any further forward.
Donovan and Accore turned around. Their horses were skittish too, but they were able to better control the nervous beasts. Donovan flanked her to the right, Accore to the left.
"We're close enough to walk now," Donovan said. He slid to his feet and reached up for the reins to Tressa's horse. She happily relinquished them to him as she joined him on the ground.
"I'll set up the tent." Accore pulled a square out of his pack.
The other four pulled up behind them, also dismounting. One by one, they led their horses into the tent. Fregar set up bowls with food and water.
"We will know by morning if we are able to rescue Fi,” Donovan said. “Now, we all must lie down and sleep until night has fully fallen. Then we will undertake this leg of our journey."
"Will the shades be asleep when we go into the catacombs?" Tressa asked.
Onva snorted. "Fool. The shades do not sleep. They are not human like you and I. Or at least like us. I'm not sure what you are."
"I am just as human as the rest of you," Tressa insisted. They ignored her, settling down next to the horses in their tent. She shrugged and joined them, refusing to isolate herself again.
Within only a few moments, they were all asleep except Donovan. He motioned for Tressa to lie down. She complied, squeezing her eyes shut. She couldn’t relax, though. The fear and uncertainty of what they were about to undertake overwhelmed her.
How could the rest of them sleep at a time like this? She tried counting pigs in the meadow. It was a trick Granna had taught her long ago when she was a little girl and had trouble sleeping. Unfortunately it never worked—particularly not this evening. Though she forced her breathing to slow, her mind would not be stilled. It raced through every scenario she could think of. No matter how hard she tried to find a happy outcome, every one of them ended in a brutal death at the hands of an enemy she couldn't quite see.
After a long time of pretending to sleep while listening to Kadrin's snoring, Donovan woke Accore. Tressa sprang up.
"You did not sleep," Donovan said. "You will regret that."
"It wasn't for lack of trying," Tressa said. "What do I need to bring with me?"
"Just your sword and your daggers," Accore said as he belted his sword to his hip. "The rest will remain here for our return."
Hildie stood, her fists firmly on her hips. "I apologize for my poor attitude, Tressa."
Tressa tried not to let her surprise show.
"We are entering a place of death," Hildie said. "I will not go in with anger at my fellow warriors. Kadrin, Fregar, and Onva, I suggest you do the same."
Fregar and Onva stood together, their hands over their hearts. "We pledge our lives to you and to our fellow warriors. Tonight we stand together. May we never fall apart."
Kadrin eyed Tressa. "I liked you when I met you. I suppose I can try to like you tonight. We'll see about tomorrow."
Tressa took a deep breath. "I accept all of you as my allies in arms. Your sacrifice will not go unappreciated. Thank you."
Accore smiled. "See, I knew the lot of you would find your peace eventually. Let us be on our way. The entrance to the catacombs lies not far ahead. Grab your torches. We will light them when we are safely inside the doorway."
"And after that, watch your arse," Donovan said. "Tonight the beasts from the depths will rise and they thirst for your blood. We do this for Tressa and her friend, Fi. We do this for freedom. Tonight is only the beginning."
Tressa watched as the warriors raised their fists. She did the same, her heart pounding with equal parts fear and anticipation. 


 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Donovan held a finger to his lips. He stood in front of a door studded with metal spikes. The group behind him held their tongues and their breath. Tressa's hand hovered over the hilt of her sword, ready for anything that would come at her.
A rusty screech tore through the silence as Donovan opened the door. He pulled out his flint kit and lit his torch. One by one, they touched their torches to Donovan's, sending light through the dark void. Donovan stepped inside, followed by Accore, Tressa, and the four warriors.
Tressa’s left hand, holding the torch, trembled slightly. Her right hand hovered over the hilt of her sword. Accore clicked his tongue twice, and all of them drew their steel.
A discordant keen echoed somewhere deep inside the dank tunnel. A lump formed in Tressa's throat, but she quickly swallowed it. She blinked, squinting at the flickering light of her torch. Her mouth went dry as the dissonant sound grew louder.
Step after careful step, the party descended into the catacombs. The tunnel was narrow, so tight they were forced to walk single file. Tressa would have preferred someone next to her. Accore's steady shoulders ahead had to be enough reassurance.
The tunnel opened into a large room, twice Tressa's height, and wide enough to accommodate ten people standing shoulder to shoulder. She kept her eyes forward, staring down the opening to the next tunnel, knowing what was nestled in the holes in the walls. Though Hutton's Bridge didn't have catacombs, Tressa knew what they were from Granna's books. She had been afraid of them as a child, imagining bodies rising from the dead and walking the earth with slack lips, vacant eyes, and shuffling feet. Granna had told her it was only her imagination, but Tressa had been convinced she knew the truth.
Tonight she eyed the graves and prayed to every god she'd ever heard of that her childhood imaginings were false. Something nudged her back and Tressa jumped ahead, nearly hitting Accore on the head with her torch. She looked over her shoulder, relieved to see Hildie glaring at her. It wasn't a dead person come back to life, just the tall blond woman.
Tressa steadied herself as the group continued into another tunnel, sloping downward at a much steeper grade than the last. Tressa’s boots fought for purchase on the rocky ground. Kadrin cursed under his breath more than once. The rest remained silent.
The tunnel leveled out, opening to another chamber. Donovan waved them all closer. They stood in a circle, their foreheads nearly touching.
"From here it becomes more dangerous," Donovan whispered. "The path drops off to the side in places—how far, no one knows. The shades live under the catacombs, scavenging on the creatures living in darkness. From here on out, we won't carry our torches."
"How will we see?" Fregar asked, her voice tense.
"We will rely on each other," Accore said. "Place your left hand on the shoulder of the person in front of you. Only together can we victoriously traverse this pit. This requires complete trust. Can you do that?" He looked pointedly at Hildie, who had been following Tressa in the tunnels.
"Yes," Hildie answered, no hesitation in her voice. "Go on."
"Keep your sword at the ready," Accore said. "We do not know where the attacks will come from. They could be from the front or the side, or even from above."
Tressa glanced up at the ceiling wondering what might attack from above. Chills raced through her body. She threw back her shoulders, determined to fight not just the shades, but also her own fear.
"I have an idea where Fi might be held, if she is still alive," Donovan said. "It is a treacherous journey. I survived it once, and I intend to do it again."
Tressa's eyes widened. So he was the one who had faced the shades and lived. Donovan had many secrets. She doubted this was the last one she would learn.
"Is everyone ready?" Accore asked.
They all nodded in agreement.
"Then let us journey on, and may the gods be with us," Accore said.
They reformed into their line. One by one they blew out their torches and placed their left hand on the person in front of them. Tressa reached up, her fingers settling on Accore's strong shoulder. He moved forward, and she stumbled after him. Hilde's hand rested on her shoulder as they snaked ahead.
They entered the next tunnel. Tressa was surprised at the light greeting them. The walls and ceiling were covered in glittering crystals embedded in the walls and ceiling. Had it been another time and another mission, she might have taken a moment to marvel at the sheer beauty. Instead her mind raced with images of Fi. Tressa was anxious to find her friend, even if it was just her lifeless body. She owed it to Fi to take her home to Sarah, dead or alive. Tressa had wanted to return Bastian's body to Hutton's Bridge, but there were too many bodies to sift through. Instead, she'd been told they'd opted for mass graves at sea. Dragons had clutched bodies in their claws, dropping them into the raging waters.
They trekked deeper underground, again plunged into darkness. Tressa lost all approximation of how long they'd been walking. Her legs didn't protest. Her feet didn't ache. She could think of nothing but Fi.
A grunt echoed in the cave behind them, followed by blood-curdling shrieks.
"Kadrin?" Onva yelled, her voice shaking. "His hand isn't on my shoulder anymore. I can't find him."
They paused for a moment, waiting for his reply, but none came.
"We must keep moving," Donovan said grimly. He moved forward, again.
"Hildie?" Tressa asked. "Hurry up. We're moving."
"We can't just leave Kadrin," she said, her voice laced with fear.
"If he's not answering us, then he is gone," Accore said.
"It was too fast," Fregar insisted. "No one can just disappear."
Tressa knew they could. Fi had. "Perhaps he is in the same place as Fi," she said, hope filling her chest.
A scream rang out behind them, followed by a string of garbled curses, and a strangled plea from Kadrin, "Run! Save yourselves!"
"Move!" Donovan commanded.
No one hesitated. Hands on shoulders, they went forward as quickly as they could without losing their footing. The wall to Tressa's left had fallen away, crumbling into nothing. Her toes hovered over the edge of the path. Even if the thing behind them didn't catch them, the dropoff might.
Tressa's breath came in ragged gasps, piercing her already dry throat and lips. Still she moved on, her nails digging into Accore's shoulder. He didn't complain or ask her to let up, for which she was grateful. She wasn't sure she would be able to loosen her grasp.
Hildie's fingers dug into Tressa's collarbone. One of the twins sniffled back tears, but neither gave up. Together they descended until they emerged in a giant cavern.
Donovan stood with his back against a wall, and the rest of them followed suit. The cool humidity of the rock against her back seeped in through Tressa’s clothes. They stood there, hiding in the shadow of the wall, taking only a moment to catch their breath.
Tressa reached out, grabbing Accore's hand. Her sword was pointed down, but she was more than ready if she needed to fight.
Donovan pointed into the cavern at a large rock formation. Tressa squinted in the dark, trying to make out its features. It wasn't just a rock. It was a statue of a giant beast with three mouths and four eyes. Arms swept out from its broad shoulders and the two hands came together, palms up. In them lay Fi, her body limp and lifeless.


 
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Hazel writhed on the bed, her arms wrapped around her middle. Drool pooled on the blanket next to her slack mouth. "I can't stand this, Connor. Please, you need to do something."
Connor paced the room. "I don't know what to do." He'd considered flying away with her, leaving Bastian for another time, but his room was surrounded by guards. Changing inside the inn would only destroy the building and hurt Hazel. She had already asked him the unthinkable.
"I won't turn you," he said. "The Green will come up with a way to save you. This is just a trick. They will give you an antidote."
"No, they won't," she said through gritted teeth. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy. "I'm dying, just like they said. The poison is attacking every part of me. Just do as they demanded. If I'm going to be forced to change, I want to be Blue, like you."
"No." Connor refused to look at his dying wife. "You'd be better off dead. Trust me."
Hazel clawed at Connor's pants. She grabbed some of the fabric in her hand and yanked on it, pulling him close. "No, trust me. I know what I want, and I want to live. Beside you. Not just as your human wife, but as your equal in all things. I don't want to die now. I'm not ready. If you can save me, then do it, damn it!"
Connor sank to the floor next to the bed. He took Hazel's hand in his. She’d emptied her stomach after being confined to their room, but was quickly deteriorating. Connor had fought the urge to break out of the room and kill every one of them in the village. It was only the pleading gaze in Hazel's eyes that kept him by her side.
"Tressa was okay," Hazel said. "She's a dragon now."
"Tressa was really ill, if you remember," Connor said. "We thought she was going to die."
"It's obvious I'm going to die anyway." Hazel coughed, her chest heaving with each inhalation.
Connor rested his forehead against hers. "I don't want to do this to you."
"You want someone else to do it, then? Fine. I'll be a Green. Tell the man at the door I'm ready." Her face contorted, and she bent at the middle. Her toes curled with the surging pain from the poison.
Connor stood. His fist hovered in front of the wooden door, shaking. He closed his eyes briefly, forcing himself to knock. The door opened, and the hardened face of the guard looked in. "Get Jakob. I'll do it. I'll change her."
The guard nodded. He called down the stairs, letting the guard at the bottom of the steps know their intentions. Only moments later, Jakob and Renny were climbing the staircase, smiles on their faces.
"I knew you'd change your mind." Jakob swept past Connor into the room. He sat on the bed next to Hazel, his hand on her forehead. "She has quite a fever."
"Tell me what to do," Connor demanded. "How do I change her?"
"You don't know? Were you born a dragon, then?"
"My past is not of your concern," Connor said. "Tell me how to help my wife."
Jakob stood. "Come. We will head to the barn. It is more comfortable there."
Connor picked up Hazel, carrying her like a babe in his arms. Her head lolled against his shoulder.
"Thank you," she whispered, her hot breath prickling across his skin.
Connor didn't answer. He couldn't. He'd seen Tressa so ill she could barely walk. He didn't know how torturous Bastian's change had been, but his own had been excruciating. The indescribable pain had raced through his veins as he came back to life in Stacia's arms. Connor didn't want that for Hazel.
But she had made the choice. No matter how many times he told her it was unwise, Hazel insisted this was what she wanted.
Connor walked carefully as they made their way through the village to the barn on the north side. Villagers looked at them curiously, but none seemed concerned. Connor was sure they knew what was about to happen.
Jakob and Renny opened the barn doors. Connor stepped inside, blinking furiously in the low light. Jakob motioned to a table underneath rows of hanging dragon armor.
Connor laid Hazel down gently. Her eyes were closed and her breathing shallow.
"It will be easier for her if she is changed before she dies," Jakob said. He handed Connor a dagger. "Use this to cut your wrist. It's where the blood flows best."
"And then?" Connor asked.
"Then let your blood drip into her mouth. Give her as much as you can stand."
"How will I know when it's enough?" Connor asked.
"You will know," Jakob said. "Each person is different, but it will be obvious. Trust me."
Connor held back an angry snort. Trust Jakob. As if he would do such a thing.
"We'll leave you to it," Jakob said. He patted Connor on the back. "When it is done, bring her out. Oh, and so you know, we gave her something in the soup that will make the transition easy. She will not suffer."
Jakob and Renny left, closing the barn doors behind them. Three torches flickered in the darkness.
Connor gazed at Hazel. She almost looked peaceful, as if she were sleeping. He held the dagger to his wrist and sliced down the vein. Blood spurted. Connor quickly covered the wound with his hand, then lowered it carefully to Hazel's mouth. He twisted his arm, letting the wound rest on her lips.
"Swallow, my love," he said, his voice shaky.
Connor stroked Hazel's hair with his free hand. Her eyes remained closed, her breathing shallow. He pumped his fist, forcing the blood to flow faster. A crimson stream dribbled down the side of her face. Connor felt dizzy with the loss of blood, but he wouldn't give up until she gave him some sign it was working.
Then it happened. He felt her lips move on his arm. Hazel's eyes popped open. She pushed his arm away from her mouth and sat up.
"Bandage yourself. Quickly. Before you lose too much blood."
Connor marveled at how quickly she recovered. It was nothing like his experience. Perhaps Jakob had told the truth—it was much easier if the person was still alive.
Hazel tore a strip of fabric from the bottom of her dress and wrapped it around Connor's wound. She smiled at him. "I'm suddenly feeling better. Much better."
His wife tied the ends of the fabric in a knot. She didn't appear different. He reached out with his good arm and tangled his fingers in her wavy hair. "Are you okay?"
Hazel nodded. "I think so." She hopped off the table and spun slowly in a circle, her arms out to the side. "I actually feel good. The poison has been counteracted. Other than that, I don't feel so different. Not very dragon-like."
"That might take some time to master,” Connor said. “The first time you turn, you'll notice a huge difference."
"I assume so," Hazel said. She placed her hand on Connor's face. "Thank you. I know how hard this was for you. I just want you to know I'm not angry." She leaned in and kissed Connor full on the lips.
He returned the kiss with passion, filled with relief that Hazel was still alive despite what he'd done to her.
Hazel broke away and reached for Connor’s dagger. Using it just as he had, she sliced her wrist. Blood welled up on her pale skin. "Drink it."
Connor recoiled. "What? No! Why?"
"I drank yours," Hazel said. "I want you to drink mine. We were once bonded as humans. Something inside me says this is how dragons are bonded." Hazel forearm hovered just in front of Connor's lips.
Despite his horror, he moved in closer. She was right. When he was with Stacia, he had drunk of her blood nightly, deepening his connection to her. He'd begged for her to drink his in return, but she'd never agreed. He'd instinctively known that sharing blood was how dragons swore their loyalty to a mate.
Connor's tongue grazed Hazel's skin, taking in the few drops off blood she'd drawn. He wanted more, but he wouldn't take it. Not now. He’d already taken her humanity from her today. Hazel's lips fell on his again, and Connor wrapped his arms around her waist.
He picked her up and tossed her on a pile of hay. They were one now. Forever. As human and as dragon.


