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Chapter One
 
 
Donovan’s new skin hadn't softened as quickly as he'd wanted. Though the scars from the stitches were fading, he was still fighting against a few stubborn patches. It was never easy breaking in new skin. It took time to make it pliable. The elbows and knees were the worst. Bend too quickly, and he’d tear right through. For months he’d rubbed honey-infused oil on the skin. Donovan chuckled. Honey. The giant beast Decarian had licked Donovan more than once, longing for a taste of the honey he'd grown accustomed to during his imprisonment under the Red castle.
Rising from a chair, Donovan walked around the small cottage, letting the skin contract and expand over his skeletal frame. Every time he ripped an old skin from his body, he shuddered. A small part of him still recoiled at what he had become. Immortality was not the beautiful thing he had dreamed it would be.
Five hundred years ago, as a young boy, Donovan had lain in the wheat field on his parents' farm, staring up at the clouds as they lazily rolled by. His younger brother, Mestifito, lay next to him, silent and reverent. The boy was foolish, always lost in his own thoughts. Still, Donovan loved his little brother and swore he would always care for him.
One day, an old woman came to the farm, looking for shelter. Her stooped shoulders and tottering gait tugged at their hearts, and Donovan's parents offered her a corner of their barn, warm and cozy against the impending winter. They also prepared two meals a day for her.
It was Donovan's task to take the woman her food. Every day, after his chores were done, he spent hours with the woman. She taught him about plants and their healing powers. She spun magical stories about beings he'd never seen, nor heard of. Donovan was entranced by her words, and soon he began ignoring his parents and his little brother, favoring his time with the old woman above all else.
On a warm, lazy afternoon, a beautiful young woman came to see the old lady about a salve. In her short time in Donovan's farming community, the old crone had gained quite a reputation as a healer. Yet, this maiden was no farm girl. Her hair hung in golden ringlets about her shoulders. Her green eyes sparkled like the emeralds Donovan had seen embedded in cave walls. Her hands were lily-white and softer than a lamb’s first coat. He’d never seen skin so supple before. The girl smiled and winked at him, beckoning to him with one cocked finger.
Donovan followed her into the barn, curious. She untied the strings on her cape, letting it flutter to the ground. Then, to his horror and delight, she pushed her gown off her shoulders and stood naked before him.
Donovan's heart thudded in his chest. What if the old crone came upon this scene? What would she think, and would she tell his parents?
He averted his eyes from the girl, who stood unashamed in front of him in all of her naked glory.
"It is okay to look," she said. "I have come for you, Donovan. Just for you." Her hand rested on his arm. "Don't you want me?"
Donovan felt conflicted. He thought of the lovely red-headed girl, Magda, to whom he was promised. They were to be married within the next moon. He would begin his adult life with her, pledged to her, and no other, for all time. “I don’t even know your name,” he said.
"It’s Bianca.” She leaned forward and whispered. “I won't tell if you won't." Her breath tickled the sensitive skin of his neck. She reached for his breeches. Her fingers deftly loosened the ties, and Donovan did not stop her, even though he thought he should.
Her green eyes seemed to pulsate, drawing him closer. His mind swam, and he leaned in, drowning in her milky skin.
After, they lay together in the hay, arms and legs tangled and their breath warm on each other’s skin. Donovan buried his face in her hair. "I am promised to another. I will gladly put her aside her for you.”
Bianca laughed. She sat, pulling her dress back over her shoulders, hiding her beautiful breasts. He was both disappointed and relived. He still feared discovery.
"Silly boy. I do not want marriage from you. I have all I need now." She stood, rubbing her hand on her tummy.
"I don't understand." Donovan struggled to pull his breeches over his weakened legs. He'd never been with a woman before, and he was surprised at his exhaustion. "We have done what is only to be done between a man and his wife. Even if we are not bound in the eyes of others, we are bound in my heart."
He reached out for her hand, but she jerked away from him. "You must keep this a secret. Never tell."
"I can't," Donovan said. "It wouldn't be fair to poor Magda. She'll be disgraced."
"Not if you keep your mouth shut," the girl hissed, her green eyes pulsing with a red tint. "After all of the time we spent together, I thought you were the right one. Perhaps I should have chosen your younger brother. He is old enough to copulate."
"I don't understand," Donovan said. "You have only just come here. How can you know Mestifito?”
"Fool," the girl said. "I am the old woman who has been living in your barn. I came here looking for a father to the child I must bear. I chose you. I thought you would be happy."
Donovan blanched. "You are the old woman? How is that possible?"
"Magic," she said. The words floated in the quiet air, hovering between them.
"There is no such thing as magic," Donovan said. "And do not speak of it. The penalty is death."
"Now you understand why it is so important to keep your silence. If you tell anyone what happened here today, they will execute you. Do you want your pretty little head to roll along the grass?" She reached out, running her fingers through his brown hair.
Donovan steeled his hands into fists at his sides. "It will be your head that rolls."
Before he could take another breath, Bianca’s fingers wrapped around his throat. Donovan tried to swallow but couldn't. Panic rose in his chest.
"I thought I could trust you. Clearly, I chose poorly." The young woman's grip tightened. Her size belied her strength. "You will have to pay, then. But how?"
Donovan's eyes frantically searched the barn. He was looking for something, anything he could use as a weapon.
Bianca chuckled, her once-melodic voice tinged with insanity. Her green eyes pulsed once more, turning completely red. Her pink lips parted to reveal sharp, pointy teeth. Before Donovan could take another breath, before he could beg her to stop, she pierced the skin of his neck with her teeth.
Fire shrieked through Donovan’s veins. His eyes rolled back. He should have felt pain. Instead, the sensation was more pleasurable than losing his virginity in Bianca’s arms. This new experience made him feel like he’d left boyhood behind forever.
Donovan pushed Bianca away. Her teeth ripped from his skin as she stumbled backward. Blood coursed down his neck to his shoulder and dripped down his arm. "What have you done?" he gasped.
Bianca scrambled on her hands and feet, making her way toward the barn door.
Anger twisted in his stomach, drowning the compassion he’d lived by his whole life. Something had taken a hold of him. In mere moments, Bianca had changed him. He tried accessing his heart, but it had burned up and turned to ashes. Donovan was a new man. He knew things he’d never dreamed could be possible. Dark knowledge flooded his mind.
"Oh, no you don't." Donovan held up a hand, magic coursing through his veins, and the barn doors swung shut, bathing them in darkness. "Now, tell me exactly what you wanted with me, and I'll consider letting you live."
"I needed to plant a seed in my womb," she said, tears crackling in her voice.
Donovan smiled. Now who had the upper hand? "Did it work? Are you pregnant with my child?"
"It is too soon to tell," she said. Her red eyes glowed in the darkness.
Donovan walked languidly to where she cowered in the hay. "It is not.” He wasn't sure how he knew, but he did. Something whispered deep inside him, telling him long-forgotten secrets. "You would have felt the pain of implantation. Like a dragon, latching on with its claws."
The woman didn't answer. She breathed shallowly.
"Did you?" he demanded.
"Yes." It was only a whisper.
"Then together we shall fly to the east, discover a new land, and raise our family." He took her hand in the darkness. She stood, pressing her body against his.
"I chose wisely." She covered his neck with wet kisses.
"I have been awakened,” Donovan said. “We fly tonight under the cover of darkness. Leave behind this village with its antiquated notions of magic. Except for one thing—we will take my brother Mestifito with us. I cannot bear to be parted from him."
"Anything you desire my love. Anything."


 

Chapter Two
 
Pia's screams ripped through the otherwise peaceful Hutton's Bridge. Bastian sat on a log with Connor, wringing his hands.
"I don't remember it taking so long when Farah was born," Bastian said. He looked toward the village hall, which had served as an inn before the fog had fallen over their village.
"With our youngest, Calvin, it took three days." Connor patted Bastian's shoulder. "Don't worry. Pia and the babe will both be fine."
Bastian was grateful for the soothing words. Unfortunately, he knew as well as Connor did that childbirth could be like a battle. There were no guarantees anyone would get out alive. Pia's continued shrieks did nothing to alleviate his concerns. Granted, the woman could be dramatic at times. But Pia's screams were genuine pain.
Though their affair had lasted only one night, Bastian did care for the former prostitute. She had carried his child to term when she could have easily ended the pregnancy. She had given up her livelihood to travel to Hutton's Bridge and live in the fog with the refugee children and their caretakers.
Not without voicing her irritation at least once a day, of course. Bastian chuckled. Pia spent the majority of her time grousing, but not once did she ask to be returned to Ashoom. She was settling in to the calm of everyday life with them.
The Dragonlands had been quiet in the months since Connor destroyed the Red castle. Almost too quiet. Bastian couldn't shake the feeling something was still out there hunting them. He refused to let his guard down. Maybe he never would. Months of peace could not erase the destruction he'd witnessed since leaving Hutton's Bridge through the fog a couple of years ago. Nor could it change the prophecy the Green dragons so strongly believed in.
The Green still considered him their warlord, sending him messages via pigeon at least once a week. Bastian read them, then tossed the parchment in the fire. He had no use for their prophecies or their pleas to meet with them. Instead, he hid in Hutton's Bridge, waiting. For what, he did not know. In the meantime, it seemed right to be with his daughter and the mother of his soon-to-be-born babe.
Another wail interrupted his thoughts, followed by a separate cry, high-pitched and demanding.
"It's here." Bastian stood, wiping his damp hands on his pants. He hadn't realized how nervous he'd gotten as time passed.
"Go on," Connor said, hugging his friend. "Find out if you have a son or another daughter."
Bastian jogged toward the village hall, passing the children who played ball. He waved to his daughter, Farah. She dropped the ball, kissed Vatra, Connor's dragonling, on the cheek, and ran to her father.
"Is it time now, Papa?" Farah slipped her hand in his. It wasn't so small anymore. At five, she was growing so quickly Bastian could hardly keep up with all of the changes. Her blond curls bounced on her shoulders.
"Yes, didn't you hear the baby cry?" Bastian gave Farah's chin a light pinch.
She laughed. "No, I was too busy playing ball. My team was winning!"
"Of course they were," Bastian said. "Kurt made all the little ones play on the opposite team. You're lucky he let you play on his."
"It's because he's sweet on me, Papa. Someday Kurt and I are going to be married. Then I'll be like Pia and have a baby!"
"Don't even think about that now. You're just a little girl." In less than ten years, she'd be old enough to have children of her own. Bastian couldn’t wrap his mind around it. She seemed so young, but in a world where people rarely lived past forty due to disease or battle, they had to live hard and fast.
The two made their way into the inn. Bastian peeked in the doorway. "Can we come in? Farah and I want to see the newest addition to our family."
"Of course! Please!" Hazel, Connor's wife, pulled the door open all the way. "Pia is doing great and so is your baby."
"Boy or girl?" Bastian asked as he followed Hazel through the common room and up the steps to a bedroom.
"You'll see for yourself," Hazel said. She pointed to the first door on the left. "There they are."
Farah burst past them into the room, but Hazel grabbed Bastian's elbow. "Yes?" he asked her.
"Be gentle with Pia. The birth was very difficult. She needs help, Bastian. I need to know now if you will be the one to give it or if the healers and I will need to step up."
Bastian looked at Hazel with wide eyes. He hadn't expected that question. When Vinya gave birth to Farah, she'd been up the next day cooking and cleaning. Bastian shouldn't have been surprised after all of Pia’s screaming. And yet, he hadn't given a moment's thought to Pia's health, just the baby's.
"I will do whatever is necessary," Bastian said. "My duties around Hutton's Bridge are light. As long as I have someone to supplement care while I attend to chores, I think I will be able to do what is needed."
Hazel's soft smile warmed his heart. He'd said the right thing. Now he just needed to live up to it.
"Thank you, Bastian,” she said. “You're a good man. Not many men would ask a prostitute to keep their child, much less take care of her after the birth. Especially considering..."
Hazel didn't need to finish the sentence. Bastian knew she was thinking of Tressa, just as Bastian did every moment of every day. He hadn't seen her since the battle on the Isle of Repose. Still, he couldn't stop wondering how she was since Connor had taken her to the Black in the Charred Barrens after finding her nearly dead in the snow of the Barrier Mountains.
He could have gone to her, and yet he chose to stay in Hutton's Bridge.
Bastian took a deep breath, then stepped into the room. Pia lay in bed, covered to her waist with blankets, the babe cradled in her arms as it suckled on her breast. Farah stood next to them, cooing at her new sibling, her hand gently stroking its head.
"Bastian," Pia said, her eyes droopy and tired. "Come in and meet your son."
He stepped quietly to the side of the bed. The little boy's head was covered in flaming red hair. A lump formed in Bastian's throat. A son. A perfect little brother for Farah. The little boy's mouth was wrapped around Pia's breast, taking his first meal.
"He's strong like his father." Pia gazed up at Bastian, her eyes asking a question he wasn’t ready to answer.
He could make no promises to her, even though she'd given birth to his son. Bastian wouldn't marry unless it was for love. His first marriage to Vinya had been purely for the survival of the people of Hutton's Bridge. He'd experienced love with Tressa, and he refused to settle for anything less.
He did not love Pia. They both knew it. Even a moment like this wouldn't change his mind.
"Can I hold him?" Bastian asked after the boy had unlatched from his mother.
Pia offered the baby to Bastian. A small trail of breast milk seeped from the side of his mouth. Bastian wiped it with the blanket his son was swaddled in.
"He needs a name, Papa," Farah said. "Can we call him Goat? I love goats! They're my favorite. And he kinda sounds like one with those silly noises he makes."
Bastian ruffled Farah's hair with his free hand. "No, we aren't naming him Goat." He looked to Pia. "Do you have a name you'd like to give him?"
She shook her head. "He is your son, Bastian. You should name him."
Bastian looked down at the little baby, his mouth set in a blissful smile and his eyes gently closed. "I'd like to name him after my uncle. He was the physic here in Hutton's Bridge. He cared for everyone from birth to the grave. Adam. What do you think?"
Pia smiled. "I like that."
"It's not as good as Goat," Farah said, a scowl on her face.
"Adam," Bastian said. "It's settled. Your name is Adam."
To show his appreciation, baby Adam spit up, leaving milk all over Bastian's sleeve.
"I think he hates it!" Farah said, laughing. "Should have named him Goat."
Bastian wiped his son's chin again, purposely ignoring Farah. He wished he could feel as light as she did, but the reality of the world outside Hutton’s Bridge weighed heavy on his hear. Bastian hoped his son would grow up in a Dragonlands filled with peace, but he couldn't shake the feeling that something out there was watching them.


 

Chapter Three
 
Tressa lay in bed, her head resting on a fluffy pillow. Her dark hair spread out in a fan. Her hands were in fists at her sides. Her eyes were squeezed shut so tightly that her tears had nowhere to go.
"You must get up," Granna insisted. "You can't wallow down here forever."
"I can," Tressa responded. "And I will."
"You lost your dragon. Fi is dead. Jarrett is missing. Bastian is having a child with another woman. I know all of these things are making it difficult to get out of bed and put one foot in front of the other, but you must." Granna shook Tressa's shoulders. When that failed to rouse her, Granna tugged on her hair.
"Ow!" Tressa exclaimed as she shot upright. She opened her swollen, stinging eyes, and glared at her great-grandmother. "That was uncalled for."
"That is the least of what you deserve," Granna said. She stood and paced Tressa's room. "When you arrived in the middle of the night all those months ago, I was sure we'd lost you for good. When you plummeted into that cave, crashing in a heap, legs folded under you, wings broken and bloody, I thought that was the end. But, no, Tressa, you changed back into a human. You healed."
"And I’ve never changed into my dragon again," she said, bitterness lacing her words. "It's gone."
"You thought it was gone forever when you were in Desolation, but it came back. Why not again?" Granna asked. She stopped her pacing to pour two cups of tea.
Tressa took one, wrapping her hands around the delicate porcelain. Warmth spread up her arms. "It feels different this time. I feel... empty."
"That could just be your emotions." Granna settled in a chair carved from an old tree stump. "You have been through so much since leaving Hutton's Bridge a couple years ago. Now that you’ve had time to catch your breath, you're bound to feel different."
"It's not that," Tressa said. "You know it as well as I do. The dragon is gone. Forever. Whatever Donovan did to me in Desolation is now permanent. He claimed I could regain my dragon by drinking dragon blood, but we both know that isn't the case. My teeth are stained pink from all of the dragon blood I've drunk since coming back here." Tressa's lips curled backward, to show her great-grandmother.
Granna sighed. "I know, I know. We have tried everything in our power to help you, Tressa. You have two choices. You can continue to drink and hope that one day you will sprout wings again, or you can choose to give up on the dragon and be just as you were before. You spent most of your life without a dragon. You can go back to who you were. There was nothing wrong with who you were before."
Tressa threw the teacup at the wall. It shattered into thousands of tiny pieces. "I don't want to be who I was before leaving Hutton's Bridge." She thought back to the meek girl who was hopelessly in love a boy she could never have. That girl didn't know how to fight. That girl hadn't traveled the length and breadth of the Dragonlands and passed over the Barrier Mountains into Desolation. That girl was a memory. She might as well be dead.
"I need my dragon back. Otherwise what good am I? Do you expect me to work in textiles, weaving belts and ropes again? After everything I've done!" Tressa fell on the bed, crushing a pillow to her face. She took deep shuddering breaths, her chest heaving. "I can't go back. I can't."
"There's no shame in weaving," Granna said. "It's an honorable trade."
Tressa smeared her tears onto the pillow and sat up once more. She frowned. "I know that. I do. I used to love weaving. All I wanted was to marry Bastian, have a family, and live a quiet life."
"And now?" Granna asked. She blew on her hot tea. "What do you want now?"
"I want my dragon. I want Fi to be alive and back with Sarah. I want Jarrett to break whatever magical bonds hold him in thrall. I want..."
She couldn't say Bastian. Not anymore. She'd given him up a long time ago. Still, when she heard he was having a child with another woman, she couldn't help but think of the night she'd told him about the child she'd lost. His child. The one they'd wanted for so long. She remembered how he'd taken her in his arms, kissed her, and helped her to heal that hole in her heart. Unfortunately, that night had reopened a door she'd long thought closed. Part of her ached again for the redhead who'd captivated her for so many years. "You didn't send word to Connor about Bastian, did you? That I know he’s alive?"
Granna shook her head. "I did as you asked. I will not tell."
"Good," Tressa said. "At least one thing has gone right. Bastian doesn't need to think of me like that anymore. We both should move on."
"Exactly." Granna set down her teacup and stood. "Now move on, Tressa. Get up. I will not allow you to lie here any longer. I've let this go on for far too long. Up, I said. Up!"
Tressa groaned. Granna wouldn't leave her alone until Tressa did as she asked. Tressa swung her legs over the side of the bed and let her feet fall on the wooden floor. She stood, straightening out her bedclothes. "There. Happy?"
"Not yet. I want you to head down to the bath, clean up, and get dressed."  Granna swept out of the room with the confidence of someone who knew she had gotten her way.
Tressa wrapped herself in a robe. She yanked a dress and a pair of stockings from the wardrobe, then made her way to the bath. She opened the door. Billowing clouds of steam greeted her, the moist air enveloping her in warm arms. Tressa took a deep breath and entered.
A few women sat at the edge of the pool of water, submerged up to their knees. They cleaned their limbs with sponges while talking amongst themselves. When they looked up and saw who entered, the talk stopped.
Tressa's heart fell to her feet. Sarah. They'd only spoken once since Tressa had returned, wounded, to the Ruins of Ebon. When Sarah learned Fi had likely died in the fallen Red castle, she'd spun on one heel and left. Tressa never had a chance to tell her how much Fi loved her wife and wanted to come home to her. Instead, Sarah avoided Tressa as if she carried the plague.
"Can we talk?" Tressa asked her.
The other two women looked expectantly at Sarah, who eventually nodded. "Go," Sarah told them. "I need to do this."
Tressa waited until they left before settling on the bench next to Sarah. "I can tell you anything you want to know."
Sarah didn't speak for what felt like an eternity. The two women simply stared at each other. "Did you love her, too?" Sarah finally asked.
"I did," Tressa said, "but not in the way you think. Fi and I weren't in love. We were like sisters. The dearest of friends. It broke my heart when I realized she was likely under the rubble. I dug until my talons bled. I am so, so sorry I couldn’t find her. They wouldn't let us dig further for her body."
"Is it true? Was there really a giant beast hiding under the Red castle?" Sarah asked.
Tressa thought of Decarian. To her, he wasn’t dead. His fierce grimace, four horns, and frightening muscles still haunted her dreams. "Yes, I saw him myself. Fi was trying to save all of the Dragonlands from him and his minions."
Tears welled up in Sarah's eyes. "She had this damn overconfidence, always thinking she could save everyone. When she took off for Malum the first time, when she first saved you and your friends, I thought I'd never see her again. But she came back. Then she left for battle in the north. Again, she returned to me, even just briefly before going back to..."
"To me?" Tressa asked. "Oh, Sarah, it was never about me. Fi had wanderlust in her soul. She wanted to conquer all of the bad in the world so that someday she could live out her old age with you in a land no longer beset by war. She did everything for you."
Sarah's tears burst forth, rolling down her cheeks like a river breaking through a dam. She wiped them away with the back of her hand. "I'm sorry. I didn't want to believe it, but I feared she'd fallen for another. I could handle Fi leaving for war. I couldn't handle the thought that perhaps she died with the name of another on her lips."
"No," Tressa said, scooting closer to her friend's widow. "She loved you and only you, Sarah. I wouldn't lie about this. Please, believe me."
"I do." Sarah took Tressa's hand in hers. "Thank you. And I'm so sorry I wasn't strong enough to talk to you about it before now. I was afraid to face my fears. I didn't want them confirmed."
"I understand," Tressa said. She really did. It was the same reason she wouldn't send word to Bastian. She wasn’t sure what she wanted from him, but she couldn't face his rejection all the same. Emotions were a silly thing, carrying far too much weight.
Sarah stood and dried off. "Maybe in time I'll want to hear stories about Fi. The things she did in Desolation. The battles she fought and won."
"I'd like to tell them," Tressa said, though she felt it would be a long time before she'd be able to talk about their night in the catacombs. Fear still ripped through her when she remembered all she'd faced and the comrades she'd lost.
"We'll talk soon, then." Sarah leaned down and kissed Tressa on the cheek. "Thank you, again." She gathered up her dirty clothes in one arm, leaving Tressa alone in the damp bathing room.
Tressa tossed off her robe, sank into the pool, and let the water soften the sadness of the last few months. The world was safe again. There was no sign of Decarian near the rubble of the Red castle. Yet Tressa didn’t feel at peace. She had no idea what to do with the rest of her life now that she had no one to fight.