 
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Connor and Hazel opened the barn doors together, sliding them to the side. They joined hands and walked out. A crowd of people stood in a semicircle, smiles on their faces. Jakob began clapping and the others followed suit.
Hazel squeezed Connor's hand, then let go. She walked a few steps ahead of him and faced the crowd. "I am now what you wanted me to be, but I refuse to be a pawn in your game. Connor and I came here for help with an enemy that attacked our village. I did not come here to trade my humanity for immortality."
Jakob made a clicking noise with his tongue. "You are not immortal. Do not mistake the dragon for never-ending life."
"If you can take the dead and bring them back as a dragon, why not live forever?" Hazel asked. "Just revive them with your blood."
"It only works on humans," Renny said. "They are weak and susceptible to the magic of the dragon blood. But once a dragon dies, he is gone forever. There are bodies in the sea proving it."
Hazel stepped back and took Connor's hand again. "May we leave now?" she asked Jakob.
He nodded. "I urge you to change everyone you know. It is the only chance they will have to survive the coming war."
Connor shook Jakob's hand. "We will take your warning under consideration. But first, I have a question. Are your people free to leave the Meadowlands now?"
"Of course. The barrier is gone," Jakob said. "Soon we will be filling the Dragonlands, notifying the people and giving them a choice."
"A choice?" Hazel said with a snort. "Will there be a choice or mass conversion?"
"Always a choice," Jakob said with a smirk. "Just as we offered you one."
"If your people are free to leave, then there is one we would like to take with us," Connor said. He looked into the gathered crowd, but didn't see Bastian among them.
"Who?" Jakob asked.
"Bastian," Hazel said. "He's tall, with red hair."
"I know who he is," Jakob said, his eyes darkening. He waved his hand and the crowd dispersed before continuing, "Bastian is not yours to claim. He belongs to us."
"He belongs to no one but himself," Connor said. "Why don't we let him choose?"
"No. It is forbidden. You may leave if you desire, but Bastian will remain here." Jakob grabbed Hazel's elbow and guided her back toward the inn. Connor followed on their heels.
"But—" Hazel started.
"No. Bastian died. He was claimed by Blythe, and now she chooses his fate." Jakob walked even faster. "I suggest the two of you leave soon. I'm sorry we inconvenienced you. I wish we could help you with that shadow that attacked your village, but we cannot. Have a safe trip home."
Jakob released Hazel's elbow. He abruptly walked off, leaving them standing at the entrance to the inn.
"That was strange," Hazel said.
Connor placed a finger over his lips as they entered the inn.
No one paid them any mind as they ascended the stairs to their room. Connor closed the door gently. Hazel sank down on the bed.
"The room still smells of sick," she said, holding a hand in front of her nose. "I'm sorry."
"It's okay," Connor said. "I'm glad you didn't die."
"Me, too." Hazel took Connor's hand in hers. "I'm sorry I had to force you to change me. I know how you feel about what was done to you."
"It's okay," Connor said. "I needed to face it, and I'm glad you came through it okay. But now we have to figure out how to get Bastian out of here. Last night he clearly wanted to leave with us. I don't feel comfortable flying out of here without him."
"Neither do I," Hazel said. "Maybe I can change into a dragon and burn this place down?"
Connor laughed. "It's not that easy. The first time you change it will be a surprise. Breathing fire comes much later. It takes practice. The best you could do right now is sneeze a puff of smoke."
Hazel held her belly as her shoulders shook. "Like Fotia. That cute little dragon is always trying to blow fire."
Connor's eyes dimmed. "I miss my babies. We need to get back to them, too." He sat down next to Hazel on the bed. "I can't be in three places at once. Here, to rescue Bastian. At the Red, to ask for help with the shadow. Home in Hutton's Bridge, to protect the children."
Hazel rubbed his shoulders. "I know. I don't like leaving our children, the boys and the dragons. I have to trust in Pia to protect them. That's no easy thing for me."
"So what should we do?" Connor asked. "Continue on or stay here?"
"Jakob doesn't want us," Hazel said. "We either rescue Bastian, and quickly, or we leave. I don't want to turn the Green against us. We won't make it out of the Meadowlands if they deem us a threat."
"Where do we find Bastian?" Connor asked. "Granted, this village isn't large, no more than a few hundred people, but it won't be easy finding him."
Hazel lay down, her arms folded behind her head. "Let me think."
Connor watched his wife for a few moments. Her eyes were closed, her breathing even. He wanted to know what was going on in her mind, but he kept quiet, waiting for her to find a solution. Had Hazel always been this trusting in her ability to solve problems? More than anything, Connor wished he could remember.
Hazel had assured him they could make new memories together, but it still bothered him that she had memories he didn't. Connor was relieved she hadn't changed much, if at all, since he gave her his blood. Jakob was right—it was better to change her before she died. Looking at her, no one would have believed the pain she had experienced just that morning.
Hazel sprang up, startling Connor. "I know where Bastian is." She jumped off the bed, grabbed her clothes and stuffed them in her pack. "Get your things. We're getting Bastian and then we're flying out of here. On you," she added with a laugh. "I'm not ready to fly yet."
"Neither is Bastian," Connor said. "But it's okay, I can carry both of you with no problem. How do you know where he is?"
"It's strange," Hazel said. "I was thinking about him and what we should do when I suddenly had a vision. He's eating. It's some kind of soup and there's a hunk of bread on his plate. The room is dark. Three candles are burning, just enough to see by. There was a strange noise, but it's one I recognize. I know where to look for him."
"That's amazing," Connor said. "But how do you know it's real? What if it's just your imagination?"
Hazel shrugged. "It's just something I know. Remember when I asked you to drink my blood and bond with me? It's like that. I know you lost your memory when you changed. I seem to have gained something. I'm not sure how to describe it yet."
"Well, I can't wait to see if you're right." Connor slung his pack over his shoulder. "I'm ready to find Bastian, if you are."
"Is it wrong I'm excited about what my future might bring?" Hazel asked. "This isn't a life I ever expected, much less longed for, but something tells me I'm about to love life even more."
Connor kissed her cheek. "I'm glad I'm here to experience it with you."
Hazel stepped out of the room, practically skipping down the stairs. Connor followed. He wanted her to think he was excited, but he knew how deeply the dragon could change someone. He could only hope that all of Hazel's changes were positive and didn't lead his love into disaster. 


 
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven	
 
Connor followed Hazel through the village, her shoulders square as she stepped with sure feet. She still hadn't told Connor where they were headed, only that he should follow.
"Excuse me," she said, slipping between two stalls. The one on the right was filled with dates and pistachios; the second stall overflowed with oranges and bananas.
Hazel rounded the corner of a building and Connor immediately recognized where they were. A foundry. Men and women with bulging biceps and sweaty foreheads worked in a dark, humid room filled with boiling pots and gleaming metals. The foundry was where Bastian had worked back in Hutton's Bridge.
Hazel spun around, a huge grin on her face. "This was the noise I heard when I focused on Bastian in my mind. Let's look around and see if he's here."
It didn't take long before Connor spotted Bastian's red hair in the back of the foundry. He was standing at a station alone, chewing on a stick of jerky. Surrounded by the clang of metal on metal, they would be able to talk without anyone else hearing. Connor motioned to Hazel and they wound their way around the workers and their tools hanging from the ceiling.
"Bastian," Connor said, waving.
His friend looked up, startled. "You didn't?" His eyes moved between Connor and Hazel.
"Jakob took the choice away from us," Hazel said. "But it's okay. We did what we had to."
"We're leaving," Connor said. "Jakob said they wouldn't hold us here any longer now that Hazel has been changed. Unfortunately Jakob said you can't go with us. He insists you belong to Blythe. Is that true?"
Bastian sighed. "She thinks she has some control over me. However, she's not here. What's to stop me from walking out with you now?"
Connor looked around. "Nothing, as far as I can tell. Are you coming?"
"Absolutely," Bastian said. "I want to get home to my daughter."
"Well, you can't just march into Hutton's Bridge, Bastian," Hazel said. "Farah thinks you're dead. She believes she's an orphan now. And while I know she'll be thrilled to find out you're alive, I don't think it's something we can just spring on her."
"Of course," Bastian said, grinning. "One of you will talk to Farah first. It'll be fine. Now let's go. I'm sick of this place."
Hazel led the way out of the foundry. The three walked side by side down the street looking for an open area where Connor could change into his dragon. The main street branched toward a grassy knoll. Connor jogged ahead of his friends, eager to get going.
"Stop!" a voice yelled.
Connor's shoulders sagged as he turned around. It was Blythe.
She strode toward him, her gown swishing at her feet with every step. "The two of you may leave, but not Bastian. I created him. He needs to stay here with me."
"No, he doesn't," Connor said. "My creator died, and I am just fine without her. There is nothing that says the two must stay together."
Blythe's eyes narrowed. "Bastian will stay here. Don't argue with me, Blue dragon. You will regret it."
"I think I can speak for myself," Bastian said, entering the clearing. He laid a hand on Blythe's arm. "Thank you for bringing me back from the dead. Thank you for giving me new life as a dragon, but I can't stay. I have a daughter. Farah. Remember, I told you about her? You agreed with me that it would be a beautiful reunion when I see her again. I can do that now. Connor will take me home."
Blythe shook her head. "Not yet. You cannot leave."
"You can't keep me here, either," Bastian said. "Let us part as friends. Don't make a scene."
Connor raised an eyebrow. Were the two of them already more than friends? Bastian had a history as a womanizer. Had he worked his magic on Blythe, too? If this was just another lover's quarrel, Connor wanted no part of it.
"No." Blythe crossed her arms over her chest. "You can't leave. It isn't possible."
Bastian rested his hands on Blythe's shoulders. "It is possible, and I am leaving. I will visit someday, if you would like that. But just as you are home here with your husband and children, I have to go to my home."
Connor was even more puzzled now. They didn’t sound like lovers if Bastian spoke so easily of her family. Then why was Blythe so insistent he stay?
"Bastian," Blythe said, lowering her voice to a near-whisper, "if you leave, everything will unravel. You are the one the ancient texts speak of. If you leave us... we will die. You know what it says."
Connor leaned in, desperate to hear the rest of their conversation. Hazel was slowly making her way over to them. Her eyes held uncertainty. He had no reassurances to give her.
"You don't even know for sure that it's me," Bastian said. "Besides, there is no war. Not yet. Who's to say I won't return before the war begins? Then your prophecies might still come true."
"Maybe," Blythe said. The tension in her stance was more than aggression. It was fear.
Whatever ancient texts Blythe was talking about were deeply engrained in her beliefs. Connor wanted to scoff. What bearing could the verses of long-dead people possibly have on the world today? Then he thought of Decarian and the shadow, and he wondered if perhaps Blythe knew things that could help them with these new enemies.
"Can we see these texts?" Connor asked. The others gaped at him.
"We were getting ready to leave," Hazel reminded him.
"I know, but if Blythe has information about ancient beasts, it might help us defeat whatever attacked us in Hutton's Bridge." Connor wrapped an arm around Hazel's shoulders. "We came north looking for help and information. Perhaps we can find some here."
Blythe's eyes grew wide. "Outsiders have never been allowed to view our sacred texts, much less know about them. It is a carefully guarded secret in the Meadowlands."
"These are two of my dearest friends," Bastian said to Blythe, his voice suddenly soft and cajoling. That was the Bastian Connor knew—the one who could sweet-talk a woman into anything. "Won't you let them take a look? It will help their children and my daughter. Imagine if your children were being threatened and you didn't know how to help them."
Blythe wrung her hands. "Do you promise not to defile them? To be reverent?"
"Of course," Connor said. "We will respect your sacred texts as if they were our own."
Hazel took Blythe's hand. "Please, from one mother to another, help us."
That seemed to be the final push Blythe needed. "Very well, then. Follow me."
Blythe headed back toward village, her shoulders less square and sure than when she'd approached Connor. He felt bad that they'd pushed her into doing something she didn't want, but what harm could come from it? There was no risk, only the chance of reward. If anything in those texts gave a hint as to the nature of the shadow, then Connor wanted to know.
Hazel grabbed his hand, swinging it in rhythm with their steps. Trepidation seeped through Connor's veins as they walked back to the village they'd come so close to escaping.  


 
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight	
 
Blythe led Connor, Bastian, and Hazel to a building constructed of stones of every size and shape, bound together with a mortar of sand and broken seashells. It stood two stories tall, coming to a peak at the top. A large bell hung in the apex. Blythe rushed them all through the door, then closed it tightly behind them.
"We are not supposed to enter the sacred space except on holy days," Blythe whispered. She reached for the nearest torch and motioned for them to follow her. "We leave a perpetual fire burning at all times to give the spirits light. It is not meant for us. But, today only, I will allow an exception."
"When is your next holy day?" Hazel asked.
"Not for another forty days," Blythe answered.
Stone benches flanked both sides of the aisle they traversed, leading up to an altar. A huge stone stood in the center, nearly as tall as Bastian and wider than the four of them standing shoulder to shoulder. A strange symbol was engraved into its face.
"What's this?" Hazel asked, her fingers reaching out to trace the intricate lines. Before she could touch it, Blythe slapped her hand away.
"Don't. It's sacred." Blythe looked at them. "Don't touch anything. You don't know the power of the artifacts."
Hazel nodded. Connor grabbed her hand and squeezed it. Hazel smiled back, but her lips were tense and her eyes narrowed. None of them had grown up with religion in Hutton's Bridge. It was an antiquated notion. Their problems were all made by the magic of men, not mystical beings. Any type of worship was foreign to them.
Blythe pushed on a brown stone in the wall. It slowly depressed, accompanied by a loud grinding noise. The wall moved, and a doorway formed.
"Can I have some help with this?" Blythe asked. Bastian pushed alongside Blythe, and the door creaked far enough open for them to slip through sideways.
Blythe set her torch in an iron sconce, lighting up a small anteroom. Three walls were flanked with bookcases stuffed full of folios, scrolls, and vellum texts.
"I know it appears haphazard," Blythe said, "but they are in a particular order. It's hard to make it look neat when there are so many different sizes and shapes of texts." Her fingers skimmed over the various editions, stopping when she located a large book bound in soft, pink pig skin. "This is it."
Blythe heaved the book off the shelf, toppling multiple scrolls that had been resting atop it. Connor doubted their organizational system was as precise as she claimed. Her arms heavy, she lobbed the book onto the table where it landed with a thump. Dust plumed into the air.
Blythe waved her hand, then sat on a chair. "Gather round."
Connor, Bastian, and Hazel shuffled behind Blythe. She thumbed through the brightly illustrated pages of animals, symbols, and long treatises written in a language Connor didn't know.
"It's somewhere in the middle," Blythe said. "Be patient. I'll find it."
As she paged through the text, Connor began to see images he recognized. Kilrothgi, the huge, furry beasts that had wandered the fog outside Hutton's Bridge and nearly killed him, were depicted, as well as a variety of other beasts Connor hadn't seen. The next page showed a myriad of monsters bowing down to the leviathan Decarian. His arms spread wide and his chest puffed up. A hideous smile distorted his muscular face as he looked down on his minions.
"We aren't sure yet if that thing is real or not," Blythe said. "It may be a depiction of an invisible god. We've only been able to verify the existence of four of the species groveling before him." She let a nervous laugh slip. "I hope it's not real."
Connor’s stomach twisted into knots as she continued to flip pages. Blythe readily admitted she wasn't sure how much of the contents of the texts were real and how much was part of the Green’s mythology. Yet he knew Decarian existed. He'd seen and smelled it under the Red castle. If the people in the Meadowlands based their beliefs off the things they read in these texts, then maybe they weren't so far off of their assumptions.
Prophecy was a different matter. It was one thing to record history and yet another to predict the future.
"This is it. The next page." Blythe's hand hovered over the vellum. "I want you to be prepared for what you are about to see. It may be disconcerting."
Connor leaned over Blythe's shoulder, and he noticed Bastian and Hazel doing the same. Despite their skepticism, they were curious what had Blythe so nervous.
"Go ahead," Bastian said, breaking the tense silence. "Whatever it is, we'll be fine."
Blythe turned the page. It fluttered down, exposing a two-page illustration.
Hazel gasped. Bastian stumbled backward.
Connor leaned forward, his eyes trained on the scene. "This is the prophecy you spoke of?"
Blythe nodded. "The text on the following pages explains what you see here. It gives some background as well. It tells us everything we need to know about the people in the picture."
Connor held back the urge to touch the page. A blood moon hovered over a battlefield. He wanted to trace the lines of the people lying dead on the ground, consumed by a raging fire. He wanted to study the strengths and weaknesses of the demons in the sky, wreaking havoc on the land he knew and loved. He wanted to yank on the dragons in the corner, who were flying away from the devastation, leaving their home to burn.
"This won't happen," Hazel said between choked tears. "It can't. We won't allow it. I am a dragon now. Connor and I will fight. Bastian, too."
"Then you will die," Blythe said. "We are changing all of our people to give them the opportunity to fly away when the enemy comes. We will need an army, yes, but only one that will hold the enemy back long enough for us to fly away with our children and elderly. Those who survive will join us to the west."
"To the west?" Bastian asked. "Where? There is only sea."
"No," Blythe insisted. "There is land. The book tells us so. That land is our salvation, our future. Anyone in the Dragonlands who remains human will die at the hands of the enemy because they will not be able to escape." She looked up at Hazel. "I'm sorry we had to force you into becoming a dragon, but it was for your own good."
"What?" Hazel's voice cracked. "So I can run away? A coward? No, I don't think so." Hazel stood tall, her shoulders back. "I will not flee. I will stay and fight."
Blythe closed the book without ceremony. She returned it to the bookcase, carefully setting it underneath the scrolls. "I choose to live. Others will fight to give us the chance to leave. Bastian is one of those. He is strong and brave. We need men exactly like him."
"I still can't reliably turn into a dragon," Bastian said. "What if I can't by the time the war comes? Then what? Will I be left to die with the rest of the Dragonlands?"
"You will be able to change by then," Blythe said, placing a reassuring hand on his arm.
Bastian shrugged it off. "How do you know? Wait... more prophecy?"
Blythe nodded. "There is more in the book, but I cannot share it with you. Our elders say too much knowledge is harmful to the mind."
"I'm not staying because a book written hundreds of years ago says I should," Bastian said. "Will you stop me? Will you call an army to keep me here?"
"No, I won't," Blythe said. "You may leave, but mark my words, you will be back, Bastian. Your fate lies in the Meadowlands. You were reborn here and you will..."
"What?" Bastian's eyes narrowed as he moved closer to Blythe.
Connor grabbed his friend's shoulder, but Bastian shook him off.
"I will die? Is that what you were about to say?" Bastian asked. His fists shook at his sides.
"You will command the Green army against the enemy. And, yes, you will die here. Leave now, if you must, but you will be back."
"No, I won't." Bastian turned and stalked out of the room.
Connor turned to Blythe. "Is there anything we can use in the coming fight? Any hints on the weaknesses of the enemy?"
"Connor, please," Hazel said. "Don't give in to her delusions. Let's just leave. There's nothing here for us."
"Blythe?" Connor asked again. "Why did you bring us here?"
Blythe lifted her chin, looking Connor straight in the eyes. "Because you needed to know the truth. I see that you believe me. There is something in that book that spoke directly to you, yes?"
Hazel tugged on his arm. "Let's go."
Connor looked at his wife, then back at Blythe. The woman was right. He had seen Decarian. He knew truth was written in that text. As for the future, he wasn't quite willing to believe it could be seen from the past. He wasn't willing to discount it either.
If the drawing was true, a great and devastating war was headed toward them. It meant Tressa wouldn't succeed in her trip to Desolation. The beasts would break free. They would attack and thousands of people would die.
Connor opened his mouth to respond but found he had nothing to say. He lowered his eyes, unwilling to look at Blythe or the walls of bound texts. Instead he followed his wife out of the church and to the field where he changed into a dragon. Bastian and Hazel climbed silently onto his back with no words between them. Connor set off for the south, for Hutton's Bridge, and for the human children whose eyes he had seen pleading with him from the fires of the image. He wouldn’t leave them. They’d fight the shadow on their own.
 