 

Chapter Four
 
After the gong rang, signaling the burning of the day’s final candle, Tressa snuck up from the Ruins of Ebon into the dark night. During the months she'd spent hidden in the great underground city, she'd befriended many domestic workers, and they had been more than willing to spill their secrets to her.
When the city was built, the Black’s greatest concern was hiding from the rest of the Dragonlands. It wasn't meant to be easy to access their city, and many steps were taken to control entry points. Except for one. The refuse tunnel. Covered in filth from years of moving garbage and waste through the rocky shaft, few dared to travel that way. The stink alone was enough to deter all but the most tenacious, and the layers of slime added insult to an already disgusting journey.
Tressa didn't mind. If she could slip out unnoticed, that was all that mattered. Inside the city she was separated from the one thing that gave her hope and comfort. Her ghost dragons. They had remained outside the city to protect her, hiding from anyone who might see them.
Upon returning to human form, her greatest fear had been that she wouldn't be able to see them anymore. Fi couldn't. Donovan couldn't. The people of Desolation couldn’t. But Connor did. In the haze of starlight and snow, he had seen glimpses of her dragons in the night sky.
So far, Tressa hadn’t lost them, but she went outside to sit with Alden and the others at least once a week, just in case. Alden told her stories of their days in Hutton's Bridge, before they were tricked into leaving their children behind. Before they were killed and their bodies turned to stone in Desolation. Before she rescued them with her blood.
If anyone had come upon her, they would have seen only a woman in her nightclothes, sitting on the ground, staring at the stars. The ghosts remained hidden from the rest of the world. Only Tressa could see them as clearly as if they stood before her.
Yet if Connor could see them in the right light, anyone else might, too. So Tressa did her best to protect the ghosts from the world by never mentioning them to anyone—not even Granna. It was a secret she held close to her heart. It reminded her she was once a great dragon herself. She had done great deeds.
In the end, though, it was Connor who had saved the Dragonlands by bringing down the Red castle and trapping Decarian and his minions under the depths of the rubble. Tressa had done nothing but travel to another land in a futile search for answers that never materialized.
We flew to Hutton's Bridge again last night, Alden told her, his voice echoing in her mind, even though she was no longer a dragon. The babe has been born. It was a boy.
Tressa couldn't help but smile. So Bastian had a son now. A son and a daughter. Tressa knew he would be thrilled. He had always wanted a large brood. He and Tressa had dreamed about it, their fingers interlaced, his lips on her neck. She'd wanted to give him a family. Thanks to her great-grandmother's herbs, she hadn’t been able to conceive. True, Granna had been trying to hide the dragon blood that coursed through Tressa’s veins, but it had also been a blow to Tressa's confidence. Unable to bear children, she was useless to the people in her village, and they had treated her as such.
Are you sad, Tressa? Alden asked. I thought you'd be happy to know life continues on in Hutton's Bridge.
She choked back her tears. The world had moved on without her. Tressa felt as if she were stuck in the past with Jarrett and Fi. Perhaps part of her had died with them. The part of her that was still alive didn't know where to go next.
No, I am happy, she insisted. As long as Hutton's Bridge continues to thrive, there is a chance for all of us.
And it was true. The rest of the Dragonlands saw Hutton's Bridge as a beacon of hope. If they could survive, then so could everyone else. The tiny town’s adult population had been wiped out twice, yet its lineage continued to flower.
Is the fog still up? she asked Alden.
He nodded. I do not know why, though. If the Dragonlands are safe, then why hide? It is time for them to emerge.
Tressa looked up at the sky again. The stars sparkled. The moon hung in all its glory, at the peak of its fullness. Tressa sighed and leaned into Alden further. She couldn't feel him, not in the way she could another human, but still, it gave her comfort knowing his wispy form surrounded her.
Perhaps they will leave the fog soon, Tressa said.
Perhaps you should go home and see them.
Alden's reply annoyed her. Tressa knew what they all wanted. Even Granna had urged her to visit the place of her birth and see her friends. Everyone thought it would bring healing to Tressa. She knew the opposite would be true. Seeing Bastian with his new woman and their baby would only rip her heart in two once again. Yes, she'd thought the last time they were together was only a reflection of the past. Being away from everyone had proved her wrong. Once she found out Bastian was alive, she knew her feelings for him were stronger than she'd admitted. Now that Jarrett was gone, likely dead in the rubble, nothing stood between them. Except this woman and her baby.
No, Tressa wouldn't go to Hutton's Bridge. She wouldn't stand in the way of Bastian's new family. Nor would she go there and hang about Connor and Hazel. They, too, needed time to rebuild their life together. She would stay in the Ruins of Ebon. She would find her own way eventually.
Tressa tilted her chin up, gazing into the sky. The stars’ beauty washed over her, bring a hint of peace to her wounded heart. Perhaps she could find peace. Maybe time would heal the wounds of the past few years.
A shadow flitted over the moon. Tressa blinked. It was just a bird, or maybe one of the other ghost dragons in flight. Then it happened again. Another shadow.
Tressa stood, as if that would get her closer to the moon. Her neck craned and her eyes squinted, she tried to make out the shape now undulating over the moon. Terror awakened in her belly, a feeling she thought she'd left behind in the catacombs of Desolation.
No. It couldn't be. Not a shade.
It flitted across the sky, blotting out the stars one by one until the blackness of night was only punctuated by the moon. Then everything began to change.
The pure white of the moon dissolved into crimson spots until it was completely covered in red.
"What is that?" she asked aloud.
Alden and the other dragons looked to the sky.
It is a blood moon, Alden said. I have seen it only one other time.
When? Tressa asked.
Not when, but where, Alden said. In a book in Hutton's Bridge. A book the elders burned when I was just a young boy. It foretold of the destruction of the Dragonlands. The elders said it was nonsense, just the ramblings of a sick man. I believed them. I put it out of my mind. But it appears it wasn't a lie.
A strange, dripping noise punctuated the quiet night. Tressa held out a hand. She was quickly rewarded. Something dripped onto her. Drop after drop. She brought her hand to her nose and flinched at the coppery scent.
"Blood," she said, horror creeping into every corner of her body. "It’s raining blood. I'm sorry, Alden. I need to tell Granna and Mestifito. Stay safe out here. We don't know what is coming."
If the stories are to be believed, the end is coming, my dear Tressa. But we will not go down without a fight.


 

Chapter Five
 
Bastian stood at the window while Pia and baby Adam slept. He'd spent the last three nights sharing a bed with Pia, Adam sleeping between them. Pia had refrained from making any affectionate moves toward him, and he was grateful. Bastian wouldn’t have wanted to reject her so soon after Adam's birth. He only hoped this was a sign Pia had finally realized he wasn't interested in her.
He gazed toward the south, as if he could see all the way to the Charred Barrens and underground to the Ruins of Ebon. Tressa was down there somewhere. She hadn't come to Hutton’s Bridge, and he had no plans to go to her. They had spent so much time purposely avoiding each other. If their paths crossed, he would talk to her. But, now he had to take care of the new babe and his mother. He owed Pia that much. When Vinya gave birth to Farah he hadn't lifted a finger to help. He’d claimed childbirth was women's business. In reality, he hadn’t been ready to admit he was still heartbroken over losing Tressa and being forced to marry Vinya.
Today he did the right thing in caring for the two who slept so peacefully in the bed. He would deal with his feelings for Tressa another day.
As Bastian was about to turn away, a shadow fell across the window. He looked up in the sky, startled to see it had gone completely black. The stars were gone. The moon was awash in a menacing red glow. Bastian squinted at the sky, then rushed out of the room and down the stairs to the common room.
Connor sat in a chair by the fire, a pipe between his lips. "What is it?"
Bastian didn't answer. He ran past his friend and to the door.
"Bastian!" Connor followed close on his heels.
Bastian flung the door open and ran out into the night. He was greeted by a light rain. The water dripped down his face and onto his shirt.
"It's only rain," Connor said, laughing as he stood in the doorway. "Are we so easily spooked by a small storm cloud now?"
Bastian held out a hand. The water felt strangely thick. He turned back toward the village hall, holding his palm toward the flickering light of the fire. "This is no simple rain. Look."
Connor grabbed Bastian's hand, examining it more closely. "No. It can't be."
Bastian looked up at the sky again as the full moon turned to a dark red. "The moon is bleeding."
"It is the beginning," Connor said, barely above a whisper.
"A blood moon. Just as the Green’s book of prophecy showed us," Bastian said. "I had thought it would just be red, not literally bleed upon the Dragonlands."
"You know what this means?" Connor asked.
Bastian looked his friend in the eyes. "Yes. The enemy is not dead. Soon we will be under siege. The great war is about to fall on the Dragonlands."
"It was all true," Connor said. "I feared it when I saw the illustrations. I’d already witnessed some of the things depicted."
"Like Decarian?" Bastian hadn't seen the beast, only heard Connor's descriptions. Decarian had seemed like something out of a fairy tale. Though, lately most everything did. Bastian had fought the kilrothgi. He had seen Jarrett, under some sort of enchantment, transform from a friend to an enemy. Bastian had been magically bound to the healer Elinor until his death. The unfathomable was real, whether he wanted to admit it or not.
Connor nodded. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you until now. I didn't think it mattered. I thought I had changed prophecy when I destroyed the Red castle. Nothing has stirred there for months. Decarian couldn't have survived without us knowing."
"Perhaps." Bastian headed back inside. Connor closed the door behind them. Bastian grabbed a towel from a nearby table and wiped his face. He removed his brown cloak, now stained with droplets of blood, hanging it near the fire to dry. "I fear we have underestimated the enemy."
He threw the towel down on the floor, anger rising in his chest. "Damn it. We should have been preparing this whole time. Instead, we’ve been sitting on our arses, acting like everything was going to be okay."
"Keep your voice down." Connor glanced up the stairs. "We don't want to wake the children. This is the last thing they need to hear."
"No one is safe here." Bastian paced in front of the fireplace. He whirled around to face Connor. "We have to take them to the Green. They are the only ones with a plan. They can escape."
"No," Connor said. "I won’t be separated from my children again. They need me."
"Then escape with them," Bastian said. He puffed up his chest. "I will stay and fight. If the prophecy is coming true, then the Green will soon be looking for their warlord."
Connor grabbed Bastian's shoulder, forcing his friend to stop his incessant pacing. "No. You have children, too. Farah and little Adam. They need you, as well."
"You expect me to run and hide when my home is going to be trampled by an enemy? I can't do it." Bastian clenched his hands in fists.
"I don't want to either," Connor said. "But you saw those pictures. The death. The destruction. The fire. Do you want your children to be among the dead? Or you? No, Bastian. We can escape this and we will. We've spent the last two years fighting for our lives. Maybe it's time we move on. Let Decarian have the Dragonlands. As long as I have my wife and children, I am home. It doesn't have to be here in Hutton's Bridge, or anywhere in the Dragonlands."
"I never took you for a coward," Bastian said. Tension quivered between the two friends.
"If loving my family and putting their lives above all else is cowardice, then I am a coward," Connor said. He looked toward the bedrooms upstairs, all the doors closed, everyone sleeping quietly. "I love them. I just got them back." His voice cracked. "I won't give up that amazing gift."
"In the morning we all fly out for the Green," Bastian conceded. "I will send a pigeon to them now, in hopes they will send extra dragons to help us carry everyone. We will fly faster that way."
Bastian turned his back on his friend and made his way across the room to the large wicker cage where a flock of pigeons perched. He grabbed a piece of parchment and dipped the tip of a feather pen into the inkwell. He scratched out a quick plea for help, then rolled it up and tied it to the bird's leg. Bastian took the bird to the window, moved the animal hide covering it, and sent it flying into the bloody rain. “Fly swiftly.”
When he turned around, Connor was gone. All Bastian heard was the quiet thud of a door closing.
He climbed the stairs and shuffled down the hall to his door. He opened it without a sound. Pia and Adam still slept soundly in the bed, Pia’s arm around the baby. Farah slept on a small trundle bed, her mouth puckered around her thumb. Bastian frowned. He hadn't even known she sucked her thumb. Had she done it her whole life? There was so much he didn't know, so much he'd missed.
His eyes traveled back to his son, the tuft of red hair sticking up off the top of his head. He didn't want to miss those moments with Adam, but if he stayed in the Dragonlands to fight, he might never see the boy again.
For a moment, he understood Connor's desire to flee. Bastian's heart tugged him in multiple directions: toward his little family, no matter how fractured it may be; toward the homeland he loved and wanted to defend; and toward the dark-haired woman south of him who he couldn't stop loving.


 

Chapter Six
 
Tressa charged back into the Ruins of Ebon through the waste tunnels, not caring how filthy she got. She needed to speak to her great-grandmother and Mestifito. Along the way, two men in messengers’ garb bumped her shoulders as they ran past without giving her a second look. Tressa supposed she seemed nothing more than a commoner considering her clothes and disheveled appearance.
She increased her stride, following only paces behind them. The men came to a stop just outside the royal chambers.
"Away from here, girl," one said, as the other knocked on the door. "Now is not the time for..." He looked her up and down, his nose wrinkling at the smell. "... whatever it is you came for."
Tressa threw back her shoulders, her dark hair trailing down her back. "I am the great-granddaughter of Sophia, Mestifito's mate. I think they'll be willing to see me, especially when I need to report the blood falling from the sky."
The messengers gaped as the door swung open.
"What is it?" Granna said, as she opened the door. Her gaze traveled between the two men and Tressa. "My goodness, child, have you been in the waste tunnel? You certainly smell like it." She pulled Tressa into her chambers.
"And what do you two need?" Granna asked the messengers.
"She can explain," the first man said. He stood up straight, his chin held high. The two messengers turned on their heels and left.
"Perhaps you should bathe and change before we talk,” Granna said.
"No." Tressa moved farther into the room, not touching anything. "There isn't time. I was outside."
"I can see that," Granna said, her nose wrinkling.
"It's raining blood."
Granna's hand flew to her chest. “It’s what?”
Tressa held out her arms. "I know it's hard to see because my clothes are so dirty, but trust me. The sentries must have seen it too, which is why they sent the messengers. Something's wrong."
"It can't be." Granna paced the room. "Mestifito said..."
"What did he say?" Tressa demanded, annoyed her great-grandmother trailed off. "Now isn't the time for secrets, Granna. Tell me what Mestifito said."
"He told me a story once, of two young boys who'd been brought to this land many, many years ago. When they arrived, blood fell from the sky. It was the beginning. Prophecies foretold falling blood again, but this time it would mean the end."
"The beginning and end of what?" Tressa asked.
Granna looked up, her eyes wide. "The dragons."
"Does the blood harm the dragons?" Tressa asked.
"I don't know," Granna said. "He never told me what it meant. It was part of a longer conversation we had once. I never thought I would see the day. To him, it seemed so far away. Ancient past and unpredictable future. We must ask him."
Tressa reached out for Granna's trembling hands. "There is more you're not telling me."
"It is not mine to tell," Granna said. "It is only for Mestifito."
"You speak for him," Tressa said. "Give words to his thoughts now."
Granna squeezed Tressa's hands. "If he tells me it's okay, I will share the whole story with you. Come, let us go to him."
Tressa followed her great-grandmother to the back of her chambers. Tressa had been to Granna's bedroom before, but she had never seen Mestifito's dwelling. He was much too large to fit into these chambers, so his whereabouts were always a mystery.
Granna swept past her canopied bed. She lifted a tapestry, revealing a door. Reaching into her pocket, Granna withdrew a skeleton key. It clinked into the lock and emitted a metallic screech as the tumblers fell into place. The door creaked open. Cold, moist air wafted in Tressa's face.
"A secret passage?" Tressa asked. "Is there a portal, too?"
"How did you know?" Granna asked. "I'm not aware of any other portals in the Dragonlands."
"It's how we went from the Dragonlands to Desolation," Tressa said. "Donovan knew of one in the Red castle." She thought of Fi, her friend's body crushed under the weight of the falling castle. Tressa had done everything she could to save her, but, in the end, her efforts had mattered little. Fi was dead.
"Interesting," Granna said as she stepped into the tunnel. "I wasn't aware there were more. So you know how to use it?"
Tressa nodded. "Can we hold hands anyway? It's a bit jarring to travel like that."
Granna wrapped her bony fingers around Tressa's hand, tugging her forward. "It's only a few steps away."
"Where are we traveling to?" Tressa asked, suddenly nervous. She'd landed in Desolation, knowing nothing of that world. She'd barely made it back alive.
"Just to Mestifito's cave. It is still within the Charred Barrens, not far from here. He prefers his privacy. It's painful for him to be around humans too long. He misses his human form, even now." Granna paused. "I've never taken anyone else to him, but I think he will understand if I bring you."
"I promise never to tell another soul how to find Mestifito's chambers," Tressa said. "I can keep your secret."
"I know, dear." Granna patted Tressa's hand. "Are you ready?"
Tressa nodded. The two women stepped into the circle marked on the floor. Tressa closed her eyes as her body seemed to spin out of control. Only a moment later, she stood on solid ground again. "That wasn't so bad," she told Granna.
"It gets easier each time. Your body becomes used to it. Now, come. He is just down this passageway."
Tressa followed behind her great-grandmother. She wouldn't step in until Mestifito confirmed it was okay.
"Help me." A weak voice came from ahead.
Granna took off in a run, Tressa on her heels. "Mestifito? Oh, my sweet dear, what's happened?" Granna knelt on the floor, cradling a naked man in her arms. He had dark hair, skin as black as hers was light, full lips, and a strong jaw. He was, quite simply, stunning.
Tressa's hand flew over her mouth, stifling a gasp. According to Granna, Mestifito wasn’t able to change out of his dragon form anymore. Yet here he lay, human.
"Tressa, help me," Granna said as she tried to lift him.
Slipping an arm under his armpit, Tressa helped Granna pull him to standing. He stood, wobbly, on two legs. Tressa averted her eyes, not wanting to see him so vulnerable.
"I don't know what's happened. I was fine one moment, then the next I was... this." Mestifito looked down at Granna, his eyes sad. He smiled weakly. "But I'm so young."
Granna laughed, her silver hair bouncing on her shoulders. "And I am old."
He looked at Tressa. "I hope I'm not frightening you, Tressa."
"No," she said. "I've been a dragon before, too. I know how it works."
"I was an exception. I haven't been human since the night I asked Sophia to remain with me forever." Mestifito turned back to his mate. "Do you remember? In the cave?"
"I do." A blush spread across Granna's cheeks. "Very well."
"That night I found my love and lost my humanity. A very humbling experience," Mestifito said.
The three hobbled down the tunnel toward the portal. Tressa took great care to prop up Mestifito. He was trying to support himself, but she could tell he was still very weak.
"Why did you come?" Mestifito asked them. "It is very late, is it not?"
"The sky is raining blood," Sophia said.
Mestifito stopped walking.
"The moon has turned, too," Tressa said. "I was outside. I saw it all."
Mestifito hung his head. “Then it is beginning. He's come back."
"Who?" Tressa asked, confused.
"My brother," Mestifito said. "Donovan."
“Donovan is your brother?” Tressa looked to Granna, but the old woman seemed as confused as she was.
“Yes. I thought…” Mestifito looked away, ashamed. “I didn’t know he’d risen.”
The word risen sent a chill up Tressa’s spine. She thought of Bastian, brought back to life as a dragon. Was that what Mestifito meant? But if that was all, why did he seem so upset?
Tressa waited until they had passed through the portal to Granna’s bedchamber. The two women dragged Mestifito to the bed, laying him down carefully. Granna draped a blanket over his naked body. “Explain,” Tressa commanded.
Mestifito shook his head. “I believed Donovan was dead. I assumed his death had left me permanently a dragon.” He looked at Granna, his eyes soft. “When you came to live with me, I lost my human form. It was terrible timing. Why you kept your promise to me, I’ll never know.”
“It’s because I love you.” Granna sat on the bed next to Mestifito, running her fingers through his hair. “Dragon or human, you are still the same man inside.”
“I hate to interrupt this beautiful moment,” Tressa said, “but we’ve discovered you were wrong. Donovan is still alive. Your dragon is gone. What does that mean?”
Mestifito looked up at Tressa, his dark brown eyes weary. “Donovan is a great sorcerer. If I have lost my dragon, it is because Donovan has stolen it. There is reason to fear him. He is a vindictive man. Twisted. I would have killed him long ago, but he was… he is… my brother.”
Conflicting emotions raced through her. She’d trusted Donovan, followed him into Desolation, even let him take her dragon. Sometimes she’d suspected something wasn’t right, but she hadn’t had any proof… and yet she’d known deep inside that something wasn’t right. Why hadn’t she put more faith in her intuition?
“I can’t believe I trusted him.” Tressa slammed her fist into a pillow. “I left Fi with him! Damn it!”
“Tressa.” Granna placed a hand on her shoulder. “You couldn’t have known. None of us could.”
Tressa turned accusing eyes to Mestifito. “You knew. You could have warned us.”
Mestifito’s eyelids fluttered shut as he slumped back in the bed. His voice was weak. “I had hoped he was long dead. I thought perhaps when my human side left, it meant Donovan had died, taking it with him. I was wrong. So wrong.”
Tressa wanted to scream. She wanted to rail against Mestifito for keeping this from them for so long. Instead she turned toward her great-grandmother. “Why didn’t you ever mention Donovan to him?”
Granna shrugged helplessly. “To me, he was just a man. A ranger. A guide.” Granna paced Mestifito’s bedside. “If, for one moment, I had considered his name important…”
Tressa wanted someone to blame, even though she knew it wouldn’t do any good. The only bright spot was knowing that Donovan was alive. Because if he was, it meant there was a chance Fi had survived, too. “Call a meeting of the council. We need to take action immediately, to stop Donovan and save Fi.”


 

Chapter Seven
 
Tressa stormed out of the war room, slamming the door shut behind her. Chest heaving, she forced herself to take deep breaths. She leaned against the wall, frustration coursing through her veins. The door opened again, and someone took hesitant steps toward her. Tressa didn't have to look to know her great-grandmother had followed her out.
The council had argued again and again in the war room. Mestifito's sudden transition from all-powerful dragon to ordinary human had set everyone on edge. He told them everything he knew about his brother, Donovan, including the ghastly way he stole skin from the dead, stitching it together to form a new identity for himself. The council agreed it was best to stay underground until they knew better what was happening in the Dragonlands. Without their leader to guide them, the Black had lost their nerve.
All except for Tressa.
She’d spent the last few months wallowing in her grief. But she felt different now. Perhaps the blood rain had baptized her, reawakening the warrior inside. The last thing she wanted to do was give up. When the others voted to remain underground, she exploded from the room, unable to face the craven people a moment longer.
"Tressa," Granna said hesitantly. "It's for the best. Without Mestifito, we don't know how we can fight this enemy. Donovan has a great deal of power. If he has managed to steal Mestifito's dragon, then what hope do we have of fighting him?"
Tressa fumed. "Yesterday, you believed Donovan to be dead. You even thought he was good, like us. One bad thing happens to Mestifito and suddenly the entire Black army wants to hide? What happened to the brave dragons of the Black? What about the battle against the Red? The Black never shrank back in fear."
Granna sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. "Mestifito is the strength behind the Black. Without him..."
"He's not dead!" Tressa yelled. "Every one of you is acting like he died last night. He lost his dragon. He's like you, now. Like me. Yet there are still plenty of dragons to fight for us."
"They are not willing," Granna said softly. "You heard the captain. They are all fearful of losing their dragons, too. What if they are in midair and their dragon fails? It means certain death. At least we have a chance here. We must be patient."
"And what of Fi?" Tressa asked, her eyes steely. She rested a hand on the cool, stone wall to balance herself. Fueled by anger, her heart beat out of control. "When I left, Fi was with Donovan. She may still be. We need to send out a search party to find her. If he is truly behind the evil, then she's in grave danger."
"Don't you think we know that?" The door had swung open again. Sarah, Fi's wife, stomped into the hallway, her eyes focused on Tressa. "Don't you think I, of all people, know that? Yet, Fi knows, just as well as the rest of us do, that attempting to rescue her would put many others in danger. She is strong. She is resourceful. If she’s alive, she will find a way to escape Donovan. You need to learn to trust in her, Tressa, just as I do."
Tressa glared. Sarah was the love of Fi's life, the woman Fi had talked about constantly. The one she did everything for. She'd fought so hard to protect people like Sarah who didn't have a dragon, dreaming they would be reunited when the world was safe.
Tressa had believed in love like that once. When she was young, she knew without a doubt that she would end up with Bastian. Yet when their chance to marry came, she was unable to conceive and was forced to let him go to another. She lost him. After leaving Hutton's Bridge for the first time, they'd found their way back to one another, only to lose each other again. He’d died protecting her from Jarrett. And now Bastian was alive again, a dragon himself, but beholden to yet another woman.
"No," Tressa said, straightening. "Love is not like that. It does not stand around hoping for a good outcome. It does not wait while the world turns. It must be fought for. If you truly want Fi back, Sarah, you have to fight for her return. If you don't, she may never come back."
Tressa spun on one heel, stalking away from the two women. She couldn't listen to them. Not even for one more second. They were simply wrong.
If the Black army wouldn't leave the Ruins of Ebon to face the evil coming their way, then Tressa would do it on her own. She would ride to Hutton's Bridge and ask the help of her friends.
Tressa threw clothes into a pack, stuffing them in without care. A fingernail caught on a string and tore. Blood welled up. Tressa stuck her finger in her mouth, sucking on the blood momentarily. Tears slipped down her cheeks. The taste of blood reminded her of everything she'd lost, and everything she feared she'd never get back.
Like her dragon. During her initial change, she'd feared what she would become. Then she'd learned not only to accept, but also to control, the beast inside her. She'd willingly given it up to Donovan and his horned leeches with the promise she'd get it back when she drank dragon blood again. But it had come back on its own, tearing through her.
It wasn't until she'd nearly died on the peaks of the Barrier Mountains that she'd regained her humanity. She'd given up on life, closed her eyes, and prepared for death... until Connor found her half-buried in the snow with the help of the invisible dragons. She’d returned, weary and broken, to the Ruins of Ebon. In the process of recovery, she lost her dragon for good.
No one could explain it. Not until today. Not until Mestifito suffered the same affliction. Now everyone was scared they were next. As if Donovan could somehow steal the dragon from every person who held one in the Dragonlands.
He'd used the leeches to drain Tressa and Fi of theirs. Mestifito had admitted the brothers had some sort of magical connection, which must have allowed Donovan to steal his. There was no proof Donovan could take the dragon from anyone else. Yet the fabled Black dragons of the south were hiding their heads underground while the world above them faced an ancient enemy.
Well, they wouldn't face it alone. Tressa would answer the call to war with steel. It was all she had left. Despite her anger, she knew the Black had every right to refuse to fight. She would offer the same option to the ghost dragons. If they chose not to fight, she wouldn't like it, but she would accept it.
Tressa shed her dress, leaving it on the floor in a pile, and grabbed her warrior clothes from the wardrobe. She’d lost one outfit in the battle at the Isle of Repose. The others had waited here ever since.
Tressa pulled on her leather pants and tugged the tunic over her head. She belted her waist with a rope she'd woven herself over the last few months while she wallowed pathetically in her helplessness. Tressa glanced at herself in the mirror. Her distorted reflection gazed back at her. She reached toward the table and grabbed a dagger. Pulling her hair in a bunch to the side, Tressa held the dagger up to her long, dark locks.
Once before she'd shorn her hair to appear as a man. Now, however, Tressa slid the dagger into the sheath on her hip. This time she would go into a battle as a woman. Not as a man. Not as a dragon. Just as Tressa.
She reached back, quickly weaving her hair into a braid she'd long ago perfected in Hutton's Bridge. She bound the end with string, tying it off in a knot.
Tressa looked at the mirror again. Yes, the woman standing before her was the one she'd always wanted to become. Strong. Determined.
Ready to fight.


 

Chapter Eight
 
Fi stretched her arms over her head. She'd lost count of the days that she, Donovan, and Jarrett had been trapped under the rubble of the Red castle. At first, she'd tried marking them, but eventually she gave up. Every day the skeletons dug farther underground. Every day they moved through the tunnels. Fi wasn't even sure what direction they were going. The skeletons dug through the places that were easiest, making no allowance for their destination.
If they even had one. Donovan kept saying they'd stop soon. Eventually they'd find a place to emerge. Fi couldn't wait for that day. She'd finally have a chance to escape Donovan's clutches. She wanted nothing more than to be away from that evil man and warn her friends he'd changed.
After he'd sewn up a new skin for himself using the body of a Red mage, Donovan became completely unrecognizable. His once light skin was now olive. He'd often wink at her, chortle, and say he was pleased to use both of his eyes again. One blue eye had been hidden behind a scar on his last skin. Donovan explained to Fi that it was by choice. Just another way to make himself look different from any of his previous incarnations.
Fi wanted to run a sword through his beady eyes. Then his throat. Then his chest. She wanted to hack off his limbs and feed them to Decarian, who remained behind, trapped in his deep hole. The skeletons could only dig a tunnel large enough for the humans to pass through. Donovan had assured Decarian they'd be back for him as soon as they found a way out.
And one night they did. At Donovan's order, the skeletons dug upward. Wood splintered as they cracked open a floor. Within moments, the peasants who lived in the modest cottage in the middle of the forest near the border of the Flaming Hills were dead. The skeletons ran them through with swords before they knew what was happening.
Donovan pulled Fi up through the hole into the cottage, her shirt catching on the ragged splinters. The bodies of the peasants were pushed down the hole, passed backward from one skeleton to another until they could be tossed in Decarian's hungry maw. Fi shuddered when she thought of it.
And yet it was the same way she was fed. One of the skeletons would emerge through a hole in the dark of night and steal meat. Then it would be passed from one bony hand to another until it arrived at the front. Donovan would cook it over a fire and share the meat with her and Jarrett.
He hadn't stopped warning her that when he was through with Jarrett, she would be his next pet. Whatever thrall he held over Jarrett hadn't passed to her yet. She wondered what was taking Donovan so long. In some ways, she wished he'd just get it over with. She wouldn't have to live in fear any longer. She'd be like Jarrett—obedient and passive. He showed no interest in conversation, much less escape. The man she'd known was gone, replaced by a husk that only resembled him. Fi didn't want to end up like him, but at the same time, if there was no hope to be had for her own future, then she wanted Donovan to get it over with. She wanted the emotional suffering to end.
They spent three nights in the cottage. Fi tried looking out the window once, but Donovan caught her and broke her left pinky finger. He promised to do the same to her other fingers if she tried again. Fi tore a strip of fabric from the bottom of her dress and wrapped the broken bone. It would heal... eventually, though she assumed it might always be crooked. A permanent reminder of her captivity.
On the third night, Fi settled down on the floor to sleep—Donovan took the bed for himself—her eyes closed shut as tightly as she could manage. She repeated the same thing in her head every night before going to sleep: Please let me break free tomorrow. It was a hope, a prayer… one that had yet to be fulfilled. Before she could repeat it a third time, Donovan sprang from his bed, startling her enough to force her eyes open. He stepped on her ankle as he bolted across the small cottage to the covered window. Donovan flung the curtain to the side, and the cottage was washed in a red glow.
"What is that?" Fi asked, her curiosity momentarily outweighing fear of reprisal.
Donovan chortled, his hands on his stomach. "This is what I have been waiting for. The blood moon. It has arrived just as I predicted!"
"What does it mean?" Fi asked. She sat up, lacing her fingers to stop her hands from shaking. Dread crept through her soul. The moon shouldn’t be red. The strange noise of a heavy liquid dripping on the roof didn't ease her anxiety.
"It means the time has come for me to strike fear into the hearts and souls of all who live in Dragonlands. It is time for me to rule!" He laughed again, then ran out of the cottage, leaving the door hanging on its hinges.
Fi grabbed her cloak and bolted after Donovan. She pulled her hood over her hair just before following him outside. Donovan ran across the grass, wet with whatever was falling from the sky. Fi's heart pounded. This was her chance. The skeletons were still underground—Donovan didn't allow them in the cottage—and he was too preoccupied by the moon.
Fi darted the opposite direction, her feet slipping on the thick, wet grass. She glanced down. Her feet were covered in some kind of slime. She lifted one foot, tracing a line with her fingertip. Bringing it to her nose, she took a deep breath, then recoiled.
This wasn't just some strange form of rain. It was blood. After so many battles and so much death, she knew the scent well. Fi looked up at the moon. Blood dripped over the full moon and fell to the earth.
"What?" she said to herself, knowing she didn't have an answer. Still, even if the sky was dying, dripping blood upon them, it was her only chance to escape. Fi set her eyes ahead, leaving behind the months of terror in Donovan's clutches.
"Don't," someone behind her pleaded.
Jarrett. Fi took a deep breath. It was one of his rare moments of lucidity. Jarrett had them occasionally. Why did he have to have one now? Fi turned around. Jarrett stood in the doorway of the cottage, looking every inch the man he used to be.
"I'm leaving," Fi said. "I swear, if you come after me, I'll kill you."
"We can't escape," Jarrett said. "It's futile. No matter where you go, he will hunt you down."
"If I leave now, he won't catch me." Irritation rose in Fi's chest. Not at Jarrett, but at herself. Why was she talking to him? Why was she wasting precious time?
Tressa. Because she knew she could never look her friend in the eyes again if she left Jarrett behind when there was a chance he could be saved. Tressa was the best friend she'd ever had.
"Come with me." Fi motioned Jarrett to her side. He hesitated only a moment, then ran to her. "I swear, Jarrett, if you betray me, I will slit your throat."
"I believe you." Jarrett rubbed his neck with his hand. The two took off running into the nearby forest.
Fi grabbed Jarrett's hand, clutching it tightly. If they didn't make it into the forest before Donovan came back, they would have no chance of escape. Fi cursed Donovan under her breath. His horned leeches had taken her dragon away from her. Tressa had gotten hers back somehow, but Fi couldn't do anything to make hers appear. She tried, almost every moment of every day, but she knew it was futile. Her dragon was gone. Before, deep inside, she'd always felt it lurking, ready to appear. Now that feeling was gone. Perhaps forever.
Instead she would have to rely on her wits as a human. Frustrated, Fi wished she'd listened more in school as a child. If she had remembered the star charts she'd been taught, then maybe she would have some clue as to where they were in the Dragonlands. She would know how far it was to safety. Instead, she was utterly lost. She had no weapons. No food. Nothing.
"No. No!"
Fi spun around, realizing she was no longer holding Jarrett's hand. He stood on the outskirts of the tree line, his arm raised and his finger pointing to the sky.
"Jarrett," Fi hissed. She was ready to run into the trees without him, leaving the insane man to his master. Then a shadow passed over the moon, momentarily darkening the night to a pitch black.
"It's Donovan," Jarrett yelled. "He's turned into a dragon!"


 

Chapter Nine
 
Fi's hands trembled. Donovan? A dragon? "Are you sure?"
Jarrett nodded. "I saw him change. See, there he is." He pointed toward the dragon soaring in the bloody sky.
Fi wanted to believe it was a trick. She wished it were a dragon who could help rescue her from Donovan. An ally. Perhaps even a Black dragon, one of her own kin.
When the dragon landed on the ground in front of them, Fi knew without a doubt it was Donovan. Despite his onyx scales, like hers when she was in dragon form, the cruel slant to his eyes and the curled lips told her this dragon was not one of hers. He was different. Cruel.
The dragon laughed, his forked tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. "Don't think you can escape me so easily, Fi."
She staggered backward, running into a tree. Bark scraped her hands. She could feel blood welling up, but she couldn't take her eyes off the dragon. It had spoken. In her entire life, she had never heard a dragon speak.
Most of them had another person they could mentally communicate with. Not one could speak the human language with the tongue of a dragon. Ever. It was unheard of.
"What? Are you surprised I can speak?" Donovan asked, chortling. Spittle fell from his lips. "Some dragons are just superior to others, my dear. It is time you see who’s really in control!"
Fi looked back into the woods, cursing herself for stopping for Jarrett, and again for listening to him when he saw the dragon in the sky. She could have escaped. She’d had a chance, and she'd wasted it.
"I would have set the forest on fire. You would have burned alive," Donovan said, as if reading her mind. "This is a better alternative." He reached out a claw toward Fi, resting it on her shoulder.
She stood stiff, breathing shallowly, trying not to show her fear. He could crush her with his foot, if he wanted. Scorch her. Slash her belly open with his talon. She had even less of a chance of escaping now that Donovan could change into a dragon. She knew the power he held. Once, it had been hers to control. Now she was nothing more than a weak human, forced to live under a dragon's clutches.
The Red Queen was dead, and the other Red dragons either dead or scattered after the battle on the Isle of Repose. The Yellow Queen was also killed by the fire of Mestifito, and her son, Destrian, was a prisoner of the Black. They were bad enough, but clearly Donovan desired to be the worst of them all.
"Now, let's go back to the cottage," Donovan said, slowly sliding his talon across her throat. It was nothing more than a trace of the mortal wound he might have left.
Jarrett nodded, holding out a hand to Fi. She looked back at the forest one more time, anger and resentment coursing through her. If only she would have died when the Red castle collapsed. She would have rather been crushed under a boulder than face this future.
Fi drew in a deep breath and followed Jarrett back to the cottage. Donovan flew above them, careening through the sky. If anyone else had seen him, they would just assume he was simply another Black dragon—one of the many who'd fought for freedom in the Dragonlands. It was only those who were familiar with the Black that would recognize him as an outsider. Sadly, there didn't seem to be anyone like that around. The stretch of land they'd emerged in was isolated. Fi wasn't even sure how the people who'd lived in the cottage had provided for themselves. Unfortunately, they also didn't seem to have any neighbors to notice their disappearance.
The trek back to the cottage didn't take long. She dreaded going inside to the drawn curtains and the orders to stay silent. She didn't want to sleep on the floor while Donovan slept on the bed above. She couldn't stand one more day of furtive glances from Jarrett—a man she still couldn't figure out.
Fi's stomach turned. No. She wouldn't go back. Without a word, she spun and ran toward the forest. Let Donovan burn it down. She had to try.
Fire burned in her lungs as her legs pumped harder with every footfall. She didn't look behind her. She ignored Jarrett's pleas for her to stop. She tuned out the thumping vibration of Donovan's wings in the sky as he gained on her.
Fi crashed through the branches of the forest, letting them tear her skin to shreds. Nothing mattered except getting away from Donovan, and she had decided she would die trying.
Fi hurdled over fallen logs. She dodged trees, pushed away moss, and ducked under low-hanging boughs. Her breath came in ragged bursts. Her lips quickly chapped from heavy breathing.
Fi took just a moment to glance upward. Donovan flew above the treetops. He didn't appear to be in a hurry, nor did he attempt to flush her out with fire. What was he planning? Fi wouldn't know until he acted, so she continued her flight, knowing more with each passing moment that it was completely futile.
She couldn't outrun a dragon. She'd tire long before he did. Eventually, she would be forced to rest, and then Donovan would pluck her from the forest. He wouldn't follow through on his threat to burn it down. Others would see from far away. Curiosity would draw them out. It was attention he didn't need.
Still, Fi kept going. Pushing aside branches and stumbling over logs, and her breath catching in her throat. Every time she looked up, Donovan was still there, circling.
"Come out, come out wherever you are," Donovan taunted from the sky. "You know you can't escape me."
Tears streamed down Fi's cheeks. He was right. She knew it as well as he did. Only now she would likely suffer more abuse at his hands for running away when she should have meekly followed him back to the cottage. Her impulsiveness had betrayed her.
Exhausted and gasping for breath, Fi sat on a lichen-covered boulder, her elbows on her knees and her face in her hands. Blood dripped from the sky, rolling down the leaves, only to land on her hair. She took a stuttering breath, then stood again. Fi ran until she could run no more. The trees thinned and the edge of the forest loomed ahead. Fi stumbled out, her arms limp at her sides.
She closed her eyes, wishing once more for her dragon to return. She could fly away from Donovan. Fly south to her people. Rest in the arms of her beloved wife, Sarah. Have a laugh with Tressa. Leave this nightmare behind.
But her dragon did not come.
Instead, talons grabbed hold of her shoulders and spirited her into the sky, back toward the cottage.


 

Chapter Ten 
 
Everyone had gathered in the village square. Bastian kissed Farah and Adam, then he gave Pia a small smile. He ran and jumped into the air, his wings unfurling. He settled back onto the ground, landing next to Hazel and Connor, who had already taken their dragon forms.
The three stood together, sunlight glinting off their scales—two sapphire and one emerald—ready to carry their children northwest to the Meadowlands. They hadn’t received a response to the message they’d sent to the Green. Still, Bastian and his friends were determined to save the children of Hutton's Bridge. Whether Bastian and Connor would agree to the Green’s plan to cross the sea was an unknown. They hadn't spoken of it since the night before.
Connor’s children crawled up on Hazel's back first, followed by one of the healers. There were only four adults besides the three dragons. They would have to keep the children calm and seated on the flight to the Meadowlands. It was a big task, but one they all had to be up for. They had no other choice.
Blood no longer dripped from the sky, though the moon still glowed maroon in the daylight. It hung menacingly, reminding them that the prophecy, and all it entailed, seemed to be coming true. The time had come to leave their beloved home.
Before anyone could clamber on Bastian's back, a scream ripped through the otherwise quiet morning. With keen dragon eyes, he surveyed the humans before him. All were quiet, looking to the east toward the source of the keening. Bastian took to the sky, flying above the fog and heading toward the edge of the forest where Gaia, one of the tree spirits who had protected Hutton's Bridge, lived.
Bastian slowed above the treetops, closed his eyes, and changed into a human. He fell through the trees, limbs scratching his arms and legs, leaves smacking him in the face. A bough reached out, grabbing Bastian and breaking his fall. It pulled him close to the trunk where a face formed.
Gaia. Sap ran down her woody cheeks. "Bastian," she said, her voice raspy. "The end is coming. My power is fading. I cannot protect you any longer."
He reached out, resting his palm on her cheek. It was softer than he'd thought it would be. Unlike the rough bark of the tree, Gaia's face was more like the supple wood found in new growth. "I'm so sorry," he said.
"My brothers are gone. Last night when the blood moon appeared, they released their final breaths. I was always stronger than they were, but even I can't hold the fog on my own much longer. I cannot keep you safe." She took a deep breath, the tree shaking with the effort.
"It's okay," Bastian said. "We plan to evacuate the children and take them away from the Dragonlands. You can rest now." He left his hand on her face, wanting to give her comfort.
Gaia's eyelids fluttered. "I don't want to rest. Not yet. There is so much I will miss in this world."
"We all must rest at some point," Bastian said. "It is the way of the world. All must go eventually."
"Not all..." her voice wavered as she trailed off. "There are some who live on, despite the laws of nature. They must be broken. Defeated. They will be the ruin of the Dragonlands."
"There is a path to death for all," Bastian said. "I will find a way to end the evil. I promise you this. I will not rest until it has been defeated."
Gaia sighed, her breath smelling of moss and wet bark. "I know you won't, my dear Bastian. You are the warlord the Dragonlands needs."
He cringed. Blythe had said the same thing in the Meadowlands. He was a warrior, but he was no warlord.
"You will want to give up. You will want to leave. Without you, the world will fall. Not just the Dragonlands. The whole world, Bastian. Evil knows no boundaries," Gaia said, her voice softer.
Bastian thought of his children, of Farah's golden curls and Adam's sweet cooing, and knew, beyond a doubt, that he would stay and fight. Gaia was right. Evil wouldn't stop at the Dragonlands’ borders. It would follow them across the sea. It would hunt them down until it had destroyed every bit of good in the world.
He would not allow it to win. He might not be a warlord, but he would fight with every ounce of strength in him.
"Sleep, Gaia," he said. "I will protect everyone from the evil. Your time is done."
Her lips curled into a small smile. "Before I go, will you kiss me, just this once?"
Bastian leaned in closer to the tree spirit who had once been a woman of flesh and blood. She had given up her life to protect Hutton's Bridge. It was the least he could do to thank her. Her lips were surprisingly warm. She sighed, letting a breath of air into Bastian's mouth. A warm sweetness traveled down his throat and into his chest. Bastian gasped and pulled away.
Gaia laughed. "That was all of the magic I had left. Use it to protect your loved ones, Bastian." Her eyes closed, her face settling into the wood, all traces of the woman lost to the bark.
Bastian ran his hand along the place her face had been, straining to see her once more. She was gone. Then he noticed another change. The fog was dissipating. Mist swirled around him, thinning out as it had done the last time he'd begged Gaia to lift the veil. Soon the sun shone through the treetops, filtering down to where Bastian sat on the wide bough.
He kissed the tree trunk once more, then began to climb. His face emerged through the canopy of leaves and was greeted by the sun. On the other side of the sky, the blood moon hung in stark contrast. Bastian burst into the air as a dragon and flew back to Hutton's Bridge, landing next to Connor, whose back was already full of children.
Bastian knelt and more children climbed on his back, followed at the rear by Pia. Adam was strapped on her chest so she had both arms free to help the other children.
"Now, all of you, listen to me," Pia called out. "Don't let go. Not ever. We have a long flight ahead of us. You'll love the Meadowlands. It's filled with lush green grass and animals you have never before seen. It will be a beautiful place for us to find safety."
They hadn't told the children they planned on leaving the Dragonlands forever. Not yet. It wouldn't do any good to let them know so soon. The children needed to be calm on the flight to the Meadowlands.
Once all of the children were settled, Connor took off, Hazel following, and Bastian bringing up the rear. Though Bastian had learned to control his dragon in the months since his return to Hutton’s Bridge, he hadn't established a link with anyone while he was in dragon form. Connor and Hazel had quickly learned how to send their thoughts, so Bastian simply followed them while they were in the air.
He swallowed the lump in his throat, refusing to think about what waited out there for them. His only goal now was to bring the children to safety. After that, he'd seek out the evil and destroy it before it could hurt anyone else he loved.