 
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Tressa squinted at the monstrous statue in the dark cavern. "Is Fi alive?" she whispered to Donovan.
He held up a hand, quieting her, and cocked his ear toward the center of the cavern. Tressa followed suit, listening for something other than the breathing of her companions. She heard nothing. Not even a scrabble of pebbles on the rocky floor.
It was perfect. They could save Fi and get out as quickly as they'd come. Hopefully there would be no more attacks like the one that took Kadrin. Tressa pushed aside her distress over his death. There would be time to process it later. Time to make apologies. Attempt to make amends. Right now the only thing that mattered was Fi.
Tressa took a hesitant step forward only to run into Donovan's outstretched arm.
No. His lips formed the word. His eyes carried a dire warning. He cautiously stepped forward, his sword at the ready.
Tressa itched to follow Donovan, or even sprint past him, but she knew he was testing the cavern. He was acting as bait for anything that might be out there waiting for them.
One careful step after another brought him closer to Fi. When he reached her, he laid a hand on her throat. Tressa gulped, waiting for a sign that Fi still breathed. That her friend wasn't lying there dead. That she hadn't wasted Kadrin's life coming to this forsaken place.
Donovan looked at Tressa. The smallest smile cracked at his cheeks as he gave her a nod.
Fi was alive! Alive! Tressa's heart skipped a beat.
Donovan slid his arms under Fi and lifted her carefully from the stone beast. Fi's head lolled against Donovan's shoulder, her eyes closed. He didn’t appear strained under the weight of Fi’s limp body.
He hurried back to the group. "This is too easy." Donovan looked behind him. "Something isn't right."
"Who cares?" Hildie said. "Let's get out of here before they realize we're here."
"That's the puzzling part," Accore said as they moved back toward the tunnel. "They know we're here. Kadrin’s death tells us that much. They are planning something, to be sure."
"Hurry," Donovan hissed over his shoulder at us.
Before he could enter the tunnel, a loud rumbling shook the cavern. Rocks fell in front of the passageway. Within moments the opening was covered with debris. Accore and Hildie clawed at them but couldn't manage to remove even one.
"They're too heavy," Accore said with a grunt. "We need to find another way out. Suggestions?"
Everyone looked to Donovan.
"I don't know," he said. "Perhaps—"
The room went black with an unearthly darkness. Silence descended on the cavern. The party stood tense, shoulder-to-shoulder.
"I don't like this." Fregar's voice trembled.
Tressa held out a hand in the darkness. She moved it closer to her face, dismayed to realize she couldn't see it at all, even when her palm touched her nose. Her skin tingled. This felt all too familiar. She'd been trapped in the fog outside of Hutton's Bridge. It was so thick she couldn't see a thing in front of her. Only then she'd discovered her little owl friend Nerak gave her magic that allowed her to see.
It was her first introduction to the magical world she lived in. How she wished Nerak was with her now. Or Bastian. He'd been so calm in the fog, so sure that they'd find Connor and their way out. Tressa missed him more than she could express. There hadn't even been time to grieve Bastian, much less come to terms with how empty her heart felt without him.
"Stay together," Donovan said, yanking Tressa back to the present. "We should not be separated."
"Without light to guide us, or even knowing a way out, how do we know where to go?" Onva asked. Her voice wavered. "Wouldn't it be better to just stay here until the light returns?"
"There are no guarantees it will," Hildie said. "We must move. If we stay..."
"The shades will find us," Accore finished.
"On my word we all move together," Donovan said. "While I was picking up Fi, I saw another opening behind the statue. We'll head toward that. Now!"
The group took an awkward step forward. As shoulders bumped and feet tangled, Tressa wished she had vines she could fashion into a long rope. When she and Bastian were trapped in the fog that was the only way they were able to tether themselves together. There was no fear of being left alone after that.
They took another step and another until they were walking less awkwardly. After a long stretch of silence and dozens of steps, Donovan ordered them to a stop.
"I can feel the statue," he said. "We need to move around to the right of it. Who is on the end?"
"I am," Tressa said. Her shoulder only touched Onva's.
"Reach out until you can feel the statue," Donovan said. "I want your hand on it at all times. Do not let go until I say."
Tressa fumbled in the air, her fingers wiggling, searching for something solid. Finally she brushed the cool stone of the statue. "I've got it.”
"Good," Donovan said. "Now I'm going to lead the group around the statue. I'll rely on my memory to point us in the right direction."
Tressa kept her hand on the stone as she felt Onva move, her shoulder rotating to a new angle. Tressa moved forward a few tiny steps, keeping herself attached to both Onva and the stone as her fingers grazed the surface.
From far away, the stone had appeared a smooth onyx. Now Tressa could feel the tiny variations in the stone, and her fingertips dipped into the divots created during the sculpting. She wondered who had built this catacomb and how long it had taken them to sculpt this giant beast from stone. Had they been able to fill the catacomb before the shades took it over? Were there people aboveground who wanted to be buried with their ancestors, but couldn't because of the evil that had befallen it?
"Not far now," Donovan said. "Everyone put a hand on the shoulder of the person next to you. We're going to stretch farther out toward the wall. I want Tressa to stay by the statue so we always know where we are in the room."
Tressa stood still, feeling Onva shift ever so slightly to the side until Tressa's shoulder touched Onva's back. Tressa reached out with her right hand, placing it on Onva's shoulder as Onva slowly walked away from her.
"Don't go much farther." Tressa's fingertips grazed Onva's back as she moved. Tressa stretched her arms as far as they could go, one fingertip on the statue, the other on Onva's warm flesh. "I almost can't reach you!"
"We're close to the wall," Donovan said. "I'm sure of it. Will you be okay if we move forward a few steps, Tressa? We’ll turn around and come back for you."
Tressa wanted to scream and tell them no. She didn't want to be left alone next to the statue wondering if they'd ever make their way back to her. Then she thought of Fi. This was all for her, and if this was another sacrifice she needed to make for her friend, then she'd do it.
"Go ahead," Tressa said. She felt Onva slip away. She pushed down the panic gathering in her throat. It would be okay. They weren't going far. She wasn't alone.
Tressa backed toward the statue, her entire palm resting on it now. Strangely, the cool stone seemed to warm up under her hand. She flushed with anxiety. She continued to reassure herself as the cool gave way to a warmth, not unlike the heat of another person.
When the stone moved, Tressa let out a bloodcurdling scream.


 
 

Chapter Thirty
 
Tressa sprinted into the darkness, bumping into someone and knocking them down. She landed on top of the person, her arm smacking the floor.
"What is your problem?" Onva asked, sprawled underneath her.
Tressa rolled off of Onva, out of breath. "The statue. It moved.”
"Are the two of you okay?" Accore asked somewhere ahead of them. "Why did you scream, Tressa?"
"The statue got warm. Then it moved." She insisted through gritted teeth, knowing how ridiculous it sounded now. Of course it hadn't. Statues didn't move. It was carved of stone. She'd touched it with her own sweaty, nervous hands. That was why it felt like it moved.
"Link up and stay together," Donovan said. "Fregar still has my shoulder. Accore, do you have Fregar's?"
"I do now," he said. "Onva has mine. Now let's keep moving."
"No, I don't," Onva said.
"Don't what?" Accore asked.
"I'm not touching you," she said.
"Tressa? Hildie?" Donovan asked nervously.
A grunt and moan were followed by a loud thud. The tangy scent of copper spread through the air.
"Accore?" Onva said.
They all waited, but there was no answer.
"He's not touching my shoulder anymore," Fregar cried. "Where did he go? Who was touching him?"
"The shades will not let us go easily," Donovan said. "Now, we move."
"But Accore..." Hildie said.
"If he does not answer, he is gone," Donovan said. "Like Kadrin. Onva, put your hand on Hilde's shoulder. Tressa's yours goes on Onva's. Fregar, stay with me. Let us continue."
A light flashed in the cavern. Then another and another until all of the torches were lit again. Tressa blinked, seeing Accore's dead body on the floor. Then she looked back at where the statue was. Or had been.
"Donovan, the statue is gone," Tressa said, choking back fear. Again, she remembered how the stone had warmed beneath her hand. Could the statue truly have come to life? It didn’t seem possible. She’d seen many strange beasts since leaving Hutton’s Bridge, but nothing to compare with living stone. That was more powerful magic than any she’d encountered.
Donovan turned around, Fi still limp in his arms. His eyes grew wide. "We must move." He continued forward, this time running as best as he could without jostling Fi.
Tressa and the others followed. He was right. There was an opening ahead of them. She prayed it led aboveground and to freedom.
A piercing screech echoed throughout the room. Tressa covered hear ears. The floor was mottled with a mess of dark shadows. They writhed, melding into each other, then breaking apart again.
"Run!" Tressa screamed, bolting past Donovan and into the opening.
The three other women raced ahead, followed by Donovan, carrying Fi. Tressa brought up the rear, frantically looking behind her for evidence of a shade.
"How do they kill?" Tressa asked Donovan, panting.
"They absorb your life force and you disappear into nothing. It is what happened to Kadrin and Accore." Donovan adjusted Fi in his arms.
"Why not Fi?" Tressa asked. "Why was she different?"
"I don't know," Donovan admitted. "For now, we run."
She did as he said, following the group as they ascended higher into the catacombs. Tressa refused to look over the edge of the path as it dropped off into the void. Pebbles fell over the side with each footfall, but she never heard them make a noise when they hit bottom. If they hit bottom, she thought with a shudder.
Someone screamed up ahead. Tressa tried to see who it was. Unfortunately, the tunnel was too narrow and they were too far ahead. "Are you okay?" she called.
"Fregar!" Onva shouted. "Where are you?"
"No, not another," Tressa said, hopelessly. "No more."
"Concentrate on getting out of here," Donovan said. "Don't let their disappearances stop you."
"But what if they're down there somewhere, and we can rescue them just like we did Fi?" Tressa asked. "We can't leave anyone behind."
"Fi did not scream when she was taken," Donovan said. "The others did. That is the only reason I felt she might be alive. The shades are not kind when they suck the life from a human. The pain is excruciating." Donovan wheezed, his shoulders sagging.
Fi was a small woman and light, but carrying her for so long was wearing on Donovan. Yet his legs showed no sign of flagging. Every step was as solid as the last.
"How did you survive this in the past?" Tressa asked.
"I have no idea," Donovan said. He hefted Fi in his arms and picked up his speed. "No more talking."
Tressa obeyed. Hildie and Onva had pulled so far ahead of them that Tressa couldn't see them anymore. Only the scrabble of their feet told her they were still alive.
Finally they arrived in a chamber filled with burial graves. Donovan stopped for a moment, resting his back against the wall. "I need to take a breath." He locked eyes with Tressa. "We will make it out of here alive."
She nodded. Tressa considered herself brave, but how could she fight something that had no form? Even Donovan didn't know how to defeat them. He only knew to outrun them.
A cracking noise came from one of the holes. Bony fingers snaked out, reaching toward Tressa. She leapt backward and pointed.
Donovan's eyes grew large. His jaw dropped. "Holy shite!" He took off running, Tressa close on his heels.
They didn't stop again until they reached open air. The morning sunlight beckoned to them outside. Onva and Hildie had their arms around each other, tears streaming down their faces.
"We were about to leave without you," Hildie said. "We thought you didn't make it."
"Well, we did," Donovan said. "Let's get back to the horses and the tent. Once we're inside, we'll be safe and we can rest."
Hildie offered her strong arms to Donovan. He nodded and placed Fi carefully in Hildie's arms.
Tressa embraced Onva. "I'm so sorry about Fregar."
Onva shrugged her off. "Don't talk to me about my sister. Never speak her name. It is not yours to claim."
"I'm sorry," Tressa said.
"No. We saved your friend, didn't we? She is alive?" Onva's voice dripped with venom. "We exchanged the lives of Kadrin, Accore, and Fregar for hers. It better be worth it."
As Tressa looked over her shoulder at the entrance to the catacombs, she admitted to herself for the first time how selfish the mission had been. She hung back, letting the others walk ahead. She needed a moment to let the tears fall. Three good people were gone. For what? To follow Tressa's whims?
No, of course not. She’d done it for Fi. For the Dragonlands, who needed her friend.
As she slowed down, she realized how much her body ached. They'd spent the whole time either running or scared stiff, and based on the rising sun, they'd taken the entire night. She had barely slept the night before. She'd only forced a few bites of food down her stomach. All she wanted now was to collapse in the tent.
She looked back toward the entrance to the catacombs. Tressa said a silent word of thanks to the three who had perished in her service. They’d given the ultimate sacrifice to save a woman they didn’t know. That was true heroism. It was humbling.
Something moved in the shadow of the entrance. Tressa blinked, sure the morning sun was playing tricks on her. Then the entrance exploded as the statue from the cavern burst toward her, running at full speed.
 


 
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
They ran.
The ground shook beneath Tressa with every stomp of the beast's feet.
Donovan and Onva hung back, letting Hildie go by them with Fi bouncing in her arms. Despite their losses, they were still trying to protect Fi, as they’d sworn to do. Tressa brought up the rear, denying the weariness in her bones.
Hildie disappeared. She’d made it to the tent. A moment later Onva was gone. All but Donovan’s arm disappeared. His fingers waved to Tressa, beckoning her inside.
The beast bore down. Tressa could feel his dank, fetid breath on the back of her neck. With one last burst of speed, she leapt toward Donovan’s arm and rolled into the tent, bumping up against Onva.
"I'm sorry," Tressa said, breathless.
"Shhh!" Donovan covered her mouth with his hand.
Tressa huddled next to Donovan and Onva. Hildie sat across from the them, her legs crossed. Fi lay in the middle, still asleep, her chest softly rising and falling.  The beast roared in confusion. All of its prey had disappeared. Tressa couldn't help but smile. The invisible tent would keep all of them safe. The magic of Desolation was truly a wonder.
The beast screamed again. The horses nickered, their hooves pounding the ground. Donovan rushed over to them, petting as many as he could. Onva and Hildie joined him, their hands caressing the horses' manes as they whispered into their ears.
Tressa scooted closer to Fi, taking her friend's hand. She was relieved at how warm it was. It was the warmth of life. Tressa pushed Fi's black and pink hair behind one ear. She looked perfectly healthy. Whatever else was wrong with her, she had no cuts or bruises.
The beast stalked relentlessly. Tressa saw its shadow on the tent walls as it moved around outside, searching for the people who'd so easily escaped. The shadow began to recede, each step taking it farther away from them.
Donovan patted his horse as it calmed down, then returned to Tressa and Fi. "We will find a way to awaken her."
"I know," Tressa said. "We'll take her back to the Red castle. Let her see the healers. They'll know what to do."
"No," Donovan said. "She will go back to Ergoth. They will care for her there. You and I still have unfinished business in Desolation, and I am sorry, but I cannot allow you to leave until it has been done."
Tressa nodded. He'd held up his end of the bargain; she would do the same.
"My brother is a healer," Hildie said, sitting down next to them. "He will do his best to help your friend." The flat tone in her voice didn't match the promise.
"Let's all lie down," Donovan said. "We should have some sleep before we start off for Ergoth."
No one argued. Tressa laid her bedroll out next to Fi. As Tressa drifted off to sleep, images flashed in her mind. She saw Kadrin laugh as Fregar glared at her. She’d never forget Accore's sure smile. Tressa swore she'd take a moment with their families when they got back to Ergoth and thank them for their service while expressing her deepest condolences.
Fi sprang to sitting; her eyes wide open. Tressa sat up groggily, glad to see her friend had woken.
Tressa placed a hand on Fi's shoulder. "Hi. You okay?"
Fi looked at Tressa, her eyes wild. Her mouth dropped open and a high-pitched shriek ripped through the tent. Tressa reached out, but Fi's limbs jerked as she fought against Tressa.
"It's okay," Tressa said over and over, but Fi wouldn't stop.
"Make her shut up!" Hildie said, rubbing her eyes.
Donovan dashed across the tent, kneeling next to Fi. He slapped a hand over her mouth. Fi bit him, drawing blood. Still, Donovan did his best to muffle her screams.
The ground reverberated. Tressa looked at the tent wall and saw the shadow of the beast growing quickly as the creature returned.
"Fi, you have to stop," Tressa begged. "Stop screaming."
Fi didn’t seem to be conscious of what she was doing. The screams poured out of her, a purging she couldn't seem to stop.
The beast bellowed outside the tent.
"He can't see us," Tressa said to Donovan. "Right?"
"No, but he can damn well hear her screams. If she doesn't stop, he will find us."
Frustration welled up in Tressa. She wanted to scream, too. Instead, she hauled off and slapped Fi on the cheek.
The screams abruptly stopped. Fi looked around, dazed. Her hand rested on her bright pink cheek. The shadow outside the tent paused, then turned away from them again.
Fi looked at Tressa. Black circles ringed her haunted eyes. Her lips quivered and her forehead crinkled. "Where am I?"
"Desolation," Tressa said. "We just rescued you from the shades. Do you remember anything about the time while you were away from us? When we found you, you seemed to be in some deep sleep."
"I do." She grabbed Tressa's hands. "I have so much to tell you. But..." She looked up at Hildie and Onva. "Who are they?"
"We are the people who saved your arse. My twin sister and two of my good friends died to bring you out of the catacombs so you could scream like a fool and attract the attention of that monster." Onva's nostrils flared, her legs planted wide.
"Thank you," Fi said, bowing her head. "I am in your debt forever."
Based on Onva's surprised expression, it was not the answer she'd been expecting. "I, well..."
Hildie pushed Onva out of the way, sitting next to Tressa and Fi. "I am Hildie. Donovan asked us to save you. Despite the loss of three of our warriors, I am relieved we completed our mission successfully." Hildie's expression softened as she looked into Fi's eyes.
"Hi," Fi said, a slight smile on her face. "My thanks to all of you."
A wail interrupted as the shadow of the beast grew larger. The beast shrieked, and the top of the tent punched down toward them. Fire flashed in Tressa's veins. Her body contorted, and before she could scream out in pain, she changed into her dragon. The tent fell in shreds around her, and the horses bolted.
Tressa screeched into the sky, blowing fire down at the stone beast. It cowered in fear for only a moment, then ran off after the horses. Tressa fought the urge to chase it. Instead she flew back to the ground where her friends stood, stunned. She tried to turn back into her human form, but it wouldn’t come.
Fi gaped at Tressa. Fi closed her eyes and balled her hands in fists. After a moment, her eyelids snapped open. “Why can’t I change into my dragon if Tressa can?” she yelled at Donovan.
He shook his head. “I do not know. This should not have happened.”
"Now how are we going to get home?" Hildie yelled, her one soft moment erased. "This entire expedition has been a complete nightmare!"
Tressa could feel the words forming in her mind. I'm sorry. It was all she could think to say, over and over again. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell them. Not like this. There was nothing left. The tent was destroyed. Their horses were gone.
Donovan rested his head in his hands. "We will have to walk."
Tressa bowed her giant head to the ground, nudging Hildie with her snout. They had done so much for her, and she had taken so much from them. But, she could save them now.
"No," Hildie said, baring her teeth. "I will not ride on the dragon. I'd rather die."
"That is your choice," Donovan said. He reached out for Fi's hand, helping her to her feet. The two of them walked over to Tressa's back and climbed on.
Onva looked at Hilde, then back at the catacombs. "I cannot leave my mother with no daughters. I will ride." She clambered on Tressa's back behind Donovan.
Hildie crossed her arms over her chest. "No."
"Don't be ridiculous," Donovan said. "I know how you feel, but it is worth dying for?"
"Yes! It has always been worth dying for. It is why we stay in Desolation and shun the Dragonlands."
"Then I have only one final question for you, Hildie," Donovan said. "Is it worth dying for today?"
Hildie's shoulders fell. She slowly made her way over to Tressa and climbed on.
Tressa took to the sky, happy she'd finally done something helpful.


 
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
The cool mist tickled Connor's snout as he glided through the fog surrounding Hutton's Bridge. He flew straight past the tallest ash tree, whose branches reached above the hazy mist. It wasn't long before he spied the open circle in the center of the fog. The village of Hutton's Bridge appeared below. Connor landed in the village square. He waited until Hazel and Bastian slid off his back before turning into his human form.
"I'll talk to Farah before anyone sees you." Hazel gave Bastian's arm a little squeeze before she headed toward the village hall.
"She'll be okay," Connor said to his friend.
Bastian only nodded. There was no bravado or confidence about him. Connor waited with Bastian in silence until the door to the village hall reopened. Farah walked out, her curls bouncing around her shoulders. Hazel followed quietly behind the little girl.
Farah wrung her hands and bit her lower lip. "Papa?" she asked.
Bastian knelt on one knee. "It's me, Farah."
"They said you were dead, Papa," she said, hesitating before moving any closer. "I didn't see your body in the village square, so I wondered if it was true or not..."
Connor held his breath. Would Bastian tell his daughter the truth? Would he admit to dying and being brought back a dragon?
"Everyone thought I was dead," Bastian said, his voice low and sure. "But I'm not, now. I am a little different, though."
"How?" Farah asked, twirling a finger in her hair.
"Well, you know how Connor can turn into a dragon?" Bastian pointed over his shoulder at Connor, who tossed Hazel a smile. "I can do that now, too. What do you think of that?"
Farah's arm dropped to her side as her eyes bulged. "That's the greatest thing ever, Papa!" She ran into Bastian's waiting arms, burying her head into his shoulder.
Connor was pleased to see Bastian return her affection so easily. His best friend had changed with his rebirth. Bastian was still confident, but in a sure, silent manner instead of the boastful brawn of the past.
Bastian tossed Farah into the air. She giggled as he caught her again and spun her around.
"Now, Bastian," Hazel said with a laugh, "don't make the poor girl sick."
"Again, again!" Farah yelled.
Bastian set her on the ground. Connor wasn't sure whose smile was bigger.
"Papa, does this mean I'm going to grow up to be a dragon, too? I wanna!" Farah jumped up and down, clapping.
Connor locked eyes with Bastian. They had been in agreement before Bastian's death—the life of a dragon was not a life for them. Yet, since Bastian had become like him, they hadn't spoken of it. Connor wondered if his friend's mind had changed.
"We'll have to wait and see," Bastian said, ruffling his daughter's hair. "Now go back to whatever you were doing inside. We have some grownup business to attend to."
Farah stuck out her tongue. "I don't wanna. That horrible woman is in there. She says the baby she's carrying in her tummy will be my little brother or sister. I don't want a little brother or sister, so I kicked her leg."
Hazel gasped, throwing her hand over her mouth. Connor had to repress a smile. Pia wasn't the easiest person to get along with, and she'd made it clear how she felt about children. Farah's outburst probably hadn’t helped.
"Ah, so she's here?” Bastian looked to Connor. With everything that had happened in the Meadowlands, Connor and Hazel had forgotten to mention Pia’s presence.
"Yes, I was able to do as you asked," Connor said. "Sorry we didn't tell you about Pia before landing."
"It's okay," Bastian said. "She's safe here and so is the baby. I'll speak to her later. There's something else I need to do." He bent down, poking his daughter on the nose. "But first, you need to go back to the village hall."
"Okay." Farah kicked the ground a couple of times with her boot, then took off in a run. She slammed the hall door behind her.
Bastian straightened up. "I want to see Elinor's grave. Where is it?"
Hazel rubbed Bastian's shoulder. "I'm so sorry you lost her. I know you two were just starting a relationship." She looked at Connor, her eyes quizzical. "When did you have time to tell him?"
Connor had to sort through the secrets in his mind before he answered her. Bastian had explained his connection to Elinor before they entered the battle with the Red—the same battle where Bastian died. They hadn't spoken of it since they'd met again, though. Bastian must have assumed Elinor had died, severing their connection.
"Um, I mentioned it in passing," Connor said. His answer sounded stupid. He wasn't sure what else to say. While he didn't like hiding the true reason from Hazel, he knew it was Bastian's story to tell.
"That's no way to tell a man his love is gone." Hazel rubbed Bastian's arm. "I'm so sorry. I was with her, if that's any consolation."
"You were?" Bastian asked. "Tell me how she died."
Hazel squeezed her eyes shut. "Well, we were just standing there, and all of sudden she got this strange look on her face. She fell to the ground, convulsing. She died before any of the healers could get to her. It was quite strange, actually. She must have been sick and not known."
Bastian grabbed Hazel's shoulders. "And you're sure she's dead?"
Hazel looked at Connor, then back at Bastian. "Yes. She wasn't breathing. We laid her out for a day before commending her body to the fog. Just as we always did with the dead since we ran out of burial space."
Bastian dropped his hands, regaining his composure. "I'm sorry. This is all still a shock. There's a lot to deal with."
"Of course," Hazel said. "I understand. We've all experienced change and loss. We'll get through it together.”
“I wish Tressa were here to get through it with us,” Connor said.
The three fell silent at the mention of the one person who should be with them, but always seemed to find a reason to be away.
"I think I'll go in and see to the boys and the dragonlings," Hazel said. "I need hugs from my little men, and I have to admit, I do miss those two little dragons. They've become very special to me, even more so now."
Connor kissed Hazel on the cheek. He waited until she'd entered the inn before he turned to Bastian. "Why were you asking about Elinor?"
"I want to make sure she's dead," Bastian said. His face turned as red as his hair. "After what she did to me… I just need to know she didn't rise from the dead, too."
"What exactly did she tell you about the magical link?" Connor asked. "Can you remember?" He was also curious how much Bastian knew about his past. Connor still couldn't access his memories before awakening in Stacia's arms.
"She said that as long as one of our hearts beats, we would both live." Bastian took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his eyes closed. "I made sure that she would die by sacrificing myself on the Isle of Repose. It also kept her away from Farah. She had made veiled threats against my daughter."
Connor shook his head. "In the short time I knew Elinor, she seemed like a nice person. Please don't think I'm questioning you. I'm just amazed how some people can seem so good and turn out to be so bad."
"Like Jarrett," Bastian said, his hands forming into fists. "Is that bastard dead at least?"
Connor hesitated before answering. He'd dreaded this moment ever since he realized Bastian had been resurrected. "He's alive. But in a coma and surrounded by guards at all times."
"Where?" Bastian asked. "Don't tell me he's with Tressa. She can't continue to claim she loves him."
"He's at the Red castle," Connor said. "Tressa had him brought there, but she's on a mission elsewhere now."
"Do I even want to know?" Bastian asked.
"Probably not. Maybe later." Connor clapped his friend on the back. "Are you ready to go to the village hall now?"
"No," Bastian said. "I need to prove to myself that Elinor is dead. Will you walk with me?"
Connor nodded, and the two headed toward the southwest corner of the village in silence. He wasn't sure what Bastian was looking for. The small cemetery of Hutton’s Bridge had run out of room long ago, so in a tradition spanning generations, the bodies of the dead were left in the fog. It was the only place the villagers could think to dispose of the bodies. Since returning to Hutton’s Bridge, there was always one question Connor had wanted to ask. "When the fog lifted, what did they see over here?"
"I don't know," Bastian said. "When I was here I avoided this place, knowing that it was likely a horror of bones and partially decomposed bodies. Perhaps the next time we have the fog lifted, we should come here and bury the bodies properly."
"If everything doesn't end in fire," Connor said, thinking of the ancient illustration Blythe had shown them.
"Do you really think it'll happen?" Bastian asked. He reached into the fog, letting his hand disappear into the mist.
"I don't know," Connor admitted. He'd seen too much truth in the picture to completely discount it. He thought of his boys, and he couldn't imagine forcing them to change into dragons.
"I guess I won't know if Elinor is truly dead until I see her body," Bastian said. He pulled his hand back.
"If your heartbeat was the connection, then it's over. Don't let her haunt you from the grave. Let her go. Move on." Connor was more than a little jealous Bastian still had his memories. "Let's go back and get some shuteye."
They walked away from the ghosts of Bastian’s past. Connor only wished he could remember enough of his to do the same.


 
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Connor spent the next several days in a funk. Nothing could raise his spirits—not playing games with his boys or dragons, not relaxing in the village hall, not his nights with Hazel. He didn't like waiting in Hutton's Bridge for something to happen, but he didn't know where to go or what to do to solve any of their problems.
He had so many worries and regrets. It was hard to deal with all of them while putting on a positive face for his wife and children. Hazel knew how he was feeling, though she didn't press, letting him decide when he was ready to discuss it. The boys and the dragons didn't seem to notice.
Even Bastian had held his tongue. He'd spoken with Pia about their baby but made no claim on her, despite her best attempts to seduce him. She didn't keep it private, like a more proper woman might. Instead she took every chance to rub against Bastian, pretending it was an accident, or asking him for help with the simplest of tasks followed by pouting and mewling when he ignored her. Hazel was irritated by it, she'd told Connor as much, but she didn't say anything because she wanted to keep the peace. Connor also had to gently remind her that Pia was the only one who could scare off the shadow. They needed her, whether they liked it or not.
Connor wandered the meadow where the beehives once hung, hoping for something to spark a memory.
When the Red had lured the villagers of Hutton's Bridge away to Malum, they also took the bees. At least Connor knew why now. They had been hoping to make honey to keep Decarian at bay, but they'd failed, and now there was no honey left to stop him from entering the Dragonlands. Connor felt if there was some way he could remember, maybe he could figure out why the honey was different now. He sat on the grass, running his fingers over the blades.
"What am I missing?" he said aloud.
A circle of flowers sat in front of him. Their red and yellow petals reached toward the sky, punctuated by a purple stamen rising from the center. They were the soter flowers Hazel said he used to bring her. He picked three for Hazel, grasping the stems tightly in hand.
Connor walked toward the village hall, trying to take in Hutton's Bridge with fresh eyes. The cottages stood in little rows. Slight differences in architecture or stone kept them from looking exactly the same. Connor's stood out, only because Hazel had shown it to him. Even his own private home did nothing to stir his memories.
He pushed open the door to the village hall and was greeted by the smell of roasted pheasant. Despite getting their freedom from the fog, many of the small animals had stayed close. The villagers wouldn't have to worry about finding meat for a long time, and Connor hoped they'd be free before then.
"Poppa!" Curt ran up and threw his arms around Connor's legs.
He reached down, ruffling his son's hair. "Where's your mother?"
"There," he pointed and toddled off, his thumb stuck in his mouth.
Connor spied Hazel across the room, deep in conversation with Pia. For once, it didn't look like they were having tense words. "For you," he said, bowing and offering the flowers to Hazel.
She smiled, brightening up the room. "Thank you, good sir."
Connor pulled Hazel into his arms and kissed her.
"These are beautiful," Pia said. "Where did you find them?" Her fingertip brushed a petal.
"In the meadow where we kept the bees," Connor said, his arm still solidly around Hazel's waist.
"I've never seen their like," Pia said. “I've traveled a lot, you know. When I was young, I sailed on a ship around the coast of the Dragonlands. I've been with many a man and woman, and been given many flowers, but never like this. They are truly unique. A good choice for your lady love."
Hazel rested them under her nose. "I love them, Connor. Did you smell them?"
He shook his head. He hadn't even thought to. Hazel brought one to his face. Connor closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He staggered backward, his hand on his chest.
"Connor!" Hazel yelped.
He fell to his knees, his heart pounding erratically. His mind swam with images. Connor leaned forward, hoping to stave off the dizziness quickly overtaking him.
"Connor! Talk to me. Are you okay?" Hazel yelled. She rested a hand on his back. "Pia, get the children out of here."
He heard the shuffling of small feet, but couldn't process where they were going. All Connor could do was bend over and rest his forehead on the floor. The pounding echoed in his head, reverberated through his body, and jolted all of his muscles. He collapsed onto the wooden floor, his hands clutching his head.
"Connor!" It was Bastian this time. His rough hands shook Connor's shoulders. "Get the healers!"
Hazel lay on the floor next to him, tears spilling from her cheeks. "Please. Tell us if you're okay. Talk to me."
Connor shut them out, focusing on the images flashing in his mind.
He saw himself running in the meadow with Tressa and Bastian, children playing tag. He saw Hazel pull a ribbon from a basket, the match to the ribbon Connor held. He saw a baby being born; a tearful Hazel holding their firstborn son. He saw a swarm of bees flying around a honeycomb. He saw Sophia's dead body. He saw the fog. He held Tressa's hand and stepped in. He felt them being separated. The kilrothgi tore at his body, extracting pain like Connor had never experienced. He passed out and awoke naked in Stacia's presence.
Connor took a few deep breaths and calmed his shaking body. He sat up slowly, rubbing his temples.
"What was that? You were never allergic to the flowers before," Hazel said. She wrapped an arm around his shoulders.
"No, I'm not allergic," Connor said.
"Don't scare me like that," Hazel said.
Bastian lightly punched Connor's arm. "What happened?"
Connor looked at the flowers, still clutched in Hazel's quavering hand. He smiled. "I remember. Everything. I remember it all."
"What?" Hazel asked. It came out as a whisper.
"Really?" Bastian asked. "That was your memory coming back?"
"Yes," Connor said. "And there's something else. I think I know why the honey of Hutton's Bridge is so special." 