 

Chapter Eleven
 
 
Bastian glided toward the Outpost in the dark of night. He landed in the soft grass, careful not to jolt anyone off of his back. One by one his passengers slid off, until only Pia and his infant son, Adam, were left. Pia handed Adam to one of the older children, then she slid off Bastian's back. She shook out her cloak.
Bastian returned to his human form. He held out a hand to Farah, who slipped her hand in his. She was growing up, but she was still his little girl.
"I should approach the gate first," Bastian said. "We need to talk to Blythe immediately."
Connor and Hazel nodded their agreement.
"Farah, why don't you stay with Pia for now?" Bastian patted his daughter's blond curls. "I have some business to take care of."
"Okay, Papa," she said, a scowl on her face. Farah yanked her hand from his and stomped toward the back of the large group. She stood next to Pia, her arms crossed over her chest and her eyes narrowed.
Bastian held back a laugh. His daughter had the worst of her father and her mother. She would grow up to be a very stubborn woman. He quickly sobered. It was a trait she would need to survive in this uncertain world.
Taking a deep breath, Bastian reached for the low-hanging rope. He tugged on it three times, ringing the bell on the other side of the wall. In only a few moments, the wooden gate creaked open.
"You're here, finally." A man with a bright shock of red hair and a face full of freckles motioned them in. "Blythe has been watching the skies for you since last night. She got your pigeon. I’m sorry we weren’t able to send any dragons to help, but we’ve needed all hands here to prepare for what is coming.”
Bastian followed Renny into the Outpost, the children and few adults straggling in behind. They were all exhausted.
"We can put your people up in the inn," Renny said. "But I hope you aren’t too tired to come with me?"
Bastian turned to Connor. "And you? Do you have enough energy to come with us?"
"Yes," Connor answered. He turned to his wife. "Hazel?"
She looked over at Pia, the healers, the cook, and the children. Weariness echoed in their eyes. "I'll go with them for now," she said, pointing toward the huddled mass of Hutton's Bridge refugees. "But I want to be told what you discuss, and I want it made clear I will do what I can to help."
"Of course." Connor kissed his wife on the cheek before she walked away.
Bastian turned back to Renny. "Let's move. The sooner we figure out a plan, the better."
Renny looked down at the ground as they moved through the town. "Actually, the plans have already been set. You are going to be briefed, but you won't have much say in what happens. Our people have been preparing for years."
Bastian kept in an angry retort. He knew exactly what they were planning. The children, elderly, and a select group of strong adults to protect them would fly away to the west, over the sea, to a fabled land. The rest would stay to fight, allowing them time to flee. Whoever survived would then follow.
What waited on the other side of the sea was a mystery. Most believed it would be preferable to the enemies they faced in the Dragonlands. In preparation, the people of the Meadowlands had been systematically turning their people into Green dragons, including Bastian, who they'd found dead on the beach of the Isle of Repose.
The Red and Yellow dragons had punished the Green for sharing the secret of turning humans into dragons and trapped them inside the Meadowlands for years. Only recently, Tressa had enlisted the Black dragons to free the Green. The Green had helped the Black fight the Red. They had worked as a team, but now the Green were abandoning the Dragonlands to save their own scales. Bastian understood their intentions. At the same time, he was angry they wouldn’t stay to defend their homeland. The other realms wouldn't run. They would fight, to the death if necessary.
Bastian and Connor followed Renny into the building they'd seen last time they were in the Outpost, where the Green kept their sacred texts. It was also where Blythe had shown them the prophetic illustration of their world under attack. Bastian hadn't wanted to believe any of it, but now he stood in the shadow of the coming war.
"Bastian!" Blythe said, a strained smile on her face. "You're back."
"You knew I would be," he grumbled, unhappy that her prediction had come true. When Bastian left the Meadowlands, he had no intention of returning. Unfortunately, prophecy had forced his hand. When blood fell from the sky he had to seek safety for his children in the Meadowlands. He grudgingly admitted the Meadowlands were the only place that was prepared.
"We have begun preparations for the migration west. Tomorrow our first dragons will fly from the beaches on the sea. We will send them in sorties throughout the day. If they find danger in the land across the sea, they will return, warning the rest of us to hold back. It is better than sending everyone at once into an uncertain place.”
"Does a dragon have enough strength to fly so far?" Connor asked. "Have you ever tested it?"
Blythe looked up at Jakob, who stood across the room sorting through the codices and scrolls. He paused for a moment, then grabbed a cylinder. Jakob pulled off the end cap and gently withdrew a scroll. "No."
"No?" Bastian fought to contain his anger. "You're sending your people across the sea, and you have no idea if they can even make it to the other side?"
Jakob ignored him, rolling the scroll out over the table. "This is an ancient map of the Dragonlands." He pointed to the western edge. "Do you see this?"
Bastian squinted his eyes at the smudge on the edge of the paper. "What of it?"
"We believe it is land," Blythe said. "If that is the case, then our dragons should be able to fly to it."
Bastian threw his arms in the air. "Oh, well then. By all means, let's all fly toward what is probably an ink stain. It has to be better than staying here to face our enemies."
Blythe rested her hand on Bastian's arm. "It is better than dying here. At least we have a chance. The prophecies say—”
"Nothing," Bastian interrupted. "They say absolutely nothing useful. You are gutless. All of you. You're just flying away to your deaths." He sank down in a chair, resting his elbows on the table and his head in his hands.
"Forgive Bastian's frustration,” Connor said. “We hoped you’d know more than this. I echo Bastian’s concerns. I’d like to say I believe that mark is land, but it is impossible to tell. We came here hoping our children could go with yours. How can we be sure we aren't sending them to a watery death? When they become exhausted, there will be nowhere to land. Dragons can't swim. We are meant for the air, not the water."
"Don't you think we know that?" Jakob's eyes flashed with anger. "What do you suggest we do instead?"
Bastian sat up straight, his face as red as his hair. "We fight. We give it our damnedest." He slammed a fist on the table. "We don't even know for sure there is an enemy coming. Look, the blood rain has already stopped. Perhaps it is simply a weather phenomenon we don't understand. Maybe it will pass. To send dragons off to a land that might not exist is foolhardy."
No one replied. Bastian looked up to Connor, waiting for his friend to back him up.
Connor took a deep breath. "Some of the creatures in the illustration are real. Beyond the kilrothgi. There are—things out there none of you have seen. I have. They are real. I can only conclude the rest of the prophecy is real as well."

 

Chapter Twelve
 
Tressa left the Ruins of Ebon through the waste tunnel. This time she was more careful, avoiding suspicious puddles and careful not to touch anything unnecessarily. In the past she could return at any hour, knowing the bathing room would be open. This time she was leaving for good, unsure when her next warm meal would be, much less an opportunity to wash. Her only focus was reaching Hutton's Bridge and begging her old friends to help her ride out to the Barrier Mountains.
Desolation was the last place she'd seen Donovan. If he truly was alive, that's where she would find him. And hopefully Fi, too. The rest of the Black may have been willing to sacrifice her for the so-called greater good, but not Tressa. She wasn't willing to let anyone else die.
She emerged from the tunnel just as the sun was rising. Tressa waved to Alden and the rest of the ghost dragons before heading to the meadows just south of the Ruins of Ebon. The Black kept their horses there, allowing them to graze in the open air. The casual passerby would have assumed these horses were wild. There were no stables with tack and harnesses and saddles. For all purposes, it appeared the horses had the run of the Charred Barrens.
Tressa walked to the edge of the pasture. She held out a hand and nickered softly at a palomino. The mottled white and brown horse looked up at her, curious. Tressa felt bad for it. It had streaks of red in its mane from the rain night before, making it look as if it had just returned from battle.
Tressa had little experience with them—most of it bad. She hadn't ever gotten the knack of riding without pain, nor was she confident in controlling the beasts. Still, without her dragon or the cooperation of anyone underground, she had no other choice. She had to master a horse or give up.
Tressa took two steps closer, still clicking her tongue and hoping the horse would walk closer. Instead, it turned its back on her and swished its tail.
"Come on, girl," Tressa said in what she hoped was a soothing voice, "I won't hurt you. I just need you to take a little journey with me. Please?"
The horse's head turned to the side, and one deep brown eye took Tressa in. It blinked once. Then the horse faced her once again.
"Can we be friends?" Tressa asked, feeling every inch a fool. The horse couldn't understand her, and it was doubtful it would ever get close enough to let her mount. "I would like to promise you won't get hurt, but I'm going somewhere dangerous. I really need you. I have to save a friend and help my people."
The horse blinked again, its long eyelashes fluttering languidly. Tressa took another tentative step forward. And another and another, until she was standing within arm's length of the horse. She reached out, letting her fingers graze the horse's silky mane. It was such a beautiful creature. Tressa just wished it didn't hurt so much to ride one.
"What do you think?" Tressa shuffled closer until she was standing right next to the horse's barrel. "Will you come with me?"
Tressa placed both hands on its back, crouched down, then leapt with all of her strength. Instead of landing on the horse properly, she hung awkwardly on its back, her stomach getting the brunt of the horse's spine. She grunted, then pulled herself up so she was straddling the horse.
It stood still, then nickered at her. Obviously this wasn't the first time this horse had an inexperienced human on its back. Either that or it was naturally passive. Tressa could only hope. The last thing she wanted was a wild horse. Slow and steady was more her style. It had seemed gentle, but Tressa didn’t trust it.
"Okay, let's go." Tressa nudged the horse with her shins, but the horse didn't move. Instead, its head dropped to the ground where it found another patch of grass to nibble on.
Tressa sighed. She tried again to spur the horse to action, but the increased pressure did no good. The horse didn't seem to mind her on its back, but it certainly wasn't intending on taking her anywhere.
A frigid breeze passed over Tressa. She looked up to see Alden hovering above her, his ghost dragon wings flapping in the still air. His presence didn't go unnoticed by the horse, either. It looked up, its eyes wide. It whinnied and skittered backward a few careful steps.
Which way do you want to go, Tressa? Alden asked.
"Northeast," she said, nervously with a slight idea of what was about to happen.
Hang on tight, Alden said, a smile on his huge dragon jaws.
Tressa twined her fingers in the horse's mane. "I'm sorry, but I really need your help," she said to the horse.
Alden reared back, then blew a cold breeze, aimed directly at the horse's hindquarters. The palomino sprang into action, bolting to the northeast like Tressa had wanted. She hung on for dear life, her braid smacking her back each time the hooves landed. She wiped away wind-beaten tears with her sleeve, desperately trying to balance as the horse sped up, occasionally encouraged by another gust from Alden.
The ghost dragon was clearly enjoying himself. He would fly ahead of Tressa and the horse, circle above them, and fall back again only to spur the horse on. When the sun reached its zenith, Tressa patted the horse's neck and whispered thanks in its ear. It had traveled nearly as fast as the dragon flew, but now it was time to give it a rest. The horse slowed down, and Tressa dismounted.
She walked over to a nearby stream, encouraging the horse to follow her. It shot a nasty look at Alden. Then it ambled over to Tressa and nuzzled her before dipping its snout into the babbling water.
Tressa cupped her hands, drinking from her palms, even though they smelled of sweaty horse. When her thirst was quenched, she sat nearby, opened her pack, and took out a hunk of bread she'd lifted from the kitchen before departing. The cooks had looked at her strangely, telling her they were going to serve breakfast as soon as Sophia rang the bell, but they'd let her take an armful of food without further question.
She was about to offer some of it to the horse when she saw it move away from the stream to nibble on the grass. Just as well. Tressa had some apples, too, but she'd save those for when food wasn't readily available. She hoped there would be plenty of food in Hutton's Bridge, but just in case, she'd packed enough for four days. She didn't want to be a burden on her friends, and she had no idea how much food they had been able to grow in the past few months. Most of the villagers of Hutton's Bridge were children, many too young to work in the fields. It would be a wonder if they were able to support themselves.
Tressa lay back, closing her eyes, and lifting her face to the sun. Warmth permeated her skin, warming her down to her bones. She sighed, opening her eyes again. Soon the sun would set. Would nighttime bring another bout of blood raining from the skies? She hoped she'd be in Hutton's Bridge by then. Both she and the horse would have shelter.
She stood, repacking her bag. Tressa made her way over to the horse. Despite their rocky start, they'd come to trust each other. The horse dipped slightly, allowing Tressa to get on its back. Before Alden could huff at the horse's back, it glared at Alden and started trotting on its own. It held its head high. Tressa couldn't help but laugh.
"I think it’s willing to take me without your help, now," she said to Alden.
Likely it recognizes your strength of leadership, he said.
"Likely the horse doesn't want your cold breath on its arse anymore," she said. "Still, thank you for getting us started. Hopefully we can make it to Hutton's Bridge by nightfall."
I will fly ahead, if you like. Scout for any danger, Alden offered.
"Thank you, friend," Tressa said. "I would appreciate it."
My brethren will keep watch over you while I am gone. We are pleased to be in your service, Tressa. Anything you require of us, we will do. I only wish I could set you upon my back and carry you myself.
Tressa wished that, too. She was already sore from riding the horse. One day she would learn how to ride without pain, if such a thing was possible. Someday, when she had leisure time, though she doubted such a time would ever come to pass.
With a nod, Alden flew ahead of her. Tressa and the horse galloped behind him, quickly losing him in the distance. At first, the horse had tried to keep up, but Tressa urged it to slow down. Pushing the horse too hard would only injure it. Despite wanting to get to Hutton's Bridge as quickly as possible, a hobbled horse was the last thing Tressa wanted.
As the day dragged toward sunset, Alden came flying back to Tressa. His slitted eyes were narrowed, his jaw set in a grimace.
"What is it?" Tressa asked him.
The trees are all dead in the forest surrounding Hutton's Bridge, and the fog is no more.
"The village? What about my friends?"
It is stained with blood and utterly deserted.
Alden's grim proclamation rattled Tressa's resolve. What was she headed toward? If her friends were gone, how could she stop Donovan on her own?


 

Chapter Thirteen
 
Donovan crept into the dark cover of night while his captives slept. Sleep was for the weak. He hadn't slumbered in hundreds of years. Instead, he'd spent his nights planning for his eventual rise to power. He knew it was coming. Long ago, Bianca, the beautiful woman who had tempted him on his parents’ farm, had prophesied the blood moon. She'd promised him everything he'd wanted, as long as he was patient.
Waiting was a game, and he was its grand master.
He began plotting the day Bianca died. It was the day he'd lost his dragon. It died with her. But Mestifito had kept the dragon Donovan had given him years earlier. They were brothers, and Donovan wanted to share. In fact, Mestifito’s dragon had only grown stronger. Unfortunately, the foolish boy wanted nothing to do with his dragon. Mestifito cursed it, said it kept him from living a normal life.
That life had been gone the moment Donovan had given in to Bianca. He wouldn't leave his brother to work on the farm when he could give Mestifito the world. Donovan loved his brother too much for that. He would share with him. Take him to a new world with Bianca. There, they would rule together.
Mestifito wouldn't stop whining. He missed home. He missed their parents. He missed his rabbits. Every day he begged Donovan to take him home. Every day Donovan ignored his brother a little more. Until one day Mestifito skulked away, and Donovan let him go. The brothers hadn’t seen each other since.
Donovan's eyes swept the sky. Stars twinkled, blinking in perpetual surprise at the blood moon still giving off its deathly light. The sky was no longer bleeding. Donovan was happy about that. While he enjoyed the show of evil power, he didn't like how slippery it made the ground. Nor did he like leaving footprints for just anyone to follow.
Donovan made his way to a nearby cave. Fi and Jarrett hadn't discovered it on their little jaunt, which was for the best. The poor girl had been strong when he met her, but every day he could feel her grip on reality slipping. She wouldn’t last long under his control. The girl was weak, far weaker than she’d seemed when he first met her. Once he had what he wanted, Fi would be irrelevant.
Every time Donovan took a human for his slave, he exploited their greatest weakness. He gave them something they thought they needed, then snatched it away. It had been too easy with Jarrett. The man had wanted to learn magic. All Donovan had to do was give him a little rope, and Jarrett hung himself. Jarrett had even betrayed the woman he loved, nearly killing her.
Jarrett was one of his easiest conquests.
Still, Donovan had tricked Tressa into freeing the statues in Desolation easily enough. 
When he decided to cut off Hutton's Bridge from the rest of the world, he had to make it vulnerable. He'd lured the adults out of the village, promising them protection from the Red, who was stirring to the north, banging the drums of war. The Red needed honey to keep Decarian sated and trapped. Donovan had convinced the adults of Hutton's Bridge to give their stores of honey to the Red as a peace offering. Then he promised them a quick trip back to Hutton's Bridge through the portal in the Red castle.
Fools. All of them. Donovan grew to hate other humans. Their stupidity offended him. Not one suspected his agenda. There were no probing questions. No moments of concerned questions. They were all so simple in their ways. It helped that they feared the dragonlords, and that Donovan whispered words of reassurance in their attentive ears.
To control the humans, all he had to do was tell them exactly what they wanted to hear while he led them in the wrong direction.
Once he'd led the people of Hutton’s Bridge into Desolation, he turned them into statues. Unfortunately, though their bodies died, their souls lived on. No matter how far he fled, their impassioned begging for their children followed him, their pleas tortured him. Eventually, he settled on the Isle of Repose, taking the legend of the Keepers for his own. There he grew lonely and old. His body decayed nearly to the point of decrepitude. He'd nearly forgotten why he was there until that idiot healer brought the baby dragons to the island.
A long-forgotten hunger had risen deep in his belly. A lust for power. He breathed life into a pile of plain rocks, creating Stump, his faithful gollum. Events spiraled until the healer was dead and Jarrett was his.
It was as if a greater force had reminded Donovan of his own destiny, forcing him to take what was rightfully his.
He chortled as he entered the mouth of the cave. The entrance was hidden by a great deal of brush. Donovan tore through it, ignoring the scrapes from the ragged broken branches. A few cuts would make his new skin more distinguished.
He pulled his tinder box from his cloak, lighting a nearby torch hanging on the wall. Donovan traversed the dank passage. The path led downhill until he came to a cavern. The noise of bones clanking on metal made him smile. Good. His minions were practicing for the upcoming battle.
Once they'd reached the cottage, Donovan spurred them to continue digging until they emerged in this cavern. Here some of them could train. Others could work their way back to the ruins of the Red castle, widening the tunnel until it was big enough to fit Decarian.
Soon, Donovan would emerge with an army behind him. One made of skeletons and a giant beast. But there would be others. Kilrothgi, the tall, hairy beasts, and their brethren, lost beasts of myth. The shades would be welcome. All from Desolation, the land where the dead roamed.
"Report!" Donovan yelled.
A skeleton dropped her sword and ran over to his side. She knelt, one bony kneecap protruding. "My lord."
"Rise, Hildie. Tell me how the digging goes." With two fingers, Donovan beckoned her to stand.
The skeleton, who had once been the woman Fi and Tressa met in Desolation, nodded. "The tunnel widens every day. Decarian should soon be free, along with the other beasts in your employ."
Donovan cocked his head, taking in the skeleton. Her jaws clanked together as she spoke. Her words were like mists caressing his ear. Without a tongue, she could not speak as he did. And yet, they were able to communicate. Even centuries later, Donovan marveled at the magic he could access.
"Very well. When the tunnel is wide enough, send me the signal. I will be awaiting it." Donovan waved her away.
The bones of her feet dug into the dirt of the cave as she sped back to the fray. Grabbing a sword, Hildie met another skeleton in battle. Yes, she truly was a great warrior, just as she'd been in Desolation. There, she had flesh as well as bone. A heart as well as a head. She lived a dream, convinced she and her people were alive. It wasn't until they passed from Desolation to the Dragonlands that her true form took over.
Donovan thought of the screeches of anger and terror that enveloped those who'd believed they were human when they crossed over to the Dragonlands. Their fear filled his soul with happiness. He bent them to his will, and they complied. What other choice did they have?
Without him, they were dead—just like the people of the Dragonlands would soon be.