 
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Tressa landed on the rocky ground. She couldn't hear Donovan’s thoughts like she did with Fi’s, still she could hear his words as he shouted directions from her back. Tressa sat down, letting the four of them dismount.
She closed her eyes, waiting for her human form to take over, but nothing happened. Tressa gritted her teeth, urging her body to change. Still nothing. Annoyed, Tressa kept silent. She wouldn’t tell anyone she couldn’t change. Not yet. Surely it would come to her, just as it had in the past.
"We can't take her into the village," Hildie said.
Now that the wind wasn't whistling in her ears, she could hear and understand them just fine.
"It's true," Onva said. "They will kill her. It's not safe here. If anyone sees her, they will attack."
"Then we part here," Donovan said. "Pass on my remorse over the deaths of Accore, Kadrin, and Fregar. Tell your leaders I will be back. This is not the end; it is only the beginning. Soon we will prepare for battle."
Hildie's back stiffened. She saluted Donovan. Onva only grunted. Donovan bowed to her.
"We will await your return, Donovan," Hildie said. She glared at Tressa. "If you ruin anything else, we will hunt you down, gut you from gullet to throat, and roast your wings over a fire."
Fi laid a hand on Tressa's neck. "She won't. She didn't kill the others. The shades did. If I can measure the three of them based on you, they were honorable, indeed."
Hildie’s face softened. "You speak the truth, despite not having even met our comrades. We did this to save you, and because Donovan assured us it was the right path to take in our journey toward living in the open again. If what he says turns out to be true, you will be the great turning point in our history."
"Then why not give Tressa some of the credit, too?" Fi asked.
Onva spat at Tressa's taloned feet. "Because of what I see before me. The dragon offends."
"She's not always a dragon," Fi said. "Didn’t Donovan tell you I am a dragon, too? That I was born a dragon and hope to die as one? I agreed to let him leech out my blood for the sake of people I hadn't met yet. You. Extend us the same courtesy we've given you."
Hildie reached out, placing a hand on Fi's arm. "You will be well?"
Tressa cocked her head as Hildie caressed Fi's arm. If she’d been in human form, Tressa would have mentioned Fi's wife, Sarah, to get Hildie away from her friend.
Fi stepped backward, and Hildie's hand dropped. "I'll be fine. Tressa is my best friend. My sister of the heart. I belong with her."
"Then go," Hildie said. "I hope we'll meet again, soon."
"We will," Donovan said. "I can assure of you that. What we are about to do will change the course of both the Dragonlands and Desolation forever."
Tressa watched the two women walk away, then disappear into their invisible village. A shout brought their attention back to the place Hildie and Onva had disappeared. Hildie ran back into the open, three flowers clutched in a hand.
"These are for you," Hildie said, shoving the yellow and red petals at Fi.
"Oh! They're beautiful! But you didn't have to…" Fi stood awkwardly, her feet shuffling.
"I know I didn't. I just wanted to." Hildie quickly kissed Fi on the cheek, then ran off toward her village, disappearing again.
Tressa felt a tug at her heart, seeing the flowers. They had a meadow of blossoms just like that in Hutton's Bridge.
Donovan and Fi climbed on her back.
Donovan says you need to fly due east, Fi thought to Tressa, their link still intact. Once you get to the Wardack River, cross it and head north. Back the way we were headed before I was captured.
Are you okay? Tressa asked. Because you still haven't told us anything that happened to you there.
If you're worried I've been taken over like Jarrett, you can stop that right now, Fi said. I'm fine. The shades were holding me because they knew I was different. They wanted to know why before they killed me. I was no more than a curiosity to them. I imagine if I'd had my dragon inside me, I would be dead now. Instead, they sensed some kind of hole inside me. As beings of no shape, they were intrigued by the emptiness I carried. There is more, things I heard in their minds when they were probing me. I haven’t made sense of it all, yet. As soon as I do, we will need to talk more.
Although Tressa wanted to believe her friend, she'd been tricked by Jarrett into believing he was better when he'd been planning to kill her and her friends all along. He'd succeeded in killing Bastian, as well as countless dragons of every color. Tressa hadn't given up on healing him, but she wasn't sure she could ever trust him again. And now Fi had to be watched.
Tressa glided in the air, exhausted mentally and physically. So much weighed on her. She was finally going to face the mysterious reason Donovan had brought them to Desolation.
Tressa flew for the better part of a day. The sun fell in the west, hiding behind the Barrier Mountains separating her from her homeland. A twinge of homesickness in her heart spoke the truth. She wanted to do whatever it was Donovan required of her here, then get back to the Dragonlands as soon as possible. Death and hatred were all she'd found in Desolation. There were no solutions here, only more problems waiting to surface.
Donovan says to drop down now, Fi said.
Tressa did as she was asked, gliding to the ground. Fi and Donovan dismounted.
Donovan ambled over to her snout, placing his hand on her black scales. "From here you need to go on alone." He pointed north to the grouping of stones she'd seen before Fi had been taken. It felt like ages ago. "Go there. To those statues."
She wanted to ask him what was expected of her. What was she supposed to do with a bunch of old statues?
"Trust me." He patted her again. "Go."
"He won't let me out of his sight this time, right, Donovan?" Fi asked. "I'll be okay."
Tressa nodded, her long neck moving up and down. She wanted to hug Fi, to get that final burst of reassurance before she left them. This time she couldn't do more than nuzzle her friend carefully. Fi kissed the tip of her nose.
Tressa leapt into the air. She kept her eyes trained on the statues, sure that if she looked down at Fi and Donovan she might lose her nerve. Perhaps it was the worry that if the statues didn't help in some way, she would return to the Dragonlands in defeat, just in time to watch Decarian unleash his minions on her world.
Donovan and Fi appeared as bugs, while the statues grew ever closer. Soon Tressa hovered above them, then dropped into the middle of the circle they formed onto a patch of land surrounded by a moat. Hundreds of stone people stood on pedestals, their eyes blank and their bodies frozen in time. If she had been in human form, she would have stood below them, but as a dragon she could look every statue in the eye. She walked the circle, careful not to hit any of them with her tail. The place felt holy somehow, and she had no desire to desecrate the space.
There were no markers. No names. No indication of why these people stood here as silent as guards at a gate.
A low buzz echoed in her head, growing louder with every passing moment until a chorus sang in her head. Hundreds of voices spoke in unison, saying the same two words over and over again.
She whipped her head around, looking for the source. The statues stood deathly quiet, their lips firm, their bodies frozen.
The chant grew louder and more insistent until Tressa could no longer deny the two words she was hearing: Hutton's Bridge. 
 


 
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
The voices echoed in Tressa's head, repeating the name of her home over and over again until she thought she would go mad. She attempted to project her thoughts to the voices, but either they couldn't hear her, or they couldn't stop their chattering long enough to actually listen. She counted the statues. There were two hundred and thirty-nine. It was a number she knew. The same number of adults went missing from Hutton's Bridge when the fog lowered over the village eighty years ago.
"Take us home!" the voices cried. "Where are our children? Do they not look for us? Do they not need us?"
Tressa felt sick to her dragon stomach. She knew the old stories from Granna. How the fog wasn't there one day and was there the next. How the adults had disappeared, and Granna was left to lead the village at the young age of thirteen.
Yet they never seemed to discuss where the adults went or why. They just had. It was accepted. It was dealt with. Like everything else in Hutton's Bridge, no one questioned anything because they'd given up on finding the answers.
"Take us to our children," the voices screamed in chorus. "Free us!"
They were here. Frozen in time as statues. Donovan must have known all along. Otherwise why would he have brought her here? But now she was trapped in dragon form. She couldn't talk to them. They wouldn't hear her.
One scream rose independent of the rest. It grew in strength and intensity. Though the sound was in Tressa's mind, she wanted to cover her ears with her taloned feet, anything to make it stop.
A gust of wind pummeled her chest. Tressa fell backward, landing awkwardly on her tail. She craned her neck and looked at the ground. Shades covered every inch of the barren ground. They writhed and snaked around her feet, sending chills up her legs. A pounding shook the ground.
Tressa flew up out of the reach of the shades and the thing now barreling toward her. The rock giant from the catacombs had found her.
Tressa took a deep breath and focused a stream of dragonfire on the beast. The flames bounced off of it without effect. Of course. Rocks couldn't be burned. There was nothing at her disposal to beat it. She would have to fight. Tressa refused to lead the monsters back toward Donovan and Fi. This would end now.
Tressa flew higher and higher until the rock beast, the shades, and the statues were mere dots on the ground. She circled three times, gathering strength, then plunged toward the ground as hard and as fast as she could.
Wind battered her eyes, but she refused to close them for fear of missing her target. If this didn't work, then nothing would. She tucked her head down, letting the top of her head lead the charge.
Tressa hit the rock beast straight on, using all of her strength and the momentum of the fall like a hammer wielded by a strong giant. The impact knocked her to the ground, dazed. She looked at where the beast had stood. Now he was just rocks scattered across the ground. Parts of it lay everywhere, covered in Tressa’s blood. It dripped from her heavy brow down her face and to the ground.
The shades screeched. They moved as one toward her as, their individual shapes melding to form one giant slithering snake. Tressa attempted to take off, but she was still too weak from the impact. She'd taken care of one enemy, leaving herself vulnerable to a second.
The voices from the statues whipped at her, demanding their children, begging for their freedom. She wanted to help them, but she couldn't. Not now. Maybe not ever if the shades took their chance.
As the mass of shadows undulated ever closer, Tressa blew dragonfire. It didn't affect the shades. They continued their writhing, reaching out for her. Angry tears formed in her eyes. The wind whipped and smacked her leathery face. Blood coursed down her cheeks and mingled with the tears, dripping on the shades.
Their screeching turned to a shrill outcry. The massive shadow retreated. Tressa hobbled after it, weak from blood loss, shaking her head, letting the blood fly, exhausting all of the energy she had left in her. The shade degenerated, collapsing in on itself until it was only a black speck.
Tressa looked at the small spot as it bounced around the ground, completely helpless. It could do nothing in this state. It would harm no one.
Tressa blew the last bit of fire in her belly and incinerated the speck. It was part of the mass that killed Accore, Fregar, and Kadrin. Now it was dead. All of it.
The rocks from the beast lay on the parched earth. She could not destroy those, but none of them moved. They sat silent. Defeated.
Tressa slumped on the ground, her head resting on a small patch of dried grass. She was so close to the moat. A little closer and she could take a drink.
The voices had quieted. Tressa looked up at the statues. None of them had changed. Part of her had hoped defeating the two enemies would bring the statues back to life. Perhaps it would only bring them peace.
"Were we missed?" This time it was only one voice, but it was full and resonant, as if all of the voices had finally stopped competing and spoke in harmony. "Are our children alive?"
Tressa wished she could tell them one of the children left alone in Hutton's Bridge eighty years ago was still alive. Sophia, her Granna, the woman who managed to survive every obstacle put in her way—including death.
Despite everything, the children of Hutton's Bridge had survived. They thrived. They conquered. They escaped. They died. Now, the next generation of children were held inside the fog for their own protection. It was a promise that one day they would be free again.
"We miss our children. We love them. We want them to know we did not mean to leave. We were stolen. The Master told us our children were in danger. He told us we could only save them by coming here and working with him to defeat a common enemy. Instead, we were frozen here. No one can hear our words. We call to the stars. They ignore us. No one hears us."
The voice dissolved into tears. Water flowed from the eyes of the statues. A few drops landed on Tressa's head, dragging the blood from her wound down her face and dripping into the moat. It mingled with the other water, turning it a light pink.
Tressa closed her eyes, sad she'd defiled their tears. She could hear them, but they couldn't hear her. Her mental link only worked with Fi. Why had Donovan wanted her to come here? Just to learn the truth of her village? How could that help fight the war against Decarian?
Tressa knew if she didn't get back to her companions soon, her wound might get worse. It needed to be tended to, but she couldn't help herself. Not like this. Tressa took a deep breath and shakily pushed up on all fours. As long as she took breaths, she had a chance of getting back to Donovan and Fi.
She flapped her wings several times, then took to the sky. The water in the moat continued to turn pink below her. She circled, following the few drops of blood as they spread. Instead of diluting in the deep water, the blood seemed to take on new strength. It turned a darker red and became thicker. Tressa knew she should fly back to her friends, but she was entranced by the effect her blood was having on the water.
Then, the strangest thing happened. The blood climbed the pedestals, its sticky thickness reaching out for the statues. It gained speed, then burst into the sky, gushing blood over all of the statues.
Tressa watched as the blood streaked over the carved stone likenesses of the ancestors of Hutton's Bridge. She held her breath. The statues began to crack. Pieces crumbled to the ground as the statues disintegrated.
No! Her bloody dragon tears were destroying what was left of the statues. What would happen to the voices? Was she setting them free or killing them?
Tressa closed her eyes. She couldn't look at the destruction she'd wrought. Everything she touched was obliterated, from her friends to the Ergoth warriors, and now the remnants of the adults who'd been forced to leave Hutton's Bridge. She couldn't take it anymore.
A burst of wind hit her. She corrected her thrashing wings, fearful of falling out of the sky. Then another burst came. Followed by another. And another.
Tressa's dragon eyelids snapped open.
What? She bared her teeth in a smile that threatened to fracture her jaw in two. Nothing could have prepared her for what darted in the sky.
 


 
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
Connor threw a clean change of clothes into his pack, stuffing them in with his fist. Hazel handed him two loaves of bread and a few strips of jerky in preparation for his trip to the Red castle.
"You can hunt for whatever else you need," she said, her voice soft.
Connor dropped his pack onto the bed. He pulled Hazel into his arms, resting his chin on the top of her head. "I'm sorry I have to leave again."
She pushed back, a small smile on her face. "I'm sorry I chose to stay with the children. Part of me wants to go with you, but I know my place is here with our kids and all of the orphans."
"Besides, the last time you went off with me, you were changed forever," Connor said. "Maybe it's safer here."
"As long as that shadow doesn't come back," she said. "Pia can hold it off if need be."
Connor rested his hands on her shoulders. "Hazel, if you turn into a dragon while I'm gone, don't be afraid. Just trust your instincts."
She kissed Connor on the cheek. "Surprisingly, I'm not worried. I'm actually a little excited. Now that I know it's inside me, I'm curious what the new me will be like." Hazel laughed. "I just have to make sure I'm not inside the village hall when it happens."
"If you feel your insides shake and your brow sweats, get outside as fast as possible. That's how it happened to me the first time." Connor closed his eyes, trying to stay calm as he thought about his time in captivity. Hazel needed to know his experiences to help her with her first change. "I was kept in a cell then, but it was large enough to hold my dragon body."
"You must have been shocked when it happened," Hazel said, her hand resting on his cheek.
Tears welled in Connor’s eyes. He remembered coming to, cold and shivering in the cell. He only had to look across the cavern to see the other men, dead, their bodies each wrapped around their own egg. When he woke up one morning to find an egg in his cell, he knew his time was short.
That was when he'd found the strength to break free. Despite Stacia's magic, he'd found the will to escape buried deep in his soul. That was when he'd happened upon the scene in the throne room. The woman and man fighting Stacia in dragon form. He wanted revenge and he knew the woman was the key to exacting it. He'd let her ride on his back, and together they’d killed Stacia.
It was only later he learned that woman was his best friend before he'd been a dragon. He and Tressa had a deep connection strengthened by many years of friendship. Had she not been in that throne room fighting, Connor wasn't sure if he would have had the fortitude to battle Stacia alone.
"I'll be back as soon as I can," Connor said. "I promise."
Hazel kissed him again, this time on the lips. Her soft skin brushed up against his. Connor pulled his wife close, memorizing every curve as if it would be the last time he'd hold her. He shook his head. No, he wouldn't think that way.
"You'd better go." Hazel stepped back, quenching the fire growing between them. "We'll be fine. Bastian, Pia, the cook, the healers, and I can take care of Hutton's Bridge. You already said goodbye to the boys and the dragons, and now me. Go, Connor, get what you need. We'll be here when you return."
Connor kissed Hazel once more. She opened the door for him.
He wasn't nervous about this task. He was just so damn tired. Once his memory had returned, he knew the secret everyone had been searching for. He couldn't stop now. It was even more important than ever that he get to the Red and take his bees back. He had honey to make.
"I love you," he said to Hazel. His heart filled, nearly bursting. Even before regaining his memories, he'd grown to love her, and remembering his past had only enhanced his feelings. He had loved her deeply before leaving Hutton's Bridge the first time. Nothing had mattered to him as much as the woman standing in front of him. It was her arms he longed for, her lips he wanted to kiss. There was no one else in his heart.
"I love you, too. Now, go." Hazel smacked his bottom.
"Do that again and I might pull you back into the cottage," Connor said. He meant it, too. There was so much time to make up.
"Later," Hazel said, winking.
"Thank you for standing by me, even when neither of us was sure I'd come back to you."
"I always knew you would," Hazel said. "I committed myself to you years ago. Little things like death, resurrection, and memory loss can't keep us apart."
Connor kissed Hazel's hand, then took off running, leaping into the air to change into his dragon. He didn’t want to say goodbye. It felt too final.
 
***
 
Connor soared above the towers of the Red castle, looking for a safe place to land. The entire structure had been carved out of a rocky edge of the Barrier Mountains. Stone jutted out in uneven spikes over windows. The castle’s architecture made it easily defensible, but it wasn't friendly to dragons coming in peace.
Perhaps the Red had never experienced peace. Always caught between two worlds, the Dragonlands and Desolation, the Red were friend to no one and enemy to everyone.
Spying a window large enough for a dragon, Connor landed carefully, quickly changing into his human form. He took off for the entrance at the end of the room, grabbing a burning torch to light the dark hall.
Another light moved toward him. "Connor?" a woman called.
He slowed to a walk, recognizing the voice. "Sophia?" Tressa's great-grandmother, the only person still living from before the fog fell on Hutton's Bridge. She'd died, too, and been brought back to life by her lover, the dragon Mestifito, though he hadn't given her enough dragon blood to turn her. Just enough to save her life.
"My scouts saw you coming. I'm so glad you're here. We were about to send a messenger to Hutton's Bridge for help," she said, her face becoming clearer as she walked closer.
"They wouldn't have gotten through," Connor said. "The tree guardians swore to stop any dragons other than mine. What's happening here?"
"The barriers are dissolving. Decarian moves ever closer to breaking free of his prison. We gave him the last of the honey from Tressa's hidden stash near Ashoom. Without more, we don't know how to contain him. Our mages have been working day and night to come up with a solution, but nothing seems to work. We don't know what to do."
Connor thought back to the pictures he'd seen in the Meadowlands, showing the destruction of the Dragonlands. He refused to believe the prophecy was fact. There was still time to change the future, and he planned to take advantage of every opportunity.
"I have good news." He wrapped an arm around the old woman's shoulder as they walked down the hall together. "My memory has returned."
Sophia gasped. "Does this mean what I hope it does?"
"Yes," Connor said, so happy he finally had a way of helping, other than flying people around. "I know how to make the honey. I need to bring the bees back to Hutton's Bridge. Where are they being kept?"
Sophia stopped abruptly. "The bees? They can't produce the honey Decarian needs. They've been trying here for months. Why will taking them back to Hutton's Bridge make any difference?"
"Because," Connor said, "it's not the bees. It's the flowers they need to pollinate. We have a special variety of the soter flower in Hutton's Bridge. It's not found elsewhere in the Dragonlands. That's why our honey was always unique. Its taste was outstanding, but it also had the properties needed to contain Decarian. We knew our honey was different because of the soter flowers. It was a secret told to only one beekeeper per generation. I was the only one who knew in Hutton's Bridge. The secret was entrusted to me by the last head beekeeper. Now that I remember, we can make honey that will stop Decarian from entering the Dragonlands." His chest puffed out with pride. If Hazel hadn't have asked him to take a deep whiff of the flowers he brought her, his memory might never have been triggered. They all owed Hazel a great debt.
"How long does it take to make the honey?" Sophia asked.
"Maybe a month," Connor said. "It depends on the bees, really."
Sophia’s eyes saddened. "I fear we don't have that long. Based on our calculations, Decarian will break free in mere days."


 
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
Connor followed Sophia down long hallways and endless staircases, descending into the bowels of the Red castle. He'd only come this way once before, when Tressa had shown him the hidden danger that lurked in its depths.
"Decarian is growing bolder by the day," Sophia said. "We marked a line on the ground with chalk and, well... it's better if I let you see exactly what's happening. We don't know how to stop it. We still have plenty of goats in the pens outside. Every day one is slaughtered and honey is spread thinly on its limbs. A brave volunteer feeds them to Decarian."
"What?" Connor asked. "Feeds them to Decarian? Don't you just toss the limbs to him?"
"No," Sophia said, shaking her head. "We tried that, but the food just falls into the fire. Decarian needs to have it fed to him. You will see that, too. We'll be feeding him the final bit of honey."
They walked around a curve, down one more flight of stairs, and into the mouth of the cavern. A cool breeze danced in the air with a touch of warmth coming from where Decarian lay beyond.
"We've been spreading the honey thinner and thinner every day," Sophia said. "We were hoping to make it last until Tressa comes back from Desolation with help or a solution. We would take anything at this point. I'm thrilled you've remembered what makes the honey in Hutton's Bridge special, but I'm afraid it's simply too late to produce any before Decarian breaks free."
Sophia motioned to Connor as she slipped through the entry to Decarian's lair. He hesitated, taking a deep breath, then followed her.
The huge beast roared, shaking its four-horned head. Muscular arms flexed as his hands reached out toward Connor. Decarian's nails landed on the ground, scraping against the rock as he pulled them back. He burst into raucous laughter.
Despite Decarian's pleasure at having riled him, Connor winced. If not for the chalk line, Decarian could have easily skewered both Connor and Sophia with one of his long, pointy fingernails. He could reach much farther than the last time Connor had seen him.
"Connor," Decarian bellowed, his voice echoing in the chamber.
Connor stumbled as he took a step backward.
"Come to me, Connor." Decarian smiled, the light of the torches glinting off his teeth. "I'm hungry."
Connor glanced at Sophia, alarmed. "He didn't speak the last time I was here."
"It's new," Sophia said. "We believe it means his strength is growing. With today being the last day for the honey, we fear for all of our lives. Oh, here is our brave volunteer now."
A man walked into the cavern with a goat's leg tucked under his arm. The scent of fresh blood filled the room. Connor swallowed his revulsion at the coppery scent. He'd never had a stomach for slaughter. It was why he'd worked in the apiary instead of the slaughterhouse like his father.
The man nodded at Sophia. "I'm ready."
"Just like yesterday," she said. "Fly high and drop the goat's leg in his mouth. Then get away as fast as you can. You'll do fine, Velio.
He gave Sophia a grim, determined smile. Velio tossed the goat's leg into the air. Before it fell to the ground, he changed into his dragon, grabbing the leg with his talons. His wings flapping, Velio soared closer to the fire, then shot straight up.
Decarian laughed. "Food. Come to me." His deep voice reverberated through the cavern, setting Connor's nerves on edge.
Velio circled Decarian twice, evidently aiming for Decarian's open mouth. Decarian dutifully tilted back his head, waiting for his dinner.
"Does he know the honey keeps him bound?" Connor asked Sophia.
"We're not sure," she admitted, her eyes glued to Velio as he lined up for the drop.
"Why not starve him to death?" Connor asked. "Let him die."
"I wish it were that simple," Sophia said. "Starving him won't help. He'd break free before he died from starvation."
Velio pumped his wings as he hovered in place.
"It's about to happen," Sophia said. "This is the last bit of honey."
Velio dropped the goat leg into Decarian's waiting mouth. Before he could fly off, Decarian shot an arm up at him, catching Velio in his grasp.
"No!" Sophia said, her hands over her mouth.
"I'll help him," Connor said, but Sophia grasped his arm, her nails digging into his skin.
"It's too late," she said. "We've seen this before." Tears welled at the corner of her eyes.
Decarian chewed on the goat leg while he squeezed Velio in his other hand. Velio fought, his talons clawing at Decarian and barely leaving a mark. He bit at Decarian's fingers, but the beast didn't even register his attacks.
Decarian swallowed, then turned his attention to Velio. He brought the dragon to his lips and bit the head off. Blood splattered all over Decarian's face. His tongue snaked out of his mouth to catch the red liquid.
Connor looked at Sophia. "You don't have to watch this."
"Yes, I do. These are my men. They volunteered, knowing it might mean their deaths. It is the only way I know how to honor them. I won't leave them alone with Decarian until it is done," Sophia said, her voice filled with anger and sadness.
Decarian brought Velio’s neck to his mouth, sucking on it. "This one is good," he boomed. "Better than the last five."
Five? Connor looked at Sophia. Her narrowed eyes were focused on Decarian. They'd lost five dragons feeding this monster? How many more would die once he got loose?
Decarian popped the rest of the dragon in his mouth, chewing noisily.
"Let's go," Sophia said, her head bent and her hands shaking. "Now do you see? He grows in power. He likes the taste of flesh. And now we have nothing left to fight against him. He will break free." Sophia started back up the stairs without looking to see if Connor was following. "We will evacuate the castle tonight. All able-bodied dragons will carry at least three humans on their backs."
"Where will you go?" Connor asked.
"South. To the Charred Barrens. There we will regroup."
"You're going to let him break free and wander the Dragonlands killing everything in his path?" Connor asked.
"We don't know what else to do," Sophia said. "I want to fight, but not even our best-trained warriors can defeat him. Decarian has hordes of minions below. We can't count them because they are hidden in the fire. We hear them when he is quiet. Their screams tell us they are ready for battle."
Connor thought of the illustrations in the Meadowlands again. It showed burning land and dead humans. Green dragons fleeing to the west. He realized he hadn't seen dragons of any other color. Where were the Black and their armies? Were they hiding underground, just as Sophia suggested?
"Hutton's Bridge stands in between the Flaming Hills and the Charred Barrens," Connor said. "We will be sacrificed. Again."
"Then bring the children to the Ruins of Ebon. We have plenty of space for everyone underground." Sophia emerged from the final staircase into the main hall. Sunlight shone on them from a chiseled window.
Connor blinked a few times, trying to see clearly in the brightness. "What about Tressa? What will happen when she comes back to find the castle destroyed and everyone gone?"
"Tressa will be fine," Sophia said. "My great-granddaughter is better at adapting to changing circumstances than anyone I've ever met."
"She went to Desolation to find a solution to this problem, and you're giving up!" Connor screamed at the older woman. Now that he had his memory, he was struck by how much younger she seemed since coming back to life. Dragon blood worked miracles on humans. It was too bad their blood couldn't destroy Decarian.
"What would you have me do?" Sophia slammed her fists onto her hips. "Should I let them all stay in the castle? What happens when Decarian rises out of the depths? His bulk will destroy the very foundations of this castle, and it will come crashing down upon them. They will die."
Connor held up a hand. "Say that again."
"The castle will collapse under his size. Anyone in it will die." Sophia looked at him strangely. "This is why we must evacuate."
"You're right," Connor said. "Begin the evacuation now."
Sophia nodded. "Then you must leave, too. If you want your bees, they are in the apiary in the courtyard."
Sophia hurried off, listing out loud all of the preparations she needed to make for the evacuations.
Connor, on the other hand, stood quite still, lost in thought. If he could find a way to bring the castle down on Decarian, crushing the giant beast beneath its weight, then maybe, just maybe he'd be able to change prophecy.


 
 

  Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
Tressa soared above the barren landscape, her wings thrust out to the sides, wind rushing under them. Behind her flew a ghostly army of dragons. The parents of Hutton's Bridge, who'd been lured away from their village in the dark of night and turned into statues in Desolation, weren't fully dead. They were frozen until someone could rescue them. Their bodies were gone, lost to time and decay, but whatever had trapped them allowed their souls to live on in the stone.
It was the cruelest of torture, but it was also what allowed them new life this day.
They never thought they'd be dragons.
Alden, the former leader of Hutton's Bridge, flew next to Tressa, letting the memories of his former life flood into her mind. At first she was overwhelmed, yet the more she saw, the more she wanted to know. Who was the man who had come to the village in the dark of night, offering the villagers protection from the Red's imminent invasion? How had he tricked them into trusting him?
Alden's regret and sadness over leaving his children behind weighed heavily on his heart. Tressa tried to reassure him, grateful the two of them had established a link. She tried to explain how sometimes good people fall under the thrall of a magic user, but Alden couldn't understand. He said a bond between father and daughter should be stronger than any kind of foul magic. Then he spoke her name.
Sophia.
The ghost dragon flying next to Tressa was her great-great-grandfather.
Her heart hammered in her chest. She wished they were both in human form so she could wrap her arms around him.
One glance told her that would never be possible. These dragons had no bodies. They were as wispy as clouds, their forms undulating and billowing as the air currents pushed them along. Hundreds flew behind her, their joyous cries drowning out the sadness and fear they'd projected earlier.
Tressa pushed as hard as she could, despite her exhaustion. Donovan had brought her here for a reason. If this was it, then she needed to get to him as soon as possible. They could leave Desolation and head back into the Dragonlands.
Tressa's keen dragon eyes spotted Donovan and Fi in the distance. Fi jumped up and down, her arms waving in the air.
Tressa landed, her talons digging into the parched earth. The ghost dragons hovered behind her. Tressa closed her eyes, expecting to turn into a human. It didn't come. She was still stuck as a dragon.
Do you have any idea how I can get my human body back? she asked Fi.
I don't. I wish I could tell you. Fi patted Tressa's scales. Don't worry. We'll figure it out.
Donovan stared at Tressa, his expression unreadable. "What did you find at the rocks?" he asked her.
Can you see anything behind me? Tressa asked Fi.
No. Why? Fi stood on her tiptoes and craned her neck. What should I see?
A horde of ghost dragons.
Fi continued to look. She walked around Tressa once. When she got back to the place she started, she gave Tressa a funny look. I know you've been through a lot, and you haven't slept. I think maybe you're hallucinating. You should get some sleep.
No, Tressa said. I'm fine. Those stones were a grouping of hundreds of statues. Trapped inside them were the souls of the people who left Hutton's Bridge eighty years ago when the fog fell over the village. My blood freed them as dragons. Apparently I'm the only one who can see them.
But how? Fi asked. Where did they come from?
I was attacked by the shades, Tressa said. I defeated them, but I was wounded. My blood brought these dragons to life.
Should I tell Donovan? Fi rested a hand on Tressa's snout. He might be able to explain. He's the reason you went there.
I know... Tressa looked at Donovan's face again. Despite his disinterested gaze, Tressa noticed his chin was slightly elevated. The small bit of skin between his face and his collar was pink, and one tiny drop of sweat hung from the crown of his head. Had Tressa been in her human body, she might not have noticed those small signs, but as a dragon her senses were heightened. Nothing went undetected.
Let's keep it between us for now, Tressa told Fi.
"Tressa told me she fought the shades. She was injured, and now she's exhausted and wants to get some sleep," Fi said.
Donovan nodded once, his chin dropping back to its normal place. "Well, then." He folded his arms over his chest. "Are you sure she said nothing else?"
"That was it," Fi said.
Tressa laid down on the ground, resting her snout on her forearms. Truth be told, she was tired. Sleep had evaded her for too long.
"Then we will head back to the Dragonlands after she has rested," Donovan said as he pulled a small ball of fabric from his coat. He tossed it into the air, erecting a tent over them.
Fi climbed up on Tressa's front leg and snuggled into it. "This feels opposite, doesn't it? Not long ago, I was saving your human arse. Now you're the big, powerful dragon helping out the little guys."
Tressa puffed a burst of smoke in Fi's face.
Fi laughed, waving it away. "I guess I deserved that."
Tressa nuzzled Fi, and the two relaxed.
Alden walked through the tent, settling next to Tressa.
What are we do to? Alden asked Tressa. If we cannot be seen, then perhaps we are of less use in this form than we were trapped as statues.
I don't know yet, Tressa answered. There must be a reason for your existence. I'm not willing to give up now that I've found you.
You treat me as if we are family, Alden said. That is a feeling I haven't had in many, many years.
We are. Tressa reached out a foot toward him. Donovan's eyes followed her movements, but she pretended it was only a gentle stretch. Your daughter Sophia is my great-grandmother. We are kin.
Alden let out a cool breath. Tressa's scales tingled and the hair on Fi's arms rose. Her friend had already fallen asleep, but she stirred at the chilling breeze.
I had not thought I would ever see anyone from Hutton's Bridge again. He let out a little chuckle. And the one who saved me turns out to be my descendent. The world works in strange ways. Will you take me home?
I will, Tressa said, but the Dragonlands have fallen into chaos. Dangerous beasts from Desolation are about to break into our homeland, bent on destruction. Hutton's Bridge has lost nearly all of its adults again, and the children are hidden within its foggy borders. We don’t know how to protect them from this evil at our gates.
We will help you in any way we can, Alden said. Though we have been dormant for many years, trapped within the statues, we want to fight. We will happily kill whoever did this to us. We will fight for our people. We were fooled once. We will not be so naive again.
Soon, Tressa said. For now, we will sleep. After we are all refreshed, I plan to find out exactly what types of dragons you are and what sorts of power you wield.
Tressa's eyelids fell. She drifted off into dreams filled with fire and ice, death and life, love and loss.
 
 


 
 

  Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
Tressa opened one lazy eye. Fi was still snuggled against her head. Donovan was nowhere to be seen. Tressa carefully moved her leg, letting Fi slip down to the floor of the tent. Her friend barely registered the change. With a small grunt, Fi rolled over onto her side. Tressa grabbed a blanket with her teeth, dragging it over Fi.
Tressa used her snout to push open the flaps of the tent, then stepped carefully out. Gentle rays of sunlight covered the cracked earth. Donovan sat not far away on a rock, his pipe in his mouth, smoke curling upward from the bowl. She was relieved to see her ghost dragons were still there, too. Alden and the others were up already, if they even slept. She wasn't sure if the undead needed rest.
Donovan waved to Tressa, and she nodded back. She was unable to communicate with him, and wasn't sure he wanted to.
Donovan had to have known there was something in those statues, otherwise he wouldn't have insisted on sending her there in the first place. She wanted to trust him, but he'd hidden so much from her since they met. He didn't reveal Desolation’s danger to dragons until he was ready to suck the dragon blood from their bodies. He worked so hard to get Tressa to the statues, yet he never gave a reason why. When she returned, he clearly wanted to know what she'd found.
Did he know? Could he see them? Was this a test of her loyalty or of his?
Tressa's main goal was to help the people of Hutton's Bridge. From the day she stepped into the fog, her only purpose was to help her friends. Now she was the steward of hundreds of ghost dragons. If challenged, her loyalty would default back to the people she’d always protected.
Tressa ambled over to the Wardack River, taking a long drink, slaking her thirst. She needed something to eat, too. The entire contents of the packs they'd brought wouldn't even touch her hunger. No one had packed enough food for a dragon because there wasn't supposed to be a dragon among them. She also recalled that during all of her time in Desolation she hadn't seen one wild animal roaming free. There might not be food for her at all until she went back to the Dragonlands.
A low rumble from the west drew her attention, growing louder with every passing moment. She stepped backward toward the tent, never taking her eyes off the horizon. If an enemy approached, then she would be ready for it.
Donovan joined her. He emptied the contents of his pipe and quickly stuffed it into the box he kept hidden in an interior pocket of his cloak. He drew his sword and stood at her side.
"I'm becoming all too accustomed to fighting with a dragon at my side," he said.
Tressa acknowledged him with a small burst of fire. Together they waited, the rumbling growing louder and louder.
A figure emerged from the bright sunlight. Seated atop a horse, Hildie waved to them. Following behind her was an unending sea of people on horseback. They pulled wagons behind them, filled with supplies. One in particular made Tressa's mouth water.
"We brought a few of our goats for you," Hildie said as she pulled up alongside them. Gasps came from behind her as the villagers laid eyes on Tressa. She was the first dragon they'd ever seen.
Tressa tried to appear gentle, batting her long eyelashes at them. She wanted them to like her, despite their trepidation about dragons. She had feared dragons once, too. Really, the people of Desolation were not so unlike the people of Hutton's Bridge.
"Where are the children?" Donovan asked, his voice gruff.
"We left them behind with a few caregivers," Hildie said.
Onva rode up alongside her. "Now that Accore is gone, Hildie is in charge. The villagers listened to her." Onva pointed to Tressa with the tip of her sword. "They are afraid of that, but they know prophecy when they see it."
"We are here to fight," Hildie said. "The time has come to destroy Decarian. If the Dragonlands can no longer hold him back, then we are all at risk."
"The barriers we use to contain him are also failing," Onva said. "Twice now the mages have come to us, begging for assistance, asking for more children to train in their magical arts. No matter how many we send, it is never enough."
"Despite believing you are better than those in the Dragonlands, you are suffering the same fate," Donovan said. "Perhaps it is time to come together and fight."
Hildie nodded, a stern expression on her face. Suddenly, her thin lips turned into a smile. "Fi!" she called out, waving. Then she turned back to Donovan. "It's possible we have been too hasty in demonizing the Dragonlands. What happened was many centuries ago. It is time to know the people there as well as we know those in Desolation."
Fi strolled alongside Tressa, leaning on Tressa's front leg. "I think that's a wonderful idea. Are there some in the Dragonlands who I'd consider an enemy? Yes, but they aren't the whole of the people there. Give us a chance, citizens of Desolation, and we will show you our loyalty."
The crowd behind Hildie and Onva roared, clashing their swords in the air as they called out for the blood of Decarian and his minions.
Relief flooded through Tressa. Maybe one day they could all be brothers and sisters, as she and Fi had become. Tressa looked over at Hildie and her pink face as she spoke with Fi. Well, maybe Hildie would be disappointed Fi was already taken.
Tressa looked back at Alden and his dragons. They were all on their feet, their tails waving in the air, their chins raised, and their shoulders strong.
We will fight, too, Alden said. Together, we will vanquish the enemies.
Tressa didn’t know what role they would play, if any. If they couldn't be seen, they had an advantage over every other soldier. However, if they couldn't take a solid form, what use would they be? Tressa knew how badly they wanted to exact revenge on whoever had taken away their bodies and trapped their souls, but how they could do it remained a mystery.
"We will allow one day's rest," Donovan called out. "Then we will advance on Decarian and his minions from behind. We will enter the tunnels and fight atop of the bones of our ancestors. This will end!"
Roars stung Tressa's sensitive ears. She took to the sky to get away from the people setting up camp. She knew she would only be in their way. Despite their assurances that they would give her a chance, she saw the way they looked at her, their eyes narrowed and faces suspicious.
Two men followed her on the ground, rolling the cart with the dead goats. She flew down, plucked the goats from the wooden chassis with her teeth, then flung the goats into the air. Tressa raced upward, catching them in her mouth. She chewed with mighty teeth and swallowed with gusto. They tasted so good, but she wasn't sure how to show her gratitude. She could only hope Fi would speak for her, and that the others would listen and believe.
Alden caught up to Tressa, flying in tandem with her. The other ghost dragons had moved away from the bustle of the camp. They remained on the ground, content to stay out of the way.
I don't know if we can follow the others through the tunnels, Tressa said. We may need to fly over the Barrier Mountains.
We will do as you command, Tressa, Alden said. We will also fight.
How will you fight? she asked. No one can see you. You have no form. I fear I've brought you back as ghost dragons only to find you can't do anything to help us.
Let me try, Alden said. He reared back and opened his mouth. Instead of the fire Tressa could breathe from her gullet, Alden produced something far more surprising. A hail of ice shards rained down from the sky, stabbing into the ground. He laughed. I suppose there is something we can do to help.
Tressa and Alden flew to the earth, landing near the icicles. She sniffed them, shocked at the steam rising from the cold spears.
"I knew it!" Donovan yelled as he ran up behind them. "You held them back from me, which I can understand considering everything I have withheld from you, but I do not even care! You did it, Tressa!" Donovan clapped her on the leg.
She positioned herself between Alden and Donovan, her teeth bared.
"I do not mean them harm," Donovan said. "This is why I brought you here, Tressa, to awaken that which lurked in the statues. Tell me, how do they look? Are they glorious?" Donovan laughed, holding his stomach. A burst of spittle leaked from his mouth. "My apologies. I am overwhelmed with joy. They have been freed. The stone people walk amongst us once more. Even if I cannot see them, I believe they are there."
Who is this man? Alden asked.
He is the one who brought me here, Tressa said. He brought me to save you.
Then he can be trusted, Alden said.
Tressa didn't answer. She wanted to say yes, but she wasn't sure. Donovan had proved trustworthy every step of the way. He even helped Tressa save Fi when it would have been easier to walk away and leave her for dead.
And yet... there was something she couldn't quite put her talon on.