 

Chapter Fourteen
 
Bastian sat on a log, his head in his hands. He wanted his children to be safe. He wanted to be with them here, in the Dragonlands. He wanted to ignore these portents that had everyone else upset. At the same time, he wanted to fight, no matter what was out there threatening them.
To simply say a prophecy was coming true and they all had to flee seemed not just cowardly, but also foolhardy. Why run away from a faceless, shapeless enemy? Why leave their homes and their livelihoods when no one was really sure what, if anything, waited for them?
"Bastian?"
He sat still. He didn’t want to speak to Pia.
She laid a hand on his shoulder. "I think I understand your conflict."
"Sit." Bastian motioned to the log.
She sat without hesitation. "I didn't want to leave my home when I went with Connor to Hutton's Bridge. Sometimes we have to do what's best, even if it's not what we want." Pia sighed, her cherry-red lips in a pout. "You should come with us. Everyone is preparing to leave. If you stay, you may not see your children again."
"You think I don't know that?" Bastian asked. "There is no guarantee any of you will make it across the sea alive."
"There is no guarantee we will live if we stay." Pia straightened her blouse and squared her shoulders. "Farah is your daughter and yours to command. Adam is my son, though, and I will not let him remain in this place. Not with that." Pia pointed one fingernail to the sky. Though it was daytime, the blood moon still hung ominously over them. "If you want to remain with your son, you will come with us across the sea."
Bastian didn't answer. He'd known all along that Pia would take Adam whether he agreed or not. Before the baby was born, Pia showed no interest in the life growing inside her. She'd once said she was headed back to Ashoom as soon as a wet nurse could be found. When Adam was born, she changed her tune. The woman was inseparable from their child.
"Where is Adam now?" Bastian asked.
"He is asleep. I asked Lilly to watch over him while I went for a walk. I need to regain my strength for what lies ahead. I will not be a helpless mother. If I am to protect my son, I need to be in good physical condition. I've taken up walking, since my prior form of exercise is now out of the question." Pia raised an eyebrow as she appraised Bastian. "Unless you want to reconsider our relationship."
"No," Bastian said. "I don't." He wasn't even tempted by her anymore. Yes, Pia was a beautiful woman. Other men desired her, and he had certainly seen many of them look her way since arriving at the Outpost. Bastian had no interest in claiming her. Not for the rest of his life. Not even for one night.
Pia blew a lock of hair out of her face. "Well, if you ever change your mind..."
"I won't," Bastian said.
Pia stood in a huff. "You are the father of my son. You are a good man. I was simply trying to comfort and reassure you. I was not asking for your hand in marriage. What happened to the man I bedded back in Ashoom? You were aggressive. You knew exactly what you wanted and how to take it. I enjoyed every moment of it. I thought you did, too."
Bastian thought back to that night. He remembered his anger at realizing he'd lost Tressa. He’d taken his frustration out on the first whore who propositioned him. Apparently that night had meant far more to Pia than it had to him. Yet, here they were. Danger loomed again. Tressa hadn't made any effort to see him. She continued to avoid him, making his blood boil. That damn woman shouldn't have so much control over him.
Bastian stood. He grabbed Pia's arm, pulling her close. She gasped in surprise, then pushed her body against his, her hands roaming his back.
"Bastian," she said breathily, her lips hovering dangerously close to his. "Take me. I'm yours."
He crushed his lips into hers, feeling her eager response. Her tongue slipped between his lips as her mouth opened for him. Bastian kissed her back, hungrily, then quickly pulled away.
Pia's breasts heaved. Her brow was covered in a sheen of sweat. "Don't stop." She his arse, thrusting his hips towards hers.
"No." Bastian pulled away until they weren't touching at all. He couldn't stop thinking about Tressa. Even when he closed his eyes, it was her face, her lips that haunted him.
"I am leaving in the morning with the first group." Pia wiped her brow with the back of her hand. "You may want to try to see your son one last time. You know where to find us." She spun on one heel and walked away.
Bastian took a few deep breaths, forcing himself to calm down. He'd been more turned on than he wanted. He reminded himself over and over again that it wasn't Pia he wanted until his body finally agreed with his mind. He had to stop plowing every beautiful woman who offered herself to him. Since he'd awoken with the dragon inside, it had been easier. He wasn't sure if it was maturity, resurrection, or the dragon that had tempered him. Until he had a chance to see Tressa again, he promised himself he wouldn't touch another woman in that way.
Bastian knew he would stay in the Dragonlands. He would fight. He might lose his newborn son and his daughter to the sea. He would send them, along with the others, to find safety in another land. If he survived, then he would make his way to them.
Bastian stalked back to the church. The others were still inside the interior room, deep in conversation. He cleared his throat, and they looked up, surprised to see him. "I will stay and fight."
"I knew you would," Blythe said with a smile. "You are the warlord prophecy spoke of. If there is any chance for us to succeed in escaping, it will be in thanks to you."
Connor's grim expression didn't give Bastian any clue as to what his friend was thinking. It was Hazel, whose hand was clamped on Connor's arm as if she was trying to pull him back from the brink that told him what decision his friend had made.
"Though I would like to think differently, I am no warrior," Hazel said. "I will go with the children across the sea."
Bastian nodded at his friend's wife. He turned his gaze back to Connor. He wanted his friend to declare his position without prompting. It had to be Connor's choice.
"I will stay," Connor said. "You need me. I can fight. I also know more of what lurks underground. I want to be of help."
Bastian clapped his friend's shoulder. "I don’t want to force you."
Connor's hazel eyes locked on Bastian's. "It’s the right thing to do." He glanced at his wife, whose grip on Connor's arm had only grown tighter. "And Hazel understands."
"There are no easy decisions to be made," she said. "The day the two of you walked into the fog, I didn't stop you. I will not stand in your way now. I will do just as I did then: believe I will see you again one day. I will await it eagerly."
"Good," Jakob said. "Then it is settled. The first group will leave with the dawn. We will send out groups until everyone who needs to flee does so. Those of us who remain will send emissaries to the Black for their assistance. We will need all the allies we can muster in this uncertain time."
"I volunteer to be one of those emissaries," Bastian said before he could really think on it. All he knew was that Tressa was in the Black. He needed to speak with her. There were things that had been left unsaid that needed to be expressed now.
"No," Blythe said. "I will not allow it. You will stay here in the Meadowlands with us. You are our warlord. We need you here. Connor can go."
Bastian wanted to argue, but he held his tongue. Blythe had a point. He had agreed to be their prophesied warlord. He would hold up his end of the bargain. Surely he'd see Tressa soon. She would never run from a fight, much less a battle for her homeland.


 

Chapter Fifteen
 
Tressa woke, the sunlight beating down on her face. She inched out of her bedroll and stood, stretching her arms into the warm summer morning air. She looked over at Alden, who had stood guard over her all night. Tressa waved to the ghost dragon, then made her way to the nearby stream.
As she performed her morning cleansing, Tressa pondered her next move. She could ride east to Ashoom or northwest to the Meadowlands. Her friends might be at either place. Maybe even northeast in the Charred Barrens. The only place she knew not to look was the Sands. There would be no reason for any of them to travel to the home of the Yellow. Their leader and only dragon, Destrian, was still in the custody of the Black.
Tressa sighed. She was out in the middle of nowhere, close to her home that now lay abandoned. She wanted to track down Donovan, but alone, she had no prayer of success. Even her ghost dragons wouldn't be enough. They couldn't engage in a physical fight with Donovan. Tressa was essentially helpless without her friends.
What will you do? Alden asked.
Tressa didn't answer immediately. She glanced at the horse grazing quietly not far away. Riding a horse around the Dragonlands until she found allies wasn't appealing. Nor would the horse appreciate it. Riding the same one for days would only injure it. Tressa would need to get a replacement horse soon.
She hated admitting defeat. She'd ridden away from the Charred Barrens with a clear goal: reach her friends in Hutton's Bridge. Now she honestly didn't know what to do.
"Are you sure everyone was gone from Hutton's Bridge?" she asked Alden.
The ghost dragon stepped closer to her. His companions flew in the sky above them or lounged on the ground in the distance, content to let Alden act as their mouthpiece. I am. It was completely deserted. The surrounding forest was dead. Only a few sheep and cows grazed in the village. 
"How do you know they weren't in the village hall?" Tressa asked, desperate for a chance to see her friends again soon.
There was no one, Alden said. No fires burned in the hall. No smells of cooking meals. No sounds from the children who should have been playing. Nothing.
Tressa's shoulders slumped in defeat. "Then I will head back to the Charred Barrens. I will hide under the ground, just another coward among many."
Maybe we can stop at the tower to the north. You can ask if they saw where your friends went. Alden's suggestion intrigued Tressa.
"Tower? What tower? It's just empty land between Hutton's Bridge and the north." She'd traversed it enough, both by air and land, since leaving the fog.
Alden shook his great scaled head. No. There is a tower. I saw it on my scouting trip to Hutton’s Bridge. I don't recall having seen it before, yet there it stands. It appears old and something tells me I should remember it.
"I honestly don't know what you're referring to," Tressa said. "But if there are people nearby, then perhaps we should head there. If they saw Connor and Bastian leave, maybe we can head in the same direction." Tressa whistled and snapped her fingers.
The horse looked up at her with a mildly curious look in its eyes, then it dipped its neck toward the ground, ripped a bouquet of grass with its square teeth, and chewed slowly, all while staring at Tressa.
"Fine." Tressa stomped over to the horse. She hoisted herself onto its back. The horse continued to chew. Tressa depressed her heels into the horse's ribs. "Come on. Let's go."
The horse didn't move.
"Alden?" Tressa asked.
With a smile, the great dragon blew a cold breeze on the horse's rump. The horse looked up at Tressa, her eyes accusing, then she began to trot.
Alden led the way toward the tower he'd claimed to have seen. Tressa didn't doubt its existence. It was possible she'd missed it, or even overlooked it. She was always in a hurry when traversing the Dragonlands. If there was even one person who could tell her where her friends had gone, then it was worth a try.
They rode until the midday sun hung above them. Sweat dripped from Tressa's brow. She slowed the horse, slid off, and guided the mare toward a stream. They both leaned down, taking a long drink from the fresh, cool water.
Do you see it now? Alden asked.
Tressa stood, her hands still wet. She looked across the stream. There was nothing but grass swaying in the gentle breeze.
It's right in front of you. Just over the stream.
Tressa squinted. What did the dragon see that she couldn't? No one could see the ghost dragons but her. Perhaps he was seeing something she couldn't. Tressa closed her eyes, took three breaths, and opened them again.
The air shimmered. Then a great, round tower rose into the clouds. The dirt-encrusted stones had crumbled edges. Ivy spiraled up and around the round tower toward its peaks. Large birds circled the top, cawing loudly.
A man stood in the entry to the tower. He waved at Tressa, encouraging her to approach. She lifted a foot to step into the stream and was surprised when her boot landed on a solid wooden bridge she hadn't seen just a moment ago. She traversed the bridge, cautiously approaching the man, who had a grimace on his deathly pale face.
"What do you need?" he asked.
Tressa looked up at the tower. Standing so close, she couldn't even see the turret on top. "I was wondering if my friends passed this way. They would have had a lot of children with them. They would be hard to miss."
"They passed over our tower just a day ago, heading northwest. There were three dragons carrying many children on their backs, as well as two smaller dragons." The man crossed his arms over his chest. He wore a gray cloak, just like the one Donovan had worn.
"Thank you," Tressa said, backing up a couple of steps. He didn't seem friendly, and she had no interest in taking up any more of his time. Her friends had headed toward the Meadowlands. That was now her destination. She turned back to her horse and ghost dragon friends when the man coughed.
"I'm sorry. My hospitality is lacking. Won't you come inside for a warm meal?"
Tressa hesitated until a breeze carried the scent of potato soup toward her. "Well, I don't want to impose." Her stomach growled.
The man finally cracked a smile. "Really. Please. We would be honored to have you. It isn't often that a traveler happens upon our tower." He stood to the side of the doorway, holding an arm out.
Tressa stepped inside the dark entrance. A large room was lit by dozens of candles, and a fire burned in the center hearth. Four men sat at a table, eating their soup. They looked up in surprise.
"Who is this?" a man with a long mustache asked.
"I am Tressa, a simple traveler from Hutton's Bridge," she said, even though it was the farthest thing from the truth. She wasn't even sure how to introduce herself anymore. Who was she now?
Another man, with a rose tattooed under one eye, laughed. "There is nothing simple about you, Tressa Webb. We know who you are and why you have come. Do you think just anyone can find the Vulture's Tower?"
The name sounded familiar to Tressa, but she couldn't remember where she'd heard it. In one of Granna's books, perhaps. "I'm sorry, but I’m not sure what you mean."
"Those who are weary. Those who are lost. In their time of greatest need, the Vulture's Tower arises," the tattooed man said.
Tressa snapped her fingers. "I remember now! The Vulture's Tower is a place of myth. Granna read me stories when I was just a little girl. In them, someone would always fall into their darkest hour, and that's when they would..." Tressa trailed off, looking around her in disbelief.
"That's when they would find us." Another man, with hair as black as the dark of night and skin of the deepest brown, smiled, his white teeth gleaming in the candlelight. "What do you need, young lady?"
Tressa laughed uncomfortably. She was standing in a child's tale come to life. The noble knights of the Vulture's Tower, sworn to protect anyone who needed them. She now remembered how Donovan had claimed to be one of them, but Tressa knew everything he’d said were lies. "Can you help me save the Dragonlands from a very evil man and his beastly minions? He wears a cloak exactly like yours, too, though I doubt he is of your order."
The man with the dark hair stood, his face suddenly grim. "Our men are all accounted for. He is not one of us. No one poses as a knight from the Vulture's Tower without paying a price." The other three men stood, their faces just as grim. The man at the door resumed his surly face. "We will come with you, and we will kill this man."
"I appreciate your help," Tressa said. "I'm not sure five men will make a difference. If you'd like to join me, you must know that you will be facing grave danger. Some of you may not make it. This is not a fool's errand to destroy one man."
The tattooed man laughed. "There are more than five of us. We number in the thousands."
Tressa glanced up at the spiral stone staircase climbing into the heights of the tower. "Thousands?"
"Things are not always as they seem, my dear," the man at the door said. "We will aid you, and we will win."


 

Chapter Sixteen
 
Tressa needed as many allies as she could muster to defeat Donovan once and for all, and the warriors of the Vulture’s Tower appeared willing to help. The more that were fighting for the Dragonlands, the more time she would have to find and rescue Fi.
"I've heard your story before," Tressa said. "Donovan claimed to be from the Vulture's Tower. My people naively believed him." She looked around, still stunned she'd happened upon them at all. "How am I to trust any of you?"
“First, I will give you my name. I am Rynth.” The man with the tattoo bowed, then pointed up the stone staircase in the center of the circular tower. "There are thousands of us here, willing to fight for the Dragonlands. It is unlikely you will fully trust us until we can prove ourselves to you."
"And, tell me, Rynth," Tressa said, "how have thousands of you lived in this tower when it's invisible to the rest of the Dragonlands? I've flown over this spot multiple times, even ridden through on a horse once or twice, but I've never seen you until today."
“I’m Krom.” The man with the dark hair nodded. "Of course it's confusing to you. Our tower is under a spell. Not one of vision, but one of time. You didn't see us because we weren't there. You see us now because we are."
"That makes no sense," Tressa said. She eyed the men again, looking for any sign of insanity, but they all seemed very much in possession of their faculties.
"It wouldn't to the uninitiated," Rynth said.
"How old are you?" she asked. None of them appeared much older than her. Maybe they had lived twenty-five years. Thirty at the very most.
"We don't know," Rynth answered. "We have lived only for a couple of decades, but we are centuries older than you."
Their cryptic answers didn't assuage Tressa's concerns one bit.
"The less you ask, the more you will understand," Rynth said.
"I'm sorry," Krom said, "my brothers spend too much time playing with words and phrases. They find it amusing." He glared at his fellow warriors in the gray cloaks. "What you can count on is our desire to help those who live in the Dragonlands. No matter what age, no matter what time, we are here in your hour of greatest need. If you did not require our help, you wouldn't have found us. It is that simple."
Simple? Nothing they said was simple. If they were telling the truth and willing to fight, then she would accept their offer.
"I don't know what we're facing," Tressa said. "So far, it's only rumors. There have been signs and portents, but I don't know exactly what they mean."
"Then tell us the facts." Krom motioned Tressa to join them at the table.
She took a seat. He offered her a cup of steaming soup and she took it, thrilled to get something warm in her stomach. "Thank you."
They waited quietly while she took a few sips of the hearty soup.
"There is this man, Donovan. He told me he was a warrior of the Vulture’s Tower and from Desolation, the land over the Barrier Mountains, and he offered to help my friend and I find a way to defeat a giant demon being held captive under the Red castle in the Hills of Flame. Now I find out he's an ancient being, bent on destroying the Dragonlands." Tressa took another sip of the soup, even though her stomach was roiling with anger. She had trusted Donovan so easily. He'd done as he promised, taking her and Fi to Desolation. It was there Tressa had found her ghost dragon army. In fact, Donovan had led her straight to them. Why? What did he have to gain from it? There were too many missing pieces. Tressa couldn't see the whole picture and had no idea what Donovan was planning.
"I wish I could tell you more," she admitted, frustrated with her lack of knowledge. "I know so little. But I do know that the blood moon was enough to scare the Black into hiding. Their leader's dragon was ripped from him, and now he is as human as I am." 
"The blood moon concerns me, as well," Krom said. "It is an unusual phenomenon. One that has only happened one other time. It was five hundred years ago, when the dragons came to this land. The blood moon preceded them by a few days. It was then our tower was asked to leave."
"Asked to leave? Your order was asked to leave, right? Not the tower?" Tressa tried to clarify.
"Well, yes," Krom said, laughing. "The new rulers asked us to leave the land, which was now being called the Dragonlands. Until that time there were no dragons. Just normal humans. Some with magic, some without, but all living in peace. We had no interest in leaving our land behind for good, so with the help of a few brilliant mages, we managed to hide ourselves in time. We promised we would return when there were those who needed us. Until then, we waited here."
"And that was five hundred years ago?" Tressa asked.
"Yes and no." Krom took a drink from his cup. "To you, it was five hundred years ago. To us, it was only yesterday. This soup? This water? Today's midday meal for us, but from your perspective it was made centuries ago. Tasty, isn't it?"
Tressa rubbed her forehead. Their story no longer upset her. In fact, she was beginning to understand what they were saying. "So have I traveled back in time?"
"Don't concern yourself with the when, Tressa. Just the where. You are exactly where you are meant to be." Rynth smiled.
Tressa forced a weak smile in return. Very little magic made sense to her. Growing up in Hutton's Bridge, magic hadn’t been more than an old tale. She'd managed to accept most of it since exploring the Dragonlands, particularly the magic that had allowed her to be a dragon for a short time.
"Then you'll fight with us?" Tressa asked, after draining the remainder of her ancient soup. "I can't guarantee we will succeed. I don't know how many will die, or even what our odds of success are. All I know is that I can't sit by while evil tries to take over my homeland."
"We pledge ourselves to your cause." Krom thumped a fist on chest. "We are warriors, trained to fight. Let us prove ourselves to you and save our land together."
"If we are victorious, you should allow your tower to be seen again. Live in this time, this place. No one here would oppose it. In fact, I know many would welcome you." Tressa thought of the simple people in the Dragonlands who needed protection. Those in Ashoom, who had always relied on their Blue leaders to care for them. They were orphaned, just as those in the north who had been under the thrall of the Red Queen. The Yellow's only leader was still held captive in the Charred Barrens. Yes, there were many who needed the protection of good soldiers.
There was only one problem. Tressa still wasn't sure she could trust these men. She'd been told many lies in the past, and at first she'd been willing to believe all of them. Now, she had to be skeptical of those who told her what she wanted to hear—and there was nothing she wanted to hear more than that a long-forgotten army was waiting to help her in her time of greatest need.
She looked at the men again, their faces grim, but eager. Donovan had been sure of himself, manipulating Tressa and Fi into following his orders. These men appeared willing to listen to hers.
Tressa took a deep breath. "If you are willing to join me, then we need to head in the direction of the friends I asked about when I arrived here."
"Fantastic!" Krom said. "I will rouse the rest of our men, and we will mount our horses."
"Horses?" Tressa looked around the tower again, unable to see any sign of animals.
"They're outside," Rynth said. "They are hidden with us, but today, they will be seen once again."
"Well, then, muster your men,” Tressa said.
"And women," Rynth said. "We have female warriors, as well."
Tressa couldn't stop the smile that spread across her face. "I'm looking forward to meeting all of your brave warriors." Maybe now they would have a chance against Donovan and Decarian and whatever other monsters he would send against them.
 