 
 

Chapter Forty
 
Donovan, Hildie, Onva, Fi, and Tressa sat in a circle. Well, the humans sat in a semicircle, and Tressa's head lay on the ground next to Fi, who served as her translator. Tressa had tried relaxing. She had tried getting angry. She had tried free falling. None of them forced her back into human form. So she resigned herself to remaining a dragon until her body chose to change again.
"You can fit through the tunnels," Hildie said, taking in Tressa's huge mass. "I suggest we all go in together."
"Tressa assumed she can fit," Fi said, translating the rapid thoughts Tressa was dumping on her. "She says even in her dragon form, Decarian is still larger. If he got in there, then she could, too. But, Tressa has another idea."
Tressa, Fi, and Donovan had kept the existence of the ghost dragons to themselves. The people of Desolation didn't like, much less, trust dragons. If they knew they were surrounded by hundreds they couldn't see, who had the potential of doing them harm, Tressa worried they'd lose their allies in a heartbeat.
"What is the dragon's idea?" Onva asked, ire dripping from her voice.
Tressa felt sadness at the anger directed at her. Though she would do it again if given the chance, she couldn't shake the regret at losing three others while saving Fi. The costs were always too high. No matter which choice she made, someone would die.
"Tressa wants to fly over the Barrier Mountains and rally the people at the Red castle. If we can attack Decarian from both sides at once, then we have a greater chance of winning," Fi said.
Tressa waited for Donovan to back their plan. Instead, he shook his head. "No, I feel the better option would be for me to take Fi back into the Red castle the same way we arrived here, through the portal. I would be pleased if Tressa could come with us, but she seems to have gotten stuck as a dragon. She should stay here with the others and come through the tunnel from Desolation."
“While the dragon can fit in the tunnel, she will not be able to fly,” Hilde said. “I fear her great mass would be more of a hindrance than a help. She wouldn't be able to breathe fire because she would risk harming those in front of her. No, she can't come with us into the tunnels."
Frustrated, Tressa let out a puff of smoke. Tell Donovan I will fly over the Barrier Mountains whether he wants it or not.
"No. It's too dangerous." Fi said aloud. She looked at the others seated around her. "Come up with a better solution. Tressa is set on flying over the mountains. If what you say is true, danger awaits her up in those peaks."
"We do not know for certain what lies up in the snowcaps," Hildie said. "No one who has ever traversed them has returned. If the dragon is arrogant enough to try, let her."
"No!" Fi stood up, crossing her arms over her chest. "I'm tired of this petty feud. If you knew Tressa, really knew her, you'd realize that she has everyone's best interests at heart. The last thing she wants is for anyone—friend or acquaintance—to be harmed. I suggest you begin treating her with the same respect you've given me. After all, I am a dragon, too. I was born a dragon, and as soon as I can get back into the Dragonlands, I will drink the blood of another dragon and regain my birthright. Do not fear us because we are dragons. Fear us because we mean to topple every enemy in our path. Even if that enemy is sitting right in front of us."
The group fell silent. The sharp scratch of warriors sharpening weapons, the muffled conversation of nervous first-time warriors, the clink of armor as it was tried on for the first time—these were the sounds of a camp who trusted their leaders to come up with a plan that would lead them to victory, not a divisive council of angry people.
"The dragon cannot go through the tunnel or the portal," Donovan said. "It is up to her how she wants to proceed."
Fi looked to Tressa. "Don't do it," she begged her friend. "Don't fly over the mountains. You don't know what awaits you in the peaks."
It's possible there isn't anything up there but thin air, Tressa said, trying to reassure Fi.
"There's always something," Fi said. "I think that's a lesson we should have learned by now. Don't be cocky, Tressa."
I won't. I promise. Allies will surround me, too. Don't forget that my ancestors will fly with me. I'm not alone.
"She's going to fly, then," Fi said. "Despite my reservations, I know when I've been outvoted." She sank back down to the ground, sitting with her legs crossed. "I expect to see everyone, alive, on the other side after Decarian is defeated."
"We will all lose friends in this battle," Onva said. "I lost my twin, and yet I am carrying on. It's what she would want. No one here wants to die, but if our deaths serve a greater purpose, then so be it. I don't know what the humans in the Dragonlands are like. We in Desolation spend every moment of our lives preparing for death. We welcome it when the time is right." She gestured toward the hundreds of warriors in the camp. "No one here will cower in the face of death."
Fi bit her lower lip. Tressa could hear the thoughts raging through her friend's mind. Fi wanted to reiterate her commitment to fight. She wanted to insist they believe that the people in the Dragonlands were just as valiant and brave. But she kept silent. They both knew there was no point in arguing over whose people were stronger.
"Then tomorrow we will split," Donovan said, steering the conversation back toward the original topic. "Fi and I will go through the portal and warn the armies at the Red. The Desolation army will sneak up on Decarian's minions from behind, through the tunnels. Tressa will fly over the mountains, meeting us at the Red castle. Together we will defeat this enemy before he breaks all the bonds trapping him between our lands."
Hildie and Onva beat their chests with their fists. Fi simply nodded. Tressa lifted her head, looking over at the ghostly horde. The dragons stood tall and proud, ready to meet their destiny.
Tressa wished she shared their sense of purpose. The longer this dragged on, the more depressed she found herself. It was possible there would never be an end to their troubles. Each time she conquered one enemy, another sprang up. If this was how life was to be from now on, she wasn't sure she wanted to keep fighting. Part of her wanted to give up. To run away.
But she knew she wouldn't. It wasn't in her nature to flee from trouble, no matter how exhausted she was. Tressa would persevere. She wouldn't stop fighting until the last breath passed over her lips.
I'm leaving now, Tressa said to Fi. I don't want to wait until tomorrow. If I can get to the Dragonlands before nightfall, then perhaps I can rally them for the battle in the morning. I think you should suggest the same to Donovan. As soon as I have left your sight, tell Donovan that you want to go through the portal today.
What are you planning? Fi asked.
It's better you don't know, Tressa said. Be safe. Don't let your guard down around Donovan.
I won't, Fi said. After what I saw in the catacombs, I don't trust anyone other than you.
What did you see? Tressa asked, frustrated. She should have questioned her friend much sooner, but there had been one crisis after another.
Not now, Fi said. We will talk after we defeat Decarian. Go now. Travel safely.
I will, Tressa said. She backed up a few paces, then unfurled her wings. Tressa glanced over her shoulder. The camp fell silent as all of the warriors paused to watch her ascent. Tressa turned toward the west, angling farther upward as she flew toward the Barrier Mountains.
 


 
 

Chapter Forty-One
 
Connor ran through the Red castle, with a package under his arm, ignoring the clanging of the bells that drew people out for the evacuation. Elbows met his gut, but he continued to push past the people swarming out of the castle. Children clutched their mothers’ hands while adults carried everything they could.
Word had spread quickly throughout the castle, telling everyone to flee as fast and as far as possible. No one was to remain in the whole of the Flaming Hills. Dragons, both Black and Red, waited in the courtyard, ready to take anyone who wanted a flight away. Horses were saddled in the stables for those who preferred horseback. Wagons and carriages were hitched up. There was no concern for rank or occupation—all were equals in the face of death.
Anyone who wanted to stay behind was encouraged to do so, to protect those who had a harder time leaving the castle. Those people gathered around Sophia and Mestifito, helping anyone escape who needed it.
Connor had his own plans to execute once the castle was evacuated. The high of rediscovering what made the honey special had been replaced by the knowledge that Decarian was close to breaking free. If Connor could make the castle collapse on the beast, it would solve all of their problems. It wasn't the best idea. Unfortunately, it was the only one that had a chance of working.
As soon as everyone was out of the castle, he'd proceed with his plan. Connor didn't share his idea with Sophia. He wanted them to get away before he went through with it. He didn't want anyone else risking life on his stupid plan. He wasn't even sure he would make it out.
The only thing he regretted was not having the time to write Hazel a note. He'd fallen in love with the same woman twice, which should give her the comfort she'd need after his death. She knew beyond any doubt how much he loved her and their children. And he knew she would take care of their boys and dragonlings. Just like the day he stepped into the fog, Connor believed he was doing the right thing, even if it meant losing everything he loved.
He pushed through the crowd, finally breaking free of the wave of frantic people. Connor slowed down a little, letting the pounding of his heart even out. He turned right, then walked down a deserted corridor toward a door at the end of the hall.
Jarrett's room. Despite everything, he couldn't let the man die. Connor had wanted to kill him after Jarrett had slaughtered the baby dragons. But now... Tressa had convinced Connor there might be hope for Jarrett yet. If there was a possibility he could be redeemed, then Connor wouldn't be the one to take his life. Not today. Connor would tell the mages they were relieved of duty, and he would take care of Jarrett himself.
When Connor pushed the door it swung open, then abruptly stopped. Annoyed, Connor pushed again, but still the door wouldn't open all the way. He slipped sideways between the door and the frame. Connor looked down, discovering what had kept it from opening all the way.
Two mages lay on the floor, their eyes closed. Connor dropped to his knees, laying two fingers on one man's neck. There was no heartbeat. No indication of life.
"Damn it!" Connor yelled as he stood. The third mage was missing. Connor's head whipped toward the bed. Just as he feared, Jarrett was gone.
The sheets were mussed and blankets were strewn on the floor. Connor laid a hand on the bed. Still warm. Jarrett hadn't been gone long.
"I'm gonna kill him," Connor snarled. He had wanted to believe in Tressa's hopes. He wanted everything she said to be true. Jarrett had shown them, again, that he couldn't be trusted.
"Tressa will just have to get used to living without her lover. The next time I see him, I'm going to tear his head off," Connor muttered as he left the room. He didn't even have time to take the mages out of the castle and allow them a proper burial. They'd be destroyed in the ruins of the castle with Decarian and his minions.
Connor stomped down the hallway, back to the main entrance to the castle. He waited there, nervous, as ten men ran back inside to make sure the halls and rooms were clear. Sophia and Mestifito wouldn't leave until they knew everyone had been evacuated. A thousand souls, maybe more, would flee that night. They had encouraged everyone to head south, to the Charred Barrens, where guides would wait to take them into the underground city of the Ruins of Ebon. It was the only place they could hide from the coming demons.
Connor didn't tell them to stay. If his plan failed, it would be best if everyone followed through with Sophia's instructions. If his plan succeeded, they would have to rebuild the castle anyway. It was no place for anyone to be, no matter the outcome.
He had only one person who he wanted to remain hidden in the castle: Jarrett. Let the bastard die with Decarian when the castle fell.
The sun's rays in the west were nearly gone when the ten men returned from their sweep of the castle.
"It's clear as far as we can tell," the tall man in front said. Connor hadn't had time to learn their names. If he survived the night, he would thank them all personally someday.
"Then we will fly," Sophia said. She climbed on Mestifito's back. "Are you coming, Connor?"
He nodded. "I'll fly out last. You take the men and go."
Sophia gave him a curt nod. He could tell she was fighting back exhaustion. She'd had so little rest, and even though Mestifito's blood gave her strength, she was still human. Two of the men clambered on Mestifito's back behind her, including Destrian, their royal Yellow prisoner, and the other eight divided themselves across two other Black dragons.
They took off into the night sky, their wings nearly invisible as they flew into the clouds. Connor turned on one heel and stalked back into the castle. The torches had all been put out, and the only light he had was starlight streaming in the high windows. He ran a hand along the wall, following the hallway to the staircase leading down to the dungeon. Connor descended the long, spiral stairs into the bowels of the castle, like a meal slipping down a dragon's throat. He didn't need light, just a sure step and the will to keep going.
Fighting his fear was the hardest part. Despite knowing he was doing the best he could to save the Dragonlands, he'd seen Decarian at work. He knew how much delight the beast took in death. Connor wasn't looking forward to being one of Decarian's meals if he failed.
Light flickered on the last few steps. Connor entered the chamber before Decarian's underground lair. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself for what he was about to do.
"You have returned." Decarian's voice boomed in the cavern as Connor appeared in front of his enemy.
"I have," Connor said, answering the beast for the first time. "I've come for you."
Decarian laughed. "Come closer, little human. Let me show you the face of death."
Connor dropped the package he'd been carrying under his arm on the ground. He unrolled the tarp, revealing a cache of fireworks like the ones they'd shot off after capturing the Red castle. He placed them in even lengths against the walls of the cavern.
Connor swallowed his fear and turned into his Blue dragon. He walked closer to Decarian, standing just outside the line Sophia had drawn on the ground to show Decarian's reach. Without hesitation, Connor reared back and blew dragonfire at the explosives. One by one, their wicks lit, cracking and popping.
"Your little explosives will not injure me," Decarian called out. "Soon I will be free from my bonds. I will eat you first, dragon. I will rip your limbs from your body, suck out the marrow, and use your bones to clean my teeth when I am done."
Connor ignored the beast's promises. He ignored the screams of the minions below, clamoring to roam free in the Dragonlands, bringing destruction with them. He continued lighting the wicks. Once the final one had been sparked, Connor changed back into his human form.
Connor bolted out of the cavern, heading up to the next floor as fast as he could, to light the fireworks he'd placed there. Then to the floor above that, and so on, until the entire castle shook down to its very foundations. He only hoped he could get out in time to save his own life.
 