 

Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Fi huddled under the moth-eaten blanket, her hands over her ears, trying desperately to ignore the screeching coming from outside the cabin. Donovan had told them the day before that his army was almost ready to break free from its underground prison. He promised he would soon destroy the Dragonlands, and he told Fi she would help him.
Of course, she’d vehemently disagreed, vowing to stop him. Donovan slapped her so hard she flew across the room, her face smacking into the wooden slats of a chair back. Now she could barely sleep. Her throbbing face and wounded pride kept her up, as well as the eye she could barely open thanks to swelling from her injury.
She swore Donovan would pay. Somehow. She wanted to kill him, though she was sure there would be a lot of people in line to eviscerate Donovan, given the chance. Jarrett only hid in his corner, doing exactly as Donovan bade. He was a coward and a traitor. Fi would kill him, too. She no longer cared that Tressa thought he might be redeemable. Not in Fi's eyes. Not ever again.
Shrieks rang out in the night, sounds unlike any she'd ever heard. Her skin crawled with goose bumps that came unbidden in waves as the demons and beasts prepared for war. Bone against steel, the squishy sound of pierced flesh, war cries so frightening it was as if they emanated from the depths of the underworld.
Fi didn't want to give up before trying, but she had no idea how the beasts, skeletons, and demons could be defeated.
Could the skeletons, made solely of bone, die? Some of the beasts had flesh. If they bled, it was likely they would die. If they were not alive, then how could they have their lives taken away? And Decarian, the largest of them all. It would take dozens, maybe even hundreds, of dragons to defeat him. Donovan had the upper hand. He knew it, and soon the rest of the Dragonlands would know it as well.
Blood and fire. The Dragonlands would be bathed in it. Donovan had already proclaimed his victory. Fi was hard-pressed to believe he was wrong. She wanted to, but hope proved elusive.
"Fi." It was Jarrett.
She stayed under her blanket, pretending to sleep. Jarrett was nothing to her.
"Fi, I know you're awake. I can tell by the pattern of your breathing. It's not steady enough to mimic sleep. I need to talk to you."
Fi rolled her eyes as she pulled the blanket down. "What?"
"I've thought of a way for us to escape." Jarrett inched closer to her on the floor.
The man couldn't be trusted. Fi had already given him more chances than he deserved and only because Tressa had begged her to. Not this time.
"Please, I want to get away from Donovan as much as you do. We never would have gotten away in the forest. You proved that. But I have a better idea now. One that will work." He sounded insistent. Almost too insistent. He was trying to trick her. Again.
"Go to sleep, Jarrett," she said, pulling the blanket up to her chin. She lay on her back. It was too painful for her face to lie with her cheek pressed to the floor.
"Fi, I know we've had a hard time getting back to trusting each other—"
Fi bolted up. "Trusting each other? There hasn't been one moment where I betrayed you. All you've done is betray us over and over again. Each time insisting you've changed." She shook her head. "No, the man I met helping Tressa is gone. You are Donovan's puppet. That is all you ever will be."
"He's distracted," Jarrett said. He scooted even closer to Fi, his voice no more than a whisper. "His power over me only works so long as he is focused. Right now, I am nothing to him. Just an annoyance. He thinks I've nearly outlived my usefulness. He's wrong."
"No. Leave me alone. There is nothing you can do to make me trust you."
"You don't need to trust me. Just come with me." Jarrett threw his blanket off, revealing a fresh pair of breeches and a clean shirt. He'd been nothing but filthy since reuniting with Donovan under the ruins of the Red castle. Now he was like the old Jarrett. As if he had control over himself.
Still, Fi couldn’t do it. "No."
Jarrett put his hands on Fi's shoulders, forcing her to face him. "Why would he arrange for me to spirit you out in the middle of the night, only to catch you again? It doesn't make sense. Come on, Fi. Do this. If not for me, for Tressa."
Fi slapped Jarrett. "Don't you dare speak of Tressa after everything you put her through!"
"I know there's nothing I can do to make her trust me, much less love me, again. That doesn't mean I want to give in to Donovan, either. My head is clear. I will make my escape now. If you want to stay, then stay."
Jarrett stood. He reached a hand down to Fi, but she wouldn't take it.
"Fi, please. Come with me."
Fi crossed her arms over her chest.
"Fine. I'm headed due east, with or without you. Give Donovan my regards when he comes back to check on us. I'm sure he'll be thrilled to see you here alone."
She quickly imagined the things Donovan would do to her if he found Jarrett gone. She'd be lucky if he killed her, but likely he'd do to her what he'd done to Jarrett. Her insides agitated with conflicting emotions.
Jarrett headed toward the door. Before he could lay a hand on the latch, Fi jumped to her feet. She didn’t want to, but something compelled her. Made it seem like following Jarrett was the smart thing to do. "Fine. I'll go with you. But don't count on my trust."
Jarrett smiled that same stupid smile that had always brought Tressa to her knees. Fi admitted he was attractive, and she could see why Tressa had fallen for him so quickly, but none of that mattered anymore. The moment she found her allies, she'd have him put in isolation again.
"I'm going to use a spell that makes us invisible. I'm not very powerful at magic, so you have to stay next to me." Jarrett motioned Fi over.
She inched closer, standing closer than she wanted. Her stomach turned, unsure if she was making the right decision. Doing something was better than hiding under the blanket, waiting for Donovan to come back. "Why didn’t you do this when we were outside near the forest?"
"Because Donovan was too close. He's away now. I don't know where he went, but it was far enough for his grip on me to loosen. In fact, when you went to Desolation with him, I was completely free of his influence. Unfortunately, those mages kept me sedated the whole time. It wasn't until Donovan returned to the castle that his grip tightened again." Jarrett glanced at Fi, his grin replaced by a grimace. "Ready?"
Fi nodded. She wasn't ready at all, but she had chosen to follow him. Jarrett waved his hands in the air.
Fi's vision wavered as if a sheer blanket had been laid over her head. Jarrett was the only thing she could see clearly.
"Be quiet," Jarrett whispered. "This spell will hide us, but it won't muffle any noises we make. You must be careful of where you step. Hold my hand so we make sure to stay together."
Fi slipped her hand in his, trying not to recoil at his touch, feeling as though she'd just escaped one demon by making a pact with another.
Jarrett opened the door of the cottage. A few skeletons stood guard nearby, swords in their bony hands. Fi and Jarrett padded across the grass, not making a sound. The skeletons' skulls turned, watching the area, but they gave no indication that they noticed the two slipping out from underneath their grasp.
Fi breathed shallowly, doing her best to stay silent. She had to admit Jarrett’s spell was working. Every step took them farther from the cabin and closer to freedom. If they made it to safety, she just might give him a big kiss on his cheek. But she'd still have him quarantined. He'd admitted Donovan's hold over him had to do with proximity. It wasn't truly broken. He still couldn't be trusted. Ever.
Fi felt a surge of hope as they stepped into a copse of trees. Jarrett lowered his shaking hands, the smile back on his face. "We did it," he whispered.
"We're not exactly away yet," Fi said. "We could be caught at any moment."
"There is a paddock of horses just on the other side of these trees," Jarrett said. "We need to steal two and gallop off into the night. If we get far enough away, Donovan won't know where to look. He'll give up on us because his army is more important to him than we are."
"I hope you're right," Fi said. She stepped carefully through the trees toward the other side. Sure enough, Jarrett was right. Dozens of horses slept, standing.
"Let's walk invisibly the rest of the way," Jarrett said. He held his arms up, and the world became fuzzy again.
Fi clenched her fists. She was so close to escaping. For the first moment since the Red castle collapsed, she believed she had a chance.


 

Chapter Eighteen
 
"Master, they have escaped, as you said they would." Hildie stood at attention in front of Donovan.
"Good, good." Donovan turned his back to his skeleton army, hidden deep in the recesses of the cave. Some were in the tunnel, digging until it was wide enough for Decarian to fit through. Others were weaving the feathers of dead birds together with the strings of sinew pulled from their guts.
Hildie stood in the back, modeling a pair of the finished wings for Donovan. "What do you think?" Her jaws clicked together in excitement as she turned around so Donovan could examine the wings.
"I think they will work perfectly," he said, running his fingers down the wings. A bit of blood and pieces of the bird's guts still speckled the wings. Donovan brought his filthy fingertips to his lips and licked off the remnants. "Mmmm, still fresh."
Hildie turned around again, her knee bones clanking together. Though the people of Desolation no longer had the illusion of skin, Donovan could still tell them apart. He'd known these people his whole life. They were his family, in a way. They'd lived on in Desolation, their fear and hatred of dragons festering.
"Take them off," Donovan said. "I don't want you in this first battle. I won't waste your talents there."
Another skeleton carefully peeled the wings off of Hildie's spine. Hildie shrugged her shoulders and stepped away. The skeleton waited for Hildie to clink away, then said, "What next? When do we get to rip the dragons’ flesh apart?"
"Soon, my dear, soon." Donovan leaned over, kissing her skull where her cheek would have been. This skeleton was different, special. This was his love, Magda. The one he’d betrayed so many years ago with Bianca in the barn. He’d gone back for her after her death, stealing her bones from her grave and keeping them with him for years until he learned how to reanimate her.
Magda sighed and leaned in to Donovan. "It feels so different without skin. I miss my body. I miss you."
Donovan grabbed her wrist, turning her around. He pulled down his pants and took her from the back, right there in front of everyone. He had waited so long to feel her again. All those years he'd been trapped in the Dragonlands, aggravating him until he could find a way back into Desolation. Anger filled him as he took it out on the skeleton, banging against it until his seed spilled out. It dripped down Magda’s leg bones to the dirt on the floor of the cave.
Donovan wiped himself clean and yanked his pants back up. The other skeletons hadn't even stopped their work. It wasn’t in Donovan to feel shame over his behavior. He had loved Magda his whole life. When she'd been killed and turned into a skeleton, his love hadn’t ended. It had only grown more frantic and desperate with each passing year.
The spells of that evil witch had ruined all of their lives. If only Donovan hadn’t succumbed to her. It was her fault. The dead in Desolation had never turned against him. Not like his brother had.
Mestifito deserved everything he got now. Donovan would destroy him and all of his precious little dragons. One by one they would die.
Not yet, though. The next morning, when all of the wings were completed, he would send out a few of the winged skeletons to put the final part of his plan into motion.


 

Chapter Nineteen
 
The next morning, Farah buried her head in Bastian’s shoulder. "I want to stay with you." Her soft, blond curls brushed against his face. She smelled of cinnamon and vanilla.
Bastian closed his eyes, hugging his daughter tightly. He didn't want to let her go, either. He'd spent much of her early life ignoring her and her mother. Now, he couldn't stand to be parted from her again.
Farah pulled back. Tears welled in her blue eyes, and her nose crinkled as she sniffled them back. Bastian pecked her nose, his lips now damp with salty tears. "You have to go. I'll be with you soon."
"Promise me," she whispered. "If you promise, then it means you'll come. I won't have to worry about you."
Bastian swallowed the lump in his throat. He couldn't make that promise. He didn't know what would happen. One look into her eyes told him he couldn't let her go without reassurance. "I promise I will do my very best to come back to you. I will do what needs to be done here, then I will fly across the sea and look for you."
Farah's mouth formed a pout as she crossed her arms over her chest. "No. That's not good enough. I want you to promise you won't die again."
"I promise," Bastian said, hoping with everything in him that he'd be able to keep it. And if he couldn't... then one day she would grow up and understand that he had tried. She would know he did the best he could.
Farah's arms fell to her sides, but the worry in her eyes didn't dissipate. "Okay, well, then I guess I'll see you soon, Papa."
He kissed her head, then gently pushed her toward the row of dragons. The vast majority of the people in the Meadowlands were dragons. The few that weren't would ride on the Green dragons' backs.
The Green had been planning a long time for this. Not only did they have armor for the dragons to use in battle, but they had adapted the howdahs from the Sands. The huge carriages were constructed to keep humans safe on the dragons' backs, even if they fell asleep during the flight. No one had to worry about falling to their death. At least Bastian could take comfort in that. If there truly was land to the west, then his daughter would make it there safely.
His eyes traveled the crowd, mostly filled with the elderly who had refused to become dragons and the children of Hutton's Bridge, finding Pia cradling Adam in her arms. Bastian strode over to them.
"So you came to say goodbye to your son?" Pia asked, her tone unforgiving.
"Yes." Bastian leaned over and kissed Adam's red hair. Within days the boy's hair had curled up as tightly as his sister's. Bastian couldn't help notice the resemblance between the two. He'd never thought Farah looked much like him, but now he could see his looks reflected in both of his children. "I wanted to say goodbye to you, too."
Pia's angry gaze softened. "I'm sorry about yesterday. I was unfair."
"We all do and say things we don't mean in times of crisis."
Pia sighed. "I know there is no future for us. I truly do. Yet, can I be blamed for trying?"
"No," Bastian said. On another day he might have smiled. "But don't blame me for turning you down."
Pia shifted Adam from one arm to the other, shaking out her free arm. "I will tell your son stories about you. Those I haven't heard will come from Farah and Hazel. I promise you, he will know his father even if..."
"Thank you," Bastian said. "I appreciate it." He leaned over and kissed Pia on her cheek.
The woman flushed, a shy smile on her face. "I guess I should learn a respectable trade once we land in this new place. A prostitute probably wouldn't make for a great mother."
Bastian shrugged. "It’s up to you, Pia. If you truly loved what you did, then I would never speak poorly of you or stand in your way. You are a good woman. Adam will know that by your actions, not by your profession."
"Thank you, Bastian. You truly are a good man. I'm sorry it didn't work out between us. Maybe after the war, we could—"
Bastian placed his fingers on her lips. "Don't let that be your dream or you will be disappointed. Please, dream new adventures for yourself. Other men. You will find a man who makes you happy someday. Don't waste your life waiting for me."
Pia nodded, looking down at their son. "You have a good father, Adam."
"Take care of him," Bastian said, choking down another lump.
"I will. Of course. I will love him like no other. Although there is one more I want to make room for in my heart." Pia looked up from her son, her gaze drifting over to where Farah stood with her friends. "I hope to care for Farah, as well. If she will allow me."
Her statement surprised Bastian. "I didn't expect that. I'd be very grateful."
"She is Adam's sister. Your daughter. How could I not try to love the little rat? If she'll give me a chance, I will care for her, too."
Bastian laughed, his shoulders shaking. "She hasn't been very nice to you, has she?"
"Not in the least," Pia said. "I wasn't exactly kind toward her, either. Nor any of the other children. I have a lot to make up to them once we arrive in our new home."
"I think you'll find them a welcoming bunch of kids. Just give them time and they'll warm up." Bastian gave Pia a quick hug. "Now, off with you. It looks like they're beginning to load the howdahs."
"Our night together changed my life forever. Thank you for that." Pia smiled, her eyes soft. "Good luck. Take care of yourself."
Bastian watched his family walk away. Hazel fell into step beside Bastian’s family, ushering her two boys ahead of her. The dragonlings followed behind, happy to be with the other children.
Bastian’s gaze lingered only a few moments. He turned away. He would not look until he was sure they had disappeared over the horizon. He had to let them go, and it had to be now.
Bastian's hand rested on the sword at his hip. He much preferred the steel in his hand over his dragon form. It was a blade he had forged himself long ago. He wouldn't be fighting with it, though. His new weapons were fire and talons, which he had only recently learned how to use. His confidence in them was not the same as his sword. Yet he had no choice. The war ahead would decide their fate, and if they won, Bastian swore he would never turn into a dragon ever again.
He'd mistrusted dragons from the start. Many times his wariness had proven an advantage. Even though his closest friends and he had been changed irrevocably, Bastian knew the transformation came with a price.
Bastian had died once. Every breath now was stolen. Deep down he feared he'd only risen just to be killed again.


 
 

Chapter Twenty
 
The skies to the east were quiet, but a dark cloud loomed in the distance. It slowly moved toward Bastian, coming ever closer to the Meadowlands. He squinted.
"What is that?" Jakob had come up quietly behind him with a falcon on his arm. With the chaos in the Outpost, it was no wonder Bastian hadn’t heard the man. Everyone was scrambling to begin the exodus.
"A thundercloud," Bastian said. "Rain will be here by mid-morning."
Jakob raised his arm, and the brown bird of prey spread its wings, taking to the sky. The two men stood silent, watching it travel east. Suddenly, the falcon paused in mid-flight, then plunged to the ground.
Jakob ran, scooping up the falcon in his hands and carrying it carefully back to Bastian. "Its heart has stilled. Dead."
"Was it old?" Bastian asked.
Jakob looked up at Bastian, fear flooding his eyes. "No. It was my heartiest bird. Something killed it." His head turned slowly toward the east again, looking at the dark gray mass in the sky, growing larger with each passing moment. "That is no cloud. Sound the alarm!"
A bell clanged in the village square, ringing frantically over and over until Bastian's ears felt numb. His heart pounded. This was it. The attack.
He looked to the cloud again, watching it undulate as it crawled ever closer.
"Bastian! Over here," Jakob called, waving him on.
Bastian ran toward Jakob. The people who were supposed to leave began moving much faster. Children were pushed ahead by mothers. Old men smacked their canes on the ground, trying to get to their designated dragons before the enemy arrived.
All over the Outpost, people changed into dragons while others hoisted howdahs onto their backs. They secured them under the dragons' bellies, pulling the straps tight enough to keep the baskets from tipping, yet still allowing the dragons their full wingspan. They'd practiced before, but when met with an oncoming enemy, fingers began to fumble.
The first wave of people scrambled into their dragon's howdah. It listed slightly to the side and fell to the ground. Screams rang out through the village as more people rushed to help those who'd fallen to the ground. A violent shriek stood out above all others.
"She's trapped under the dragon's belly!" a voice called out.
The dragon wrestled to stand, but the weight of the howdah kept it on the ground, its legs clawing uselessly at the air, not finding purchase. The injured person continued screaming, her voice the loudest. People rushed to pull her out, but their efforts would be useless unless the dragon moved.
Bastian turned into his dragon, a bright emerald Green. He grasped the howdah with his teeth, pulling until its ties snapped free. The other dragon stood quickly, revealing a blond woman on the ground, her leg twisted at an ugly angle.
Two physics ran to her side, examining her leg before lifting her and carrying her to the nearest inn.
Bastian changed back into his human form and stalked away, angry. His children were supposed to get in one of those things and they couldn't even get one off the ground without injuring someone. How would they ever get across the sea?
He'd already said goodbye to them, given them his blessing to leave, and now he didn't want them to go anywhere. But it was too late.
Farah held onto the ropes, her face framed by the lines of the basket. She wiped away a tear, then reached out a hand toward her father. Bastian raised his hand into the air, giving her a smile and a wave. It took everything in him not to run over and pull both of his children from that howdah.
They took to the sky. The howdah remained steady and, most importantly, attached. When Connor got back with word from the Charred Barrens, Bastian could at least tell him they'd left safely. He wouldn't mention the first botched attempt.
Bastian sighed, looking toward the west. Hazel was only a blue dot now. He couldn't even make out the basket on her back. Within moments she was gone from view. Though Bastian knew there was a chance he'd never see his children again, he was surprised for how watching them disappear into the distance made him feel so empty.
Jakob clapped Bastian on the shoulder. "You're a good man. You know this is the right thing to do."
Even though he didn't want to admit it, Bastian did understand. The plan was smart and the best way to protect the innocent.
"Which set of armor is mine?" Bastian asked as he followed Jakob into the barn. Others were racing in behind them. Armor hung from the rafters, gleaming in the candlelight. Bastian was surprised to see how many different kinds there were. Some were decorated with spikes protruding from the forehead. Others had long chains hanging from them, studded with sharp metal wheels.
His eyes rested on a set of armor that was different from all the rest. It was polished to a shiny black and decorated with red swirls.
"I see you've already found it," Jakob said. "Blythe made it just for you. After getting to know you, she felt bad that we made you a Green. She thought you might have preferred to be a Black, like the woman you love. The red swirls are because of your hair color."
Bastian climbed the wooden ladder to his armor, running his hand along its smooth surface. It was beautiful. And while he might have mentioned Tressa in passing to Blythe once, he never told her that he was still in love with his childhood sweetheart. Women had their ways of gleaning information from the smallest tidbit. Blythe had read him as easily as those prophetic texts she kept hidden in the secret room of their church.
He unhooked the armor, letting it fall to the pile of straw below just like the other warriors had. Back on the ground, he dragged his armor out into the open field. Surprised by its light weight, Bastian hoped the armor would hold against an attack.
He changed into his dragon, stuck his head into the headpiece, and waited for one of the squires to secure the strap under his chin.
Bastian looked up into the sky while he waited. He took a deep breath, reminding himself this was only the beginning. 


 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
Bastian burst into the sky as fast as his wings could take him, leading the first wave of dragons. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. Fire burbled in the back of his throat. Bastian held back. He didn't know yet what awaited him in that unnatural cloud.
As he sped closer, the strange black cloud began to take a more ominous shape. It was composed of individual, skeletal bodies that were charred black, with wings protruding from their crooked spines, swords and shields grasped in their hands.
Bastian took a deep breath, then slowed down. The other dragons fell in behind him. Rushing at the shields at full speed would knock some of the winged skeletons out of the sky, but would also give the skeletons a chance to drive their swords through the dragon's scales. Bastian flapped his wings, holding in his position instead of attacking.
The cloud slowed, seemingly cautious as well.
The sky vibrated with anticipation. Someone would have to attack first.
A howl tore through the tension, and the skeletons attacked.
Breaking from their formation, the skeletons scattered. They looked disorganized, but Bastian had a feeling it was a well-planned maneuver. He and the other dragons banded together in a circle, their armor facing out toward the horde of skeletons. They held tight, bracing themselves against the coming onslaught.
The skeletons slammed into the dragons’ reinforced circle, rebounding off their armor and falling back onto their own. The skeletons scrambled to regroup as the dragons attacked.
Bastian blew fire, but it did nothing to the skeletons. The blank eyes of a skeleton mocked Bastian, its jaws clacking together in laughter. It swiped with a bony arm, its sword grazing Bastian's scales.
He roared in anger. If fire wouldn't work, then brute force would. Bastian slammed into the skeleton with all his might. Its bones splintered and cracked, but still it fought on. Bastian snatched its wings with his teeth, shaking until the wings tore off and the skeleton fell to the ground, its bones scattering. He waited a moment. It didn't move. Good. It was dead.
Bastian flew back into the fray, attacking in a frenzy, taking down skeleton after skeleton. The other dragons fought just as fiercely until the sky no longer held any winged skeletons. The ground was littered with their bones.
The dragons descended to the grass. Bastian changed into his human form. His armor, as well as that of Jakob and Blythe, was picked up in the talons of three of the retreating dragons. Bastian kicked the bones of the skeletons. He leaned over and hefted the sword of one in his hand. It was light, too light to do much damage.
"What do you make of this?" he asked as he sauntered over to Jakob, who was also puzzling over the dead battalion.
"These swords never would have hurt us," Jakob said. "I don't see any injured dragons. So what was their purpose?"
Blythe brushed dirt from her dress as she stepped over the bones on her way to them. "Did we kill all of them? Were there any that got away?"
Jakob shook his head. "Not that I saw. You?"
Bastian also hadn't seen any escape. "We would have given chase. This is all that's left of them."
"We do not have the manpower to bury all of them," Blythe said. "We'll exhaust ourselves if we try. It's too big of a job. We'll have to leave them."
"Why send them after us at all? If it is a test, there are none left to report back. All they've done is annoy us." Bastian picked up a skull and looked deep into the empty eye sockets. "It's not intelligent. There is nothing to guide its actions."
"It is a mystery we simply can't solve right now," Jakob said. "I think we ought to get back to the Outpost and make sure our people are still leaving as they're supposed to. Their safety is the most important thing right now. We can't sit out here in a field filled with bones all day."
Jakob and Blythe took the sky before Bastian could even answer, heading back toward the Outpost.
Bastian stood alone surrounded by the bones of the little army that had attacked them. He still couldn't shake the feeling they were missing something. Bastian looked at the skull again hoping for answers, but none came.
He changed into his dragon, grabbed the skull by its eye sockets with his talons, and took off after the rest of the Green dragons. When he arrived in town, he quickly changed again, hiding the skull under his cloak. He hurried to the cottage they'd given him, closing the door behind him. He sat on the straw-filled bed and pulled the skull out.
"What do you have to tell me?" he asked it.
There was no response.
The smooth bone had been polished to a shine. What could a bunch of bones tell them? Were they sent to mock the dragons? To test their skill in battle? Did their enemy really think these pathetic skeletons with their flimsy swords could do damage to the dragons?
Bastian tossed it onto his bed, irritated. He wanted answers. He didn't want to fight an enemy with no knowledge of it beforehand. He'd wasted his morning, but at least the other Greens were flying away from the Dragonlands, searching for the fabled land over the sea that would offer them safety.
There were still too many in the Dragonlands who didn't know escape was possible. Who would help them? Yes, Bastian had done his job in saving the children of Hutton's Bridge. He'd kept true to his people and seen them to safety. But there was still one of his people who remained in the Dragonlands, and Bastian wasn't sure he could ever leave without her.
 