 


 

Chapter Forty-Two
 
Tressa flew all day, as hard and fast as her wings could carry her. The ghost dragons kept up easily, not appearing to show any strain. Of course not. They didn’t have flesh to slow them down, not like Tressa did. She felt every beat of her dragon heart, every drop of blood that pumped through her body, every fear that tore through her mind. Though she hadn't known what awaited her in Desolation, she never would have thought she'd bring back an entire army of ghosts from Hutton's Bridge to wage war against Decarian.
As she climbed higher over the Barrier Mountains, Tressa felt her lungs tightening. The air thinned at the peaks. Tressa kept her eyes trained on the rocks the whole way up, hoping to find some kind of break in the mountaintops that she could fly through. So far she hadn't spied a shortcut. Still, she refused to give up. She would fly until she was back in the Dragonlands, burning lungs be damned.
She’d long passed the dark peaks with their unearthly orange glow. Now snow glistened on the mountaintops, momentarily blinding Tressa. She marveled at its beauty. She'd never seen such grandeur while hidden inside Hutton's Bridge. Yes, she'd seen snow, even made snowballs and caught flakes with her tongue, but this was different. Snow covered the tall mountains just as grass covered the land of her home. It felt like another world here.
Tonight she flew home. Tonight she would try to stop Decarian once and for all. If she didn’t—no, she wouldn't think like that. Losing was not an option.
Despite a growing worry in the pit of her stomach, Tressa flapped her wings with greater urgency. Already, she could feel herself lagging. Each time she pushed ahead, the atmosphere sucked a little more breath from her. Tears glistened in the corners of her eyes as she realized her will to continue was far beyond what her body could handle. Her stomach constricted, and her chest caved in. Tressa's wings stiffened. She plummeted from the sky, her body freefalling toward the sharp peaks below.
Her mind wandered, remembering the time she'd fallen from Fi's back and changed into her dragon. Not today. This was the end. Her dragon body would be impaled on a cliff, only a shadow to those below who looked up at the mountains.
No one could see the ghosts but her. There would be no one to tell her story. No one to explain why she hadn't made it back to the Dragonlands. She would fade into obscure history. Lips wouldn't speak her name. Children wouldn't hear of her stories. Instead, Tressa would be the one who left the Dragonlands in its time of greatest need and never returned.
Tressa wrapped her wings around her body as she spiraled down and down. She was vaguely aware of the ghost dragons surrounding her, their wings fighting against the upward draft of the air. One by one they sped past her falling body. She smiled wryly. They were trying to catch her. It was sweet, but she'd resigned herself to death. Their formless bodies were less solid than clouds. She would simply fall through them until her body landed on the rocks, broken.
Her eyes closed, accepting what was to come. The end of her story.
Ice spread through her body. A shivering cold unlike nothing she'd ever felt.
Roll over!  Alden yelled in her mind. Then blow your fire! Don't give up on us now!
Digging deep to find the last bit of her strength, Tressa forced her body to turn in midair. Her eyes snapped open to see the ground speed toward her. Was this what they had wanted? For her to face death instead of hiding from it?
Then Tressa saw what they'd done, what they’d made. Her jaws opened and she roared, a line of dragonfire streaming down toward their creation. She closed her eyes again, bracing for the cold, and she landed with a splash in the freezing cold pond.
Tressa dove and spun around to get her bearings, then floated on her back. She breathed another burst of fire to warm up the icy water. Her teeth clattered.
The ghosts had created an ice field with their frozen breath, and Tressa's fire turned it to liquid. It was enough to break her fall.
She wasn't dead.
Yet.
She looked up at the dragons circling her and thanked them with a wave of her tail.
Now what? she asked Alden. I can't fly any higher. My body simply can't tolerate the lack of air. I'll die if I try to fly over the mountains.
We must keep trying to reach the Dragonlands. We cannot stop now.
But I don't know what to do! Tressa said. I'm stuck! I can either go back down to Desolation in defeat and wait there until I can get through the tunnel, or I can die here trying to fly back.
You aren't dead yet. Alden's matter-of-fact tone didn't help her feel better.
I know. I am grateful. I really am. The water was quickly cooling, so Tressa blew another stream of dragonfire, warming it up.
If need be, we will repeat this process over and over again until you can break over the top and fly back down to our home. We will not give up, Tressa. Will you?
Tressa closed her eyes, thinking of her friends who needed her help so badly. She pictured Fi, who was, right now, traveling back to the Red castle with Donovan. She imagined Connor, her brave friend fighting so hard for his family. They wouldn't give up as long as they breathed. Neither would Tressa.
She burst into the air, her body refreshed, energized even. Maybe she could keep going if she didn't push herself so hard. She flew westward, toward the Dragonlands, toward her loved ones. Nothing else would get in her way.
Until the pain struck again moments later. Her chest spasmed more violently this time, and Tressa fell to the ground. She dug her talons into the snow, pulling her body forward.
If I have to claw my way home, I will do it. Tressa glanced up, her vision blurry. The ghost dragons swam in her sight, but she couldn't pick out individual forms. She couldn't think properly. Couldn't do anything other than drag herself, bit by bit, across the frozen ground. Her belly froze, and soon she couldn't feel anything other than the pain in her arms every time she sank her talons into a fresh pile of snow.
Tressa thought she heard voices in her mind. Perhaps they were echoes of memories. She was alone here, facing down her mortality in a way she'd never contemplated. Everything that had mattered to her in the past floated away. There was nothing left to hold on to.
The only thing she focused on was the sparkling snow beneath her head... until the moment her jaw lay on the cold ground and her eyes closed.


 

Chapter Forty-Three
 
The Red castle shuddered at the base. Connor flew out of the throne room windows as the floor fell out from underneath him. The walls of the Red castle cracked and heaved, then collapsed, sending debris into the air. Connor banked toward the east, closer to the mountains.
I did it! I actually did it!
He flew in circles around the rubble, then landed. He changed into his human form and crunched across the debris-filled grass toward the giant pile of stones. Connor made his way around it. The pile stood four times taller than him. He couldn't see around the rocks without circling the perimeter. Cautiously, he looked for any sign of movement. Not that he believed anything could survive a castle falling on them. Still, he'd seen too much to walk away without investigating.
After rounding the destruction four times, Connor felt sure he'd succeeded in trapping Decarian. It was possible the beast was dead, but Connor wouldn't take the chance. He'd send word to the Charred Barrens, telling them what he'd done and asking for reinforcements.
This spot could never go unguarded. They would need heavy patrols for the foreseeable future until a more permanent solution could be decided upon. He would do his best to make sure no one ever became complacent. Until he had irrefutable proof Decarian was dead, and the passageway between the Dragonlands and Desolation was closed, he wouldn't rest.
Connor walked across the castle grounds to the goat enclosure. The spindly-legged gray animals bleated at him. Connor leaned over and patted one on the head. They would no longer be bred and slaughtered for Decarian's meals.
A tree overlooked the pen. Before the evacuation, Connor had tethered a pigeon there. He pulled a note out of his pocket, the one he'd written to his friends in the Charred Barrens earlier with hope that his plan would work. He hadn’t been sure he would ever be able to send it. Glancing back toward the massive pile of rubble, hope rose in him that maybe they were finally on their way to peace. With the fireworks, he'd managed to blow apart Blythe's prophecies and save his people. He rolled up the note, attached it to the bird's leg, freed it from the tethers, and sent it flying.
Hungry like always, Connor changed into his dragon and took to the sky. He could have eaten one of the goats, but he figured they deserved a break. Connor flew east toward the Barrier Mountains, hoping he could find an animal to slake his appetite. He flew over the meadow, finding nothing larger than a rabbit. He wanted something bigger. Unfortunately, nothing presented itself. Connor glanced back. The rubble remained still. Feeling he had time to fly a bit farther away, Connor glided closer to the mountains, wondering if there were creatures at the base. He didn't expect to find many animals higher up, but perhaps a stray gazelle might have made its way over.
Still, there was nothing. Connor banked to the right, ready to head back toward the ruined castle.
Something stabbed him in the back.
He thrashed from side to side, but whatever had latched on wouldn't let go. Something else whizzed past his head. He watched the icy spike fall to the ground, impaling a rabbit. The pain in his back changed from a throb to a cool salve as the icy spike that hit him melted, sending rivulets of water down his sides.
Connor spun around, angry. He charged toward the mountains, taunting whatever was out there to attack again.
He didn't have to wait long. Another icy shard landed just short of his snout, followed by another, and another, as he sped toward the source. He flew higher and higher, feeling the tightness in his chest that came with high altitude. Though no more of the shards hit him, he still pursued them as they continued to fall in front of him.
It was only as he started to feel the lurching of his lungs that he realized he'd been drawn up to the peaks. Weakened, Connor turned away, realizing he'd been a complete fool to follow the shards. Something wanted to lure him there, and Connor had flown right into its trap.
He looked down at the snow as he tried to take in deep breaths to counteract the pain in his chest. Then he saw it.
A Black dragon foot sticking through the snow, the talons digging into the ground. Connor pushed ahead, landing next to the snow-covered mound. It moved, only slightly, as the dragon underneath it breathed shallowly.
Connor reared back, aiming a shot of dragonfire melting away the snow. He brushed the rest off with his snout. The dragon didn't appear wounded. There was no blood. Just a Black dragon, lying in the snow, barely alive.
Connor nudged it. The dragon opened its eyes and gazed up at him, delirious. Connor took in a deep breath. He'd know those eyes anywhere.
Tressa!
He lay down next to her on the cold, snowy ground. Connor exhaled gently on her head, letting the warmth of his breath cover her. He was afraid to breathe more dragonfire for fear of hurting her. Slowly Tressa moved again. This time she lifted her head, struggling to push up with her four legs. Connor slipped his head under her body, supporting Tressa as she found her footing. It wasn't long until her legs were less wobbly. Connor pulled back, then smiled toothily at the Black dragon.
She looked up into the sky, her eyes moving as though they were counting something above.
Connor unfurled his wings, then nudged her to do the same. He wished there was some way he could communicate with her, but they had never established a connection. Instead, he would rely on his actions.
Tressa unfurled her wings, too. She leaned backward on her hind legs and shot into the sky. Connor took off after her. Tressa led the way down the Barrier Mountains toward the remains of the Red castle.
Tressa landed not far from the rubble, and Connor stopped next to her. He changed into his human form, waiting for her to do the same. But Tressa remained a dragon.
"Change!" Connor shouted up at her massive head, struck by the difference in their sizes now. "We have a lot to talk about!"
Tressa shook her head, her eyes downcast.
Connor reached out, resting a hand on her snout. "What's wrong? Are you having trouble controlling your dragon?"
Tressa nodded. Then she looked up at the sky again, as if there was something up there she needed to consult.
"Something shot shards of ice at me," Connor said. "I chased them up the mountainside, where I found you at the top, covered in snow. I don't know where they came from, but we were very lucky. Something is watching out for us."
Tressa looked down at Connor again. He could have sworn she was smiling, as the corners of her mouth turned up and a puff of smoke burst from her nostrils. She did it again and again, pointing upward with her head.
Connor followed her gesture, watching the smoke twist and twirl in the night sky. Then he saw it. Dragons. Nearly invisible dragons lit up between the smoke and stars of night twinkling behind them.
"What in the name of all that's holy?" Connor asked. "Are those dragons?"
Tressa smiled even wider. She blew another burst of smoke.
"I don't believe it," Connor said. "This is amazing." He reached into the sky, and a small snowflake landed in his palm. "Thank you," he shouted into the sky.
Snow began to fall, covering the ground and the ruins of the Red castle.
Tressa trotted over to the rock, nudging it with her nose.
"We ran out of honey," Connor explained. "Decarian was about to break free. Instead of allowing him into the Dragonlands, I brought down the castle. I did it. I stopped the invasion."
Tressa's eyes grew wide. She stood on her hind legs, slashing at the rocks with her front legs, her talons screeching across the stone in a discordant tune.
"Tressa, stop!" Connor yelled. "I don't know if Decarian is dead. We can't let him escape."
Still, she bashed at the rocks, not stopping until her front feet were bloody and her talons broken. She backed away, resting her head on the ground. Tears poured from her slitted eyes.
"What is it?" Connor asked. "What are you looking for?"
Then he realized who she was missing: Jarrett.
"Jarrett broke free before the castle collapsed," Connor said, attempting to keep anger out of his voice. "I don't know where he is."
Tressa's head swayed from side to side. So it wasn't Jarrett she was looking for. Then who? Connor's stomach sank. Of course. Fi. He didn't know the woman well, but she and Tressa had become close quickly. They had also left the Dragonlands together, heading for Desolation. Tressa had made it back over the mountains. But Fi—what fate had befallen her friend?


 


Epilogue
 
Donovan smelled the smoke from the explosives as he and Fi re-entered the castle. He grabbed her hand, tugging her down the stairs toward the castle dungeon. Fi had fought back, but Donovan was too strong, his fingers holding her wrists with a steel grip.
They reached Decarian's lair just as the staircase collapsed, bringing down a rain of rock and sand. Donovan covered his mouth with his cape and urged Fi to do the same with her cloak. They ran through the hail until they slid to a stop inside a cavern.
Donovan looked up at Decarian's mighty body. His muscles rippled from his shoulders down to his legs, hidden in flame. Donovan smiled, and then coughed. This body was wearing on him. He'd put it together hastily. Usually he took more time when he constructed a new body, but he hadn't had time.
Donovan had slunk out of his cave on the Isle of Repose after those fools had left him. He had Jarrett under his control, but he'd lost the big Blue dragon. He couldn't survive on the flesh of the baby dragons Jarrett had slain in the cave. No, he needed real meat.
So Donovan, better known as the Keeper, had taken the body of the dead mage, the father of that simpering blond healer, and used his skin to make a new body.
He had opened his kit. It held not only his flint and pipe, but also his sewing supplies. While Jarrett was out securing the island, Donovan peeled the flesh off the dead man. He used his needle to sew himself a new suit. The man's skin had been pink and supple, perfect for what Donovan had in mind. Though he altered the face. In this body, he would only have one eye. It was a distinguishing factor in his disguise.
He'd left prophecies behind in Desolation. Hundreds of years ago, he'd fought Mestifito and won. The Black dragon had hidden away in his tunnels underground, breeding a new generation of dragons. No matter. It was only food for Donovan, and he couldn't wait to taste their flesh.
Luckily he was patient, so patient. He’d had to wait until the boundaries between the Dragonlands and Desolation were weakened once again. In the meantime he’d spread lies and dissent among the humans who settled in the Dragonlands. They didn't know he was the Keeper they all feared on the Isle of Repose. It was easy to steal a new body here and there and recreate himself whenever he felt like it.
The time had come again.
"Ah, my pet, you're here," Donovan said to the black-haired man cowering in the corner, holding a dead body in his arms. "I'm thrilled you answered my call."
Jarrett held a mage's body in his arms. "As you command, Keeper." He held out the body to Donovan.
"Put it over there," Donovan said, nodding toward the wall. "I don't want our friend Decarian to eat him."
Decarian roared behind them.
"Don't worry," Donovan said to the beast. "I'll only take the skin. You can have everything that is left."
Donovan let go of Fi's wrist. He pushed her toward the stairway, which was now buried in rubble. She sank to the ground, her fists clenched in fury.
"Try to change into your dragon," Donovan said, spittle flying as he laughed at her futile attempts. "It won't happen. I stole it from you, remember?"
"Tressa got hers back," Fi said. "I'll get mine. Then I'll kill all of you."
Donovan laughed. "Tressa has exactly what I gave her. I am controlling all of your movements. Your choices. Your desires. It all comes from me. Tressa is now trapped in dragon form, just as your leader, Mestifito is trapped in his. Once I realized he was meddling in my affairs again, stealing a woman from that blasted village in the fog, I made sure he wouldn't ever change until I commanded. Nor would he remember why. You are all proving to be very vexing to me, but I will not let you win. The Dragonlands are mine. Do you hear me? Mine! Now that the barriers between our worlds are wearing thin, I will take my rightful place in this forsaken land of yours."
Donovan turned his back on the girl. She was no threat to him. None of them were. Once Decarian and his minions dug themselves out of this hole, they would emerge victorious. He wouldn't let a little thing like a demolished castle get in his way.
Donovan used his needle to puncture a hole in the dead mage's skin. Then he used his dagger to slice from the man's throat down to his groin. He made four more precise incisions in the skin. Then he pulled it back from the body, delighting in the squishy noise the organs made as they detached from the skin.
He heard Fi retch behind him. Donovan chuckled. She would have to learn to accept many things. Just as Jarrett had. His pet stood next to the wall, his eyes dull and his mouth slack. Perhaps Donovan had treated Jarrett too harshly. No matter. If the man died, then Fi would simply take his place.
Donovan stripped off his clothes, then sat down on the ground and took to sewing the skin onto himself. The sharp pain of the needle piercing his skin had dulled long ago. Now he barely felt anything as he followed the holes in his body, laying the new skin carefully over the old. This was why he wore gloves, a hooded cape, and boots all the time. No one could see the ravages of his skin, or they'd know immediately he wasn't like them.
He snorted as he thought of all the lies he'd told and how easily all of the silly humans and dragons had believed him. They thought they were brave, smart even. They were neither of those things. They were simply pawns in his game. They would do as he said or they would die. Donovan would delight in watching them get crushed between Decarian's jaws, or run through with the swords of his army.
And that Tressa. He imagined her dead body on top of the Barrier Mountains, frozen, while her little ghost dragons mourned her. They would disappear as soon as she died. Donovan had needed her to set them free, to get them out of his beloved Desolation after that bastard Mestifito had trapped them there eighty years ago in a last-ditch effort to stop Desolation from attacking. Guardians, he'd called them. Donovan wanted to laugh at his brother's stupidity. No one could defeat Donovan and his minions. No one. Donovan had been patient, and in the end he would win.
His eyes perked up. He'd almost forgotten about the minions. "Rise, my army. Scale the walls and join me."
A horrific cacophony of clanking echoed in the small cavern. Decarian's booming laughter joined in as he urged them on. Donovan glanced over the drop-off, pleased to see the first of his undead army rise up. The skeleton's vacant eye sockets surveyed the cavern. It bounded onto the ground. Donovan heard a whimper behind him. The girl again. She would need to toughen up.
More and more skeletons piled into the cave until Jarrett had been pushed next to Fi. The girl tried to get away from him, but she couldn't due to the crowding skeletons.
"Just wait," Fi yelled. "Hildie and her army from Ergoth are coming! They will kill all of you!"
Donovan laughed again. The girl really was dense. "Do you not recognize my army? They are the people from Desolation. All dead. They've always been dead. No one lives there. What you saw in Desolation is only a reflection of what lies in the Dragonlands. You may have interacted with their souls, but that's all. Their bodies have been mine for centuries, and they have been dying, haha, to break free."
Almost as if to prove his point, the skeletons began digging at the dirt-packed walls. They tossed rocks into the pit they'd emerged from, quickly putting a dent in the collapsed castle above them.
"Here, they are my servants. They do as I bid. Everything here is mine. The Dragonlands will fall when the blood moon rises, and you, my dear Fi, will help me destroy it all!"
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