 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Connor landed in the Charred Barrens on the far side of a dead forest. He had only been there once before, when he’d taken Tressa back to them after destroying the Red Castle. While that trip had been made on adrenaline, this journey had been uneventful. He'd skirted the Sands’ eastern borders, then flown back to the west, finally coming to the land that was so aptly described by its name.
Though the great fire of the Charred Barrens was little more than legend, it appeared freshly scorched. A faint scent of soot hung in the gentle breeze, giving it the air of a land recently deceased and filled with the ghosts. Tressa had assured Connor the Charred Barrens were perfectly harmless, that the illusion was maintained to deter others from entering their land.
Even Sophia had promised him that if he ever needed anything, all he needed to do was fly over the forest. He would be found and escorted to their city. Connor held back a snort. City? This place was dead. There was no city.
Out of nowhere, a Black dragon burst from the dead forest, circled around Connor twice, and flew down again. Connor followed it, weaving a path through the trees. Cleverly hidden by the upper branches, the Black had forged a tunnel through the dead forest, leading to a hole in the ground. Above, the trees bent toward each other, forming a tight canopy of dead trees, so twisted and gnarled no one could see through.
Connor raced down a dark cave tunnel after the Black dragon until they emerged in a cavern filled with tall buildings and bustling people. The two dragons landed on the ground and quickly changed into their human forms.
"Welcome, Connor," the other man said, holding out a hand.
Connor shook it. "Thank you. I'm sorry, but I don't know your name."
"I'm Joel. I am a scout in the Black army, sent to watch for any who might fly over our land. I saw you approaching and asked for permission to escort you here."
"So they already know I'm coming? That's wonderful news," Connor said.
"Welcome," a familiar voice said behind him.
Connor turned with a smile on his face. "Sophia." He kissed the woman on her cheek. "I came here seeking your assistance. Perhaps since you are underground, you aren't aware what is happening above."
Sophia's smile was hesitant. "We should speak in private. Come with me." She rested a hand on Connor's elbow, guiding him through the crowded city.
They walked in silence, entering a great castle studded with sparkling gems. Connor followed her down gilded halls until they came to a room guarded by three sentries. They nodded at Sophia, then opened the doors.
Connor spied a man sitting in a chair, his nose in a book. The door closed abruptly behind them with a resounding boom.
Connor looked at Sophia and back to the man, who did not look up. He cleared his throat, then opened with his appeal. "Days ago, the moon turned red, and the sky rained with blood. The Green in the Meadowlands fear the Dragonlands are about to be beset by a terrible army. They have been turning all of their people into dragons for years, as you know. It was to prepare for this war. They are sending their people over the sea to the west, attempting to find a new land to live in." Connor paused, waiting for a reaction. Sophia only stared at him. The man with the book ignored them both.
Connor took a deep breath and continued. "My wife and children should already be gone by now. Some of the Green stayed behind to protect the Meadowlands until they receive word that their loved ones have reached a new land. Then they are to follow, leaving the Dragonlands forever. Sophia, we need your help in fighting this enemy. We have to make our homeland safe again. I want to bring my wife and children back and raise them here. Please, will you consider speaking to Mestifito about this?"
"I don't need to," Sophia said. "We already know all of this."
Connor's jaw dropped. They knew? Then why were they hiding underground? He had to force himself not to ask. Instead, he would wait for her to explain herself. Connor looked to the man in the corner again. He hadn't shown a bit of interest in what Connor had to say. How could anyone sit by and hear his news without a reaction?
"We cannot defeat him." The man put his book down on the side table. "It is good that the Green are leaving. Perhaps we should suggest the same to those living in the Yellow? They have fine ships. It's possible they've been to these other lands and can smooth the way for our refugees?"
Sophia nodded, her eyes sad. "I will speak with Destrian, then. I'm sure he'd like to get home to the Sands and his people. We've held him here for far too long, as well as Jarrett’s brother, Avital. It’s time we set them free."
"Wait." Connor put a hand on Sophia's arm. He'd never known Tressa's great-grandmother to run from a fight. “Is there something I don’t know?"
Sophia looked to the man, who sighed and rose from his chair.
"I don't think we've met," Connor said, holding out his hand.
The man didn't take it, and Connor slowly lowered his arm.
"We have met. You just don't recognize me. I'm Mestifito. The mighty dragon is nothing but a man. I am now human, like you once were, Connor. My dragon has been stolen from me by a man who cannot be defeated. There is no point in fighting, unless you want to die."
Connor winced. The great Black dragon who had led their people to victory over the Red was now just a man. "How?"
"My brother stole my dragon from me. It is his turn to have it now. Despite all of my efforts to keep it from him, I couldn't. I thought building an underground fortress would protect me. It appears he didn't even need to be near me to steal it. His magic is stronger than mine. It always has been. I was foolish to think I could keep the dragon from him." Mestifito's eyes bore into Connor's. "You are a fool if you think you can fight him and win."
Speechless, Connor looked to Sophia. Just because her mate had given up, didn't mean she had to. Her shoulders were rounded and her eyes trained on the stone floor. The frail figure before him stood in stark contrast to the proud woman Connor knew as a child. "Are you going to let him tell you to give up?"
Sophia didn't respond. Mestifito sat down on his chair, picking up his book again.
"Who is your brother?" Connor asked him.
The resigned man who used to be a proud dragon didn't look up from his book. "Donovan."
"The man Tressa went to Desolation with?" Connor threw his arms up in exasperation. "Where is Tressa? I want to talk to her."
"You haven't seen her?" Finally, Sophia showed some kind of emotion. Though alarm wasn’t what he’d wanted. "She left here and headed for Hutton's Bridge. I assumed she was with you."
"No," Connor answered, now worried, too. "I haven't seen her at all. We abandoned Hutton's Bridge after the blood moon. I wasn't looking for her as I flew here, but I didn't see anyone on the ground. The Dragonlands have been quiet since the sky turned on us. I imagine most are huddled in their homes, unsure of what is coming."
Sophia grabbed Connor's hands and looked imploringly into his eyes. "Please find my great-granddaughter. You know how foolhardy she is. She thinks she can save everyone by taking on the world. You must stop her. It's for her own good. Take her across the sea, too. Even if she fights you, make her do it." Tears hovered at the corner of Sophia's eyes.
Connor's stomach turned. If Donovan was evil enough to reduce this brave woman to a beggar, then did any of them stand a chance? If the Black gave up, what hope was there for the rest of the Dragonlands? 
 


 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Fi clung to the horse’s mane, her hair whipping her cheeks. Jarrett rode in front of her. Not because his steed was faster, but because she wanted to keep an eye on him. Even though they'd gotten away, it felt too easy. She didn't know why Donovan would simply let them go when he'd worked so hard to keep them contained.
So she followed Jarrett, quietly. The farther they got away from Donovan, the more he seemed like his old self. Jarrett wasn't just smiling. He was laughing and cracking jokes. He sat tall on his horse. The hunch he'd developed during his servitude had melted away. His furtive glances changed to solid eye contact.
Every moment of every day, Fi searched inside herself for her dragon. If Tressa's had come back, then why not hers? Her goal was to find some dragon blood. She needed to know if she could re-awaken it, though she was afraid. What if the dragon didn't ever come back? What would she be then? Useless, set aside to care for the children of others while they fought the battles? She had never trained in combat, feeling it was unnecessary. Fi was a dragon by birth. It never occurred to her she would need to learn to fight in her human form.
Jarrett pulled up behind a hedge. He waved Fi closer. She guided her horse to his side.
"I see something up ahead. Do you?" Jarrett pointed to the west. "I can't tell what it is."
Fi squinted. "It looks like an army." She could barely make out a mass of people with gray, hooded cloaks riding on horseback. "Who are they?"
"I don't know," Jarrett said. "In all of my travels, I haven't come across a group that dresses like that. They aren't from the Sands, unless fashion has changed greatly since I've left."
"They aren't from the Black, either," Fi said. "We don’t just live underground, we guard our privacy very closely. We would never ride so openly in such numbers."
"They're coming from the wrong direction to be from the Meadowlands or the Drowned Country." Jarrett's horse whinnied. "Shhh. It's okay."
"What should we do?" Fi was glad they were hidden behind the hedge. She didn't want to be spotted quite yet.
"I think we should get closer and figure out who they are," Jarrett said. "Obviously if it's a host of Donovan's, we want to stay far away."
"But if they're friendly..." Fi wanted it to be true, but it seemed so unlikely. She and Jarrett knew the people of the Dragonlands well enough to know this group wasn't native. The only interlopers were the army Donovan was raising. If this was another group of his, she and Jarrett needed to stay far away.
"They look human, though. Not like demons." Jarrett looked Fi in the eyes. "I think we should get closer."
"They'll see us on our horses." Fi fought the fear building inside her. She didn't want to be captured again.
"Then we’ll leave our horses here. We can tie them to the main stem of a bush. We can sneak closer if we are on foot. There are plenty of bushes between us and them. If we stay low to the ground, hidden in the grass, then we can observe them more closely. We'll determine what to do from there."
"Okay," Fi said. She dismounted and tied the reins to the stem of a bush. She patted the horse's mane and cooed in its ear. "We'll be back soon."
Jarrett secured his horse. "Ready?" he asked Fi.
She nodded. "You take the lead. I'll follow." Fi wanted to stay between Jarrett and the horses. If he was lying, leading her into a trap, she wanted a chance to get away.
Jarrett sank down to the grass, crawling toward the group on horseback. Fi followed as quietly as she could in the awkward position. As they got closer, Jarrett lay on his stomach, Fi mirrored him. On knees and elbows they slithered closer to the group until Fi could make out some of their words. They had stopped just short of a creek.
"How much farther?" a man asked.
"I'm not sure," a woman replied. "In our time, there was a village close by, but I believe it's gone now. So much has changed. I'm not sure of anything other than our mission."
Fi wished they'd be more specific. It was impossible to tell if they were good or evil. One thing was certain. They were not from the Dragonlands. They had strange accents, thick and gnarly, as if they spoke with a hunk of bread in their mouths. It was unlike any speech she'd heard before.
A few moments of silence followed as the riders went about filling their water skins.
Fi closed her eyes, tired of staring at the blades of grass. There was little else to do while she waited other than breathe easily. It was the first chance she’d had since their escape.
Fi's eyes snapped open, only to see Jarrett being dragged away by a man in a gray cloak. She leapt to her feet, not sure how to fight the man, or even if she wanted to. It might be better to run. Before she could make a decision, a woman in a gray cloak jumped from the side, knocking Fi to the ground. Her chin hit the earth with an alarming jolt, knocking her silly.
Arms wound under Fi's armpits, dragging her alongside Jarrett. Fi’s boots cut ruts into the ground. She wouldn't make this easy for them, even if she couldn't fight back.
"We found these two spying on us in the grass," the woman called out.
"Bring them here," a man with a deep voice said.
Fi blinked a few times, beginning to feel more like herself. Still, she didn't have the training or will to fight against them. The group was too large. She could never fight her way out as a human.
A loud gasp was followed by a squeal. "Fi!"
She perked up, looking around frantically. "Tressa?" Hope rose in her chest. It couldn't be. Could it? Her best friend here, with these people?
"Fi!" Tressa stepped in front of her. "I'm so sorry you were hurt. They didn't know if you were friendly or not. I can't believe it's you! I feared you were dead!"
The woman released her grip on Fi, so she stood, shakily, on her own for only a moment. Tressa pulled her into a hug. Fi closed her eyes and let out a breath she felt like she'd been holding for months. "I worried the same about you."
"We're both alive. And you found me! It's amazing!" Tressa pushed Fi back and took a good look at her. "But you're injured. Who did this to you?" Tressa let go of her friend and turned toward Jarrett. "Pull the hood off this man."
"Tressa," Fi started, but it was too late.
Tressa's hand flew to her mouth. "Jarrett?" She looked back at Fi. "Did he do this to you?"
Fi shook her head. "No, it was Donovan. He’s also the Keeper. The same one who holds Jarrett in his power."
Tressa's eyes narrowed, and her face darkened. "Another reason to kill him."
The three stood in silence, looking at each other. Jarrett didn't say a word, and Fi didn't blame him. There was nothing he could say to make up for everything he'd done to Tressa and her friends.
"Tie him up," Tressa said, pointing at Jarrett. "He's dangerous."
Jarrett held out his hands, his wrists together. "I'm sorry, Tressa. I didn't mean any of it. Donovan held me under his spell. Now that I'm away from him, I'm better."
"Your connection isn't broken, is it?" Tressa asked.
A tall man covered in tattoos bound Jarrett. Tressa visibly relaxed.
"No," Jarrett said. "I wish I could say it was, but it isn't. The closer I am to him, the worse it is. I can control myself. For now. I can't promise anything, nor do I blame you for wanting me bound. It's best for everyone. I'm just thrilled Fi and I found you. Neither of us recognized these people with you."
"I think, for now, you will stay in the dark," Tressa said. "If you can't be fully trusted, then you mustn't know who they are." She nodded to the tattooed man. "Take him away, and let no one speak around him."
Jarrett didn't resist as the man led him away.
"Tressa, I missed you so much. I hoped you were alive, but I didn't know." Fi said, tears glistening in her eyes.
"And I thought you were dead for a very long time. Once I heard Donovan was likely still alive, I hoped I'd see you again, too." Tressa rested her hands on Fi's shoulders. "Tell me, are you okay? Does Donovan have a hold over you, too?"
"No," Fi said, as strong as she could. "He does not. I don't know why, but he didn't take control over me." She took a deep breath before continuing. "I know this may seem strange, but are you still able to change into a dragon? I need dragon blood as soon as possible. I still haven't been able to change. I miss it... I need it. Please."
Tressa's gaze fell. "I'm sorry. My dragon is gone, as well. I drank blood daily for months, and it hasn't come back. Donovan's leeches appear to have completely drained it from me."
Fi felt a heavy weight settle in her chest. She had been nurturing a spark of hope that her dragon would return someday. Perhaps it had been a futile dream.
"Just because mine won't come, it doesn't mean yours is gone for good." Tressa rested her hand under Fi's chin, forcing her to look up. "We will find a dragon, and you will drink its blood. Until then, let's assume it will work."
Fi nodded, but her heart wasn't in it. Somewhere deep inside, she knew the dragon was gone. Tressa's inability to regain hers only confirmed Fi's worst fear.


 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Tressa slipped out of her tent in the dark of night. She peeked into the tent next to hers. Fi was sleeping, guarded by one of the women from the Vulture's Tower. Even if Tressa couldn't keep an eye on Fi day and night, she made sure someone else would. Tressa nodded to the guard, patting her on the shoulder. The guard smiled, then went back to playing dice.
With the reddish light of the blood moon guiding her, Tressa stepped carefully among the tents to the one with six guards surrounding it. Unlike the woman in front of Fi's, these guards stood alert, weapons at the ready.
"I want to talk to him," she told Rynth.
"He's been cooperative, but still, from what you have told me, I worry. Do you want me to accompany you?" Rynth asked.
"No." Tressa laid a hand on his arm. "I'll be fine. I promise."
Rynth pushed aside the flap. Tressa ducked under it, entering the tent. The moon glowed on Jarrett's sleeping face from the hole at the top. Tressa sat next to him, quietly observing the man who had once been her lover. She'd sacrificed everything for him, and he for her. Until something had happened to him on the Isle of Repose.
He'd met the Keeper, and it changed his life forever. And Tressa's. What changed Jarrett changed her, too. Now she knew the Keeper and Donovan were one and the same. Her greatest enemy held permanent sway over the man she once loved. Still loved? She wasn't sure anymore.
Jarrett's long, dark eyelashes fluttered as he opened his eyes. That smile she loved so much, those full lips she missed kissing, those arms she thought of at night when she wanted someone next to her—even though he wasn't the last man she'd been with. No, that was Bastian, in a moment of weakness for both of them.
"Hi." Jarrett sat up. The blanket covering him fell to his waist, revealing his tightly-muscled chest.
Tressa forced herself to keep her eyes on his. "Hi."
"I'm sorry for the things I did to you and your friends,” Jarrett said. “Bastian. The dragonlings. All of it. I can't ever make any of them come back to life. I can't fix it."
Tressa took a deep breath. "I would like to say you're forgiven, but it's not that simple."
"I know." Jarrett reached out, taking her hand. "I don't expect forgiveness for what I've done."
"It wasn't you. Donovan, the Keeper, whatever you call him, he had a magical hold on you." Tressa tried to keep her hand from trembling.
"Still," Jarrett said. "It's unforgivable. All of it." Tears glistened in the corners of his eyes.
Tressa wanted to fall into his arms. She wanted, more than anything, to love him the way she once had. But she didn't. The man she loved had been cleaved in two. Part of him was still there, yes, but there was another part that served evil. "We never found a way to sever you from Donovan's control. For that, I am sorry. If we had..."
"Things might be different," Jarrett said, finishing her sentence. "You don't have to worry. I won't ask anything of you. All the promises we made, all of the sweet things we whispered in the dark, they are part of a past we can never return to."
Tressa swallowed the lump in her throat.
Jarrett reached up, resting his palm on her cheek. "For what it's worth, I did love you, Tressa. I loved you more than anyone I ever met. Thank you for reciprocating."
"Jarrett," Tressa said, holding back a sob. She didn't want it to be over. She wished she could turn back time and keep him safe from the man who would ruin him forever.
Jarrett wiped away her tears. "I can't escape Donovan's spell. I am his puppet, whether I like it or not. I'm just happy I was able to return Fi to you, alive and well. I don't know what Donovan had planned for her, but knowing him, it wouldn't have been pleasant. I saved Fi. For you."
"Jarrett, you fool." Despite her best intentions, Tressa leaned down, covering his lips with her own. They kissed, hungry for each other and the love they'd once shared. Tressa lost herself in the embrace, her hands wandering his chest, remembering every contour as if she'd only touched him the day before.
His hands fumbled on her shoulders, pushing Tressa away. "No. Don't. We can't. I refuse to hurt you, or anyone you love, ever again."
Tressa's chest heaved with want and with anger. They couldn't be together. “I know. We can't. After everything, I couldn't." It was the brutal truth, and though it hurt both of them, it had to be said.
"I'm so sorry about Bastian, particularly," Jarrett said. "I killed him right in front of you. I'm ashamed to admit it, but at the time, I enjoyed it. It wasn't just the heat of battle and Donovan's control over me. Deep down, I wanted you all to myself. I thought if Bastian was gone, then maybe we'd still have a chance. All of my thoughts were twisted—the good mixing with the bad—and Bastian's death was too personal."
Tressa sat back on her heels, debating whether or not to tell Jarrett Bastian was still alive. She'd barely dealt with it herself, choosing to stay away from him for so long. It was partially because she was bereft over losing Fi and her dragon. It was also because she knew she still had feelings for her first love, while her feelings for Jarrett remained unresolved. She had already taken advantage of Bastian when she told him about her miscarriage. They'd made love that night, and it meant more than she'd admitted. She'd told herself it was because they were in Hutton's Bridge and old feelings were resurfacing. During her self-imposed exile in the Charred Barrens, she'd found herself thinking of Bastian more and more, until she couldn't stand it anymore.
Despite everything, she still loved the tall redhead.
Tressa looked down at Jarrett. She'd loved him, too. But that love had changed. Jarrett was no longer the same man she'd fallen for. More than anything now, she pitied him. He was stuck between the world he wanted to live in and the one his master forced him to participate in. It was his living hell.
"What will you do with me?" he asked.
He was Tressa's prisoner now. "I don't know," she answered honestly.
"You have my permission to use me any way you choose. As bait, even. I will serve you as long as I can. If Donovan advances on us, it may be harder for me to hold myself together. Use me in any way you see fit. I trust you, Tressa." Jarrett's dark brown eyes looked into hers, sad, yet resolute.
"Even now I wish I could tell the guards to leave you on your own. I'm glad you understand why I can't. I trust you—I just can't trust the magic surrounding you. If you attempt to hurt any of my people, they have orders to kill you."
"Good. There are days I think perhaps I would be better off dead."
Tressa scooted closer, wrapping an arm around Jarrett's shoulder. "I'm glad you aren’t. You can still do good, Jarrett. You saved Fi from Donovan, didn't you? Perhaps there is more good inside, waiting to come out. We don't know. I won't allow anyone to hurt you unless I absolutely have to."
She kissed his cheek, lingering only a moment longer than necessary. It was hello, and it was goodbye.
"We never had a chance, did we?" Jarrett asked. "Everyone was against us."
Tressa thought back to Bastian's anger at her choice. Jarrett's old lover, Jacinda, the Queen of the Yellow, had done everything in her power to keep them apart. Then came the Keeper. Donovan's magic was far stronger than any human manipulation.
"No matter what happens to us, I will never, ever let Donovan win. Never." Tressa stood resolutely, her hands in fists at her side.
"I know you won't, and I love you for it," Jarrett said.
Tressa wanted to tell Jarrett she loved him, too. The words wouldn't form. "Goodbye, Jarrett. Thank you for everything."
He didn't respond as she swept out of the tent. Tressa ran to her tent, collapsing on her bedroll. She'd finally had the chance to say goodbye to a man she'd deeply loved. He wasn't dead, but he was lost to her forever.


 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
The trumpeting of a horn woke Tressa from a fitful sleep. In her dreams she was trying to save Jarrett from Donovan's grasp. Her heart heavy, she threw off her blanket, pulled on her boots, and emerged from her tent into the crisp morning air.
"What is it?" she asked the guard assigned to her tent.
"I don't know. Word hasn't reached us yet."
They didn't have to wait long before Krom ran up, his gray cloak flapping behind him. "Tressa, there is a dragon approaching. It's a Blue."
She clapped Krom on the shoulder. "That's my friend Connor. Let's welcome him with open arms."
Tressa ran out to the open field, waving to Connor. He was still far in the distance, and she cursed Donovan again. If she'd been able to change into her dragon, Connor would know to come toward them, rather than fly around to the side. Instead, she flailed her arms in the air, jumping up and down.
Alden landed next to her. He doesn't recognize you from so far away. Want me to give him a signal?
"Thank you so much," Tressa said, smiling. Alden had helped Connor see her once before, using his ghostly dragon ice. If not for that, she would have died in the peaks of the Barrier Mountains.
Alden flew toward Connor, blowing cold bursts of air. Connor swerved to the right, then to the left, circling around. Alden let Connor fly past him, then blasted Connor's dragon arse with ice pellets.
Tressa laughed, clutching her belly.
"What is wrong with that dragon?" Krom asked as the two of them watched Connor dart around in the sky. "Is he ill?"
"No, he's fine," Tressa said. "I'm sending him a message that he needs to land. I think he'll understand soon enough."
Krom eyed Tressa, but she didn't explain. When it became necessary, she would tell the warriors in gray about her ghost dragon army. Until then, they would remain her secret.
Connor finally spotted Tressa, still waving her arms and jumping, and flew toward her. The jerking ceased as Alden calmly followed Connor to the ground, landing beside him.
Connor changed into his human form and took Tressa in his arms for a hug. "I'm so glad to see you." He opened his mouth as if to say more, then stopped when he noticed Krom standing nearby.
"I'm glad to see you, too, Connor. I've been searching for you." Tressa pushed back his sandy hair and kissed him on the cheek.
"Sophia said you'd left the Ruins of Ebon looking for me, so I flew out to find you. I knew eventually we'd cross paths, but I didn't expect you to be with an army." Connor held out a hand to Krom. "I'm Connor."
"Krom. It's nice to meet you. Tressa has told us about you and your friend Bastian. Is he on his way as well?"
"No. He's in the Meadowlands. I was sent to muster help from the Charred Barrens." Connor rolled his eyes. "You see how well that worked out."
Tressa grabbed Connor's elbow, guiding him back toward camp. She didn't want to stand exposed in the meadow for too long. There was safety in the encampment. "Granna told me they wouldn't fight. I am still stunned by Mestifito's cowardice. I lost my dragon, too, but I intend to fight. So does Fi."
"Fi?" Connor asked, his eyes wide. "She's alive?"
"Yes," Tressa said with a smile. "She stumbled up on us, much like you did."
"Your army isn't hard to miss," Connor said. "At first, I assumed you were part of the evil army that is out there. At least I did until..." He trailed off, sneaking a furtive glance at Krom. It was clear he wasn’t sure he should reveal the truth about the ghost dragons.
"Until you saw me jumping in the field, acting like a fool to get your attention," Tressa finished for him hastily.
"So you can see them," Krom said, relief flooding his voice. "All this time, we thought you couldn't."
"What are you talking about?" Tressa asked.
"The dragons with no form."
Tressa's jaw dropped as she gaped at Krom. "If you can see them, why didn't you say something?"
Krom shrugged. "We thought you couldn't see them, even though they followed you everywhere, so we held our tongues."
"We?" Tressa asked.
"All of us. All of the warriors in gray can see them."
Tressa stopped in her tracks, dumbfounded. "All these days we've been traveling together, and no one has mentioned it?"
"We did not think it mattered. It was clear the dragons were watching over you and held no malice toward you. If you couldn't see them as we could, why alarm you by mentioning it? Imagine hearing you had an army of ghosts trailing you, but you couldn't see them."
"Can you talk to them?" Tressa asked, curious how much more they knew.
Krom’s brow furrowed. "Talk to them? No. Can you?"
"I can hear their thoughts, but only one of them speaks to me directly. Alden, their leader." Tressa gestured to the dragon behind her.
"Ah, yes, the one who is always closest to you, protecting you." Krom nodded to Alden, and Alden dipped his head in return.
My dragons were unaware they could see us. These warriors in gray are good at hiding things. I think we can trust them, but I would not stake your life on it. Alden's slitted eyes fell on Krom, sizing him up.
"From now on, we shouldn't withhold information from each other," Tressa said. "I'm sorry I kept the ghost dragons from you. I wasn't sure I could trust you at first. These dragons are close to my heart. I didn't want to betray their presence if it might endanger them."
"I agree," Krom said.
"While we are sharing secrets, there is much I have to tell you," Connor said. "We need to combine our resources if we are to win this war."
"A war?" Krom asked. "Has it truly come to that so quickly?"
"Yes," Connor fell in stride with Tressa and Krom as they altered course, heading toward the largest tent, the one they used to make their plans. "Not long after I left to ask for help from the Black, I received a pigeon telling me that a battalion of flying skeletons had descended on the Meadowlands. The Green easily, and successfully, fought them off. We believe this is only beginning."
"Is the Green sheltering those who are unable to fight?" Tressa asked, thinking of the few friends she'd made while she was there. The young girl, Margret, who had helped Tressa when she'd landed on the shore of the Meadowlands after being cast to sea by Jacinda. Surely Margret’s brothers Peyter and Edmond were old enough to fight.
Connor looked at Tressa, his eyes sad. "Those who cannot fight have left."
"For the Sands?" Tressa asked. "I'm not sure they'll find protection there."
"No," Connor said. "They have taken to the sea. They are flying west, hoping to find asylum in a new land. Hazel and my children have gone with them. Bastian's children, too. We are preparing to fight. However, the Green will only fight until they receive word that their families are safe on the other side of the sea. They plan to retreat then, leaving the Dragonlands to Donovan and his minions."
"No!" Tressa pushed aside the flap to the tent with far more vigor than she'd intended. "We can't just leave our land to Donovan. Who is to say he wouldn't come across the sea, seeking to harm more of us?"
Krom sat down at the head of the table. He unrolled a large vellum map on the table, holding the corners down with stones. "We are here," he said, pointing near the center of the map. "Using the Meadowlands as a base will put us at a disadvantage. Donovan's army could trap us there. We need a more defensible place to make our stand."
"We should ask Jarrett if he knows anything of Donovan's plans," Tressa said, knots twisting in her stomach. She hated treating him like a common prisoner, someone who was only useful for information. She had to force herself to remember that the Jarrett she knew was lost to her. He could never be cleaved from Donovan's power.
"Jarrett?" Connor asked. "He's dangerous. I wouldn't trust a word out of his mouth. You can't let your heart speak for you, Tressa."
"Don't you think I know that?" she asked, her eyes on fire. "We have him in our custody, and we should use him. He's willing to help."
"I'm sure he is," Connor said under his breath.
"I heard that," Tressa said.
"Good." Connor stood over Krom’s shoulder. "I trapped Decarian and blocked the entrance to Desolation here." He pointed at the Red castle next to the Barrier Mountains. "There aren't many directions his army could have gone."
"I want to help." Fi barged into the tent. "Sorry it took me so long to get up. I'm still sore."
Fi's face was bruised and swollen. She walked with a slight limp.
"Fi, it's so good to see you," Connor said, a smile on his face. "It appears you aren't as easily killed as we feared."
Fi only offered a weak smile. The strong, confident woman had been beaten down, but Tressa was sure her old friend was still in there somewhere.
"I know where Donovan is hiding," Fi said, walking over to the table. She traced a line from their camp through the forest, then circled one spot with her fingertip. "He's in here. There's a cabin that serves as his base and a cave nearby where he spends most of his time. I think the skeletons in his army have dug a hole from the Red castle to this spot. Decarian will emerge there, along with the others trapped with him."
Fi took a deep breath, locking eyes with Tressa. "They're going to kill us. There's nothing we can do to stop them. They are simply too powerful."
“Perhaps.” Tressa ran her fingertips over the map. “It won’t stop me trying.”


 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Bastian woke covered in sweat, his heart pounding. He'd had a nightmare, one he couldn't quite remember, but it was enough to tear him from his sleep. His stomach turned and his hands shook.
Bastian’s gaze fell on the skull he'd taken from the battlefield. The thing was grating on his nerves. He took a towel and tossed it over the bony head with the gaping eye sockets. Bastian still wasn't sure why he'd taken it, nor did he have any idea what he'd do with it. The skull had no secrets to tell.
Shrugging off the unease, Bastian stepped out into the morning light from the cottage. There were many empty homes in the Outpost now that more than half of the Green population had left for the west. Bastian thought of his children, hoping they were okay in the basket on Hazel's back.
Bastian made his way to the inn, his stomach growling. He had hunkered down in his cottage after the morning's battle to rest, and he'd forgotten to eat. The whole day felt like somewhat of a blur. He needed some time to clear his head, and the restless night's sleep hadn't helped like he'd hoped.
Jakob waved Bastian over to his table. The scent of fresh oatmeal permeated the air. Bastian took a deep whiff as he sat down across from Jakob.
"Has Connor returned yet?" Bastian asked. A serving woman set a bowl of steaming oatmeal in front of Bastian. He dug in, ignoring the searing pain on his tongue from the hot breakfast. He was so hungry he didn't care.
"No. Hopefully he'll be back soon with reinforcements," Jakob said between bites of bread. He wiped the crumbs from the corner of his mouth with a sleeve. "We helped the Black in their time of need. I'm hoping they will return the favor."
"I'm sure they will," Bastian said. "They are an honorable people." Tressa popped into his head, and he tried pushing her away. He shoveled another spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth.
"In the meantime, we wait. I won't seek out a battle. We'll stay here. Either our messenger will come back from the west, telling us it's safe to leave for a new settlement, or we will defend against any invaders." Jakob motioned for the serving girl to bring him another strip of jerky. "Maybe the battle will never come to us."
Bastian's jaw dropped. "But your sacred texts—"
"Are just that. It's a mark on paper. Do you really believe all of that could happen? No one is that powerful." Jakob tore a piece of jerky from the stick in his hand.
"If you think there's a chance it's not real, then why send everyone away?" Bastian couldn't eat another bite of food until he understood. The Green had gone to so much trouble preparing for this war, and they’d sowed so much fear among their people. "Blythe believes it, doesn't she?"
Jakob snorted. "Blythe believes tiny winged fairies pollinate the flowers. She thinks the world is full of magic. It doesn't take much to convince a weak mind." Jakob waved his jerky at Bastian. "You, on the other hand, are a practical man. I've seen it since the start. You didn't believe in the prophecy any more than I did."
It was true. Bastian hadn't trusted the drawing in a book—at first. "The blood moon. What of that?" he asked. Without that, he would have doubted Connor’s claim about the giant beast under the Red castle. Bastian liked to see things for himself. He wanted solid proof.
"The blood moon did give me pause," Jakob admitted. "It was as good a time to leave the Dragonlands as any other. It gave the people a reason to go. I will be happy to follow soon enough. I hope within a few days we'll be on our way to the west to join them."
"Oh, so that's your stake in this. You just want to leave the Dragonlands." Bastian slammed his spoon down on the table. He avoided all the eyes he could feel on him now. "You scared all of your people into leaving."
"Keep your voice down," Jakob warned. "The people here know me better than you. They'll believe me if I say you're a liar." He stood. "Come with me to a place we can speak more privately."
Bastian took another spoonful of his oatmeal, grabbed a hunk of bread from the bowl on the table, and followed Jakob out of the inn. Had it been any other time, Bastian would have been happy to confront the man publicly. It was different this time. Bastian's family had left with the others, and he wouldn't do anything to jeopardize their safety.
They ended up in the barn, the armor neatly hung again from the rafters. Jakob lit a torch. "The Red and the Yellow trapped our people behind a magical barrier for years. We weren't allowed to leave. The only trade we conducted was what they graciously offered us. We were prisoners in our own land. When the chance to leave came, I encouraged it. The Green should be able to do as they please. There is not one king or queen to rule us all. They cannot tell us what to do."
"I sent my children with the children of the Meadowlands to keep them safe," Bastian said, a slight growl at the back of his throat. "If they come to any harm because of your foolish plan, I will tear your arms off."
"And what if it is real?" Jakob asked. "What if the blood moon does signify something other than just a strange occurrence?"
"Then it is good we sent them," Bastian said, resignation trickling into his voice. He would have sent them even if he had known Jakob's intentions. He trusted Connor, and if Connor believed it was a possibility, then Bastian would defer to his friend.
Jakob clapped Bastian on the shoulder. "I believe your children will be safe. I wouldn't have sent mine if I thought it was dangerous."
"But you don't know what is over the sea," Bastian said. "How can you be so sure?"
"Because," Jakob said, his eyes narrowing, "there won't be any Red or Yellow dragons there to oppress them. If anything, our people will be the more powerful beings. They will command respect."
Bastian turned away from Jakob, rolling his eyes. He’d known the man was conceited, but this trumped all. "You're leaving the Dragonlands so you can be the most powerful being? That’s unfair."
"There is no fairness in life. Only survival. If you think otherwise, you are a fool," Jakob said.
Before Bastian could respond, the bells clanged in the courtyard. The doors were thrown wide open as men and women stormed into the barn, heading for their armor.
"What is it now?" Jakob asked one of the women.
"Another cloud like yesterday's," she called, continuing to her armor.
Jakob winked at Bastian. "Clearly we are facing a frightening foe. We'll defeat them again. If this is all they have to throw at us, then we will soon be leaving for the west, too. We will be with our families, Bastian. You can count on it."
Jakob sauntered away, leaving Bastian underneath his own hanging armor. He glanced up at the bright metal and sighed. He wished he knew what the future held. He wanted to believe it was all a coincidence, that the blood moon meant nothing, that these clouds of flying skeletons were the worst they would ever face.
Yet, he remembered the horror in Connor's eyes when he confessed the truth of the picture in the sacred texts. His fear was still palpable. Bastian hadn't trusted many people in his life, but Connor was one of the two who had his unflinching loyalty.
If his friend believed, then Bastian would treat every attack as if it was his last. He pulled the armor down and dragged it out to the courtyard. There were already many other dragons in the air, heading toward the east. A shriek rang out, just like the one he'd heard the day before on the battlefield, except this one was much closer. A skeleton dropped from the sky, swinging its sword.
Grabbing his sword from the ground where he'd left it, Bastian blocked the skeleton flying toward him. Bone grated on steel. Bastian pushed back against it, surprised at how strong it was as it pushed ever closer toward him.
Locked in place, his sword against the skeleton’s shoulder blade, Bastian tried to avoid staring at the glowing eyes, now pulsating with fire. But he couldn't look away. Something drew him in, closer and closer, until all he could see was the fire.
Bastian slumped to the ground, his sword clattering next to him.
He lay there, lost, confused, and weak. Around him, screams rang out. Feet stomped past him. Something fell on his clothes, wet and thick. He couldn't get up, couldn't find the energy within himself to care.
His fingers scrambled on the ground, searching for his steel. He pulled the hilt closer and wrapped his hands around it, holding the cool metal to his chest. Like a baby, he curled up on the ground, letting the world go on around him while he fell asleep.
 


 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
"Bastian? Wake up." A hand shook his shoulder. "Bastian?"
He could hear the voices, but he couldn’t respond. His eyes remained closed while he listened in.
Footsteps echoed in the room. "Is he going to be okay?"
"I don't know. Without understanding the evil magic those skeletons possessed, it's hard to say."
Bastian stirred. He wanted to wake up and tell them what he’d seen. How the skull glowed. How it overpowered him. How it forced him into a deep sleep.
"He was lucky," the first voice said. Male. Renny. Yes, that was the name of the man. He had freckles spattered on his face. "At least he survived."
A hand gently pushed the hair out of Bastian's face. He'd felt that hand before. The woman who'd brought him back from the dead. Blythe. "Maybe if I give him some of my blood he will awaken. I just don't want to give him too much. The bond between us is sound, but any more and he will feel bound to me in a way my husband will not appreciate."
"Then I will give him mine," Renny said.
"No, he mustn't have yours, either."
"It should be mine," another voice said. It sounded familiar. Bastian strained to recognize the person who spoke. "Leave me to it."
There were no other words. Just the sound of shuffling feet and a door closing.
"Bastian?" He could feel lips tickling near his ear.
He opened his mouth, attempting to speak, but all that came out was a strangled groan. He still couldn't force his eyes open.
"Good. Keep your lips parted. I'm going to let my blood drop into your mouth."
Steel scraped across skin. Wetness dripped onto his lips. He forced his tongue to move, touching the blood and pulling it into his mouth. More came, then more, until he had to close his lips against the tide.
"I'm sorry if that was too much," the voice said. It was quiet. Caring.
He swallowed, the blood coursing down his throat and into his body. A jolt passed from his chest to his head. Another to his heart. Another to his legs and arms. Bastian's eyelashes fluttered, then his eyes opened wide.
He reached up, cupping her cheek with his hand. "Tressa?"
She smiled, resting her hand on his. "It's me. I'm sorry I took so long to come to you. At least I arrived in time to save you."
"Again," he said through a slight laugh. "I was supposed to be the one who kept you safe and saved you."
"It's okay," she said. "I don't mind. We need to take care of each other."
Bastian struggled to sit. Tressa placed an extra pillow behind his back, helping to prop him up. "What are you doing here? Did Connor find you in the Black? Did you come with reinforcements?"
"Too many questions at once," she said. "You need to rest. Get your strength back. Then we can discuss what happened. Can I bring you any food?"
Bastian's stomach rumbled, but he still wasn't ready to eat. "Just some water?"
Tressa picked up a pitcher from the side table and poured water into a cup. She handed it to Bastian. He took it from her with a shaking hand. A droplet of water splashed out, landing on her hand. Bastian wiped it away, letting his fingers linger a moment longer than necessary. "Thank you."
He took a long drink, then set the cup down. "Also, thank you for the dragon blood."
Tressa laughed. "I'm glad it worked. I wasn't sure I had any left in me."
Bastian crinkled his eyes. "I don't understand. Connor said you were a Black dragon now. How could the blood be gone?"
Tressa sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. "It's a long story. I was born with dragon blood, apparently. It's part of who I am. But, Donovan, he..." she paused, rubbing her arm.
"What did he do to you?" Despite his lack of strength, Bastian’s chest began to pound.
"Nothing I didn't let him do," Tressa said. "He used some kind of leech to suck out my dragon blood. It worked. I couldn't change. But, then I did. I almost died, turned back into a human, and now I seem stuck that way... no matter how much dragon blood I drink. I'm just glad there's still enough in me to help you. I wanted to give it a try, at least. If I failed, someone else could have done it."
Bastian rested a hand on her thigh. "I'm glad you did and I'm glad it worked. I could hear your conversation. I don’t want to be any more closely bound to Blythe than I already am."
Tressa laughed, her dark hair rippling over her shoulders. Neither of them spoke, staring awkwardly at each other instead.
"Tell me what happened out there." Bastian nodded toward the window.
"My friends and I ran into Connor. We had been traveling here, looking for you, actually. We pushed through the night to get here, and it's a good thing we did. We came in behind a flying army of skeletons. They weren't too hard to defeat, but had we not arrived when we did, I don't know what would be left standing in the Meadowlands. Those skeletons were pretty tough." Tressa stood, letting Bastian's hand slip onto the bed. She walked over to the window, pulling the curtains aside. Starlight shone onto the table.
"It's nighttime," Bastian said, surprised. "How long was I out?"
"A couple of days," Tressa said. "You must have been hit on the head. Whatever it was really knocked you out."
Bastian thought of the skeleton, so much like the one whose skull was still sitting on his bedside table, covered by the towel he'd thrown over it the day before.
"Yeah, one of those skeletons. I don't remember. I'm glad you made it in time to help us. You always seem to show up when you're needed." Bastian forced himself to not say what he was really thinking. Why didn't she show up when she was wanted? Why was it always out of necessity? After all, he already knew the answer. She'd made it clear to him that she'd chosen another man over him. Even though Jarrett was no longer a candidate for her affections, Bastian didn't want to be her second choice.
"I do my best to keep my friends safe and alive," Tressa said. She looked toward the door. "Unfortunately that battle was only the beginning. We suffered losses yesterday. A few of the Green died, as well as a few of my warriors. We can't afford to lose any more if we're to defeat Donovan."
"So there are more coming?" Bastian asked. "The Green have prophecies. Some feel the time has come for them to bear fruit."
Tressa whirled around to face him, fire dancing behind her eyes. "Prophecy is irrelevant. The only thing that matters is defeating Donovan. Giving him some kind of symbolic power over us will only lead to our destruction. If we believe we can defeat him, then we have a chance. It's that simple."
Bastian shook his head, smiling.
"What?" Tressa asked, cocking her head to the side. He missed that frustrated expression on her face. The one that, in the past, usually led to him kissing her. Bastian couldn't resist Tressa when she was angry.
"I believe you. If you say we can defeat Donovan, then I will follow you."
Tressa slumped down in a chair. She rested her elbows on the table, her head in her hands. "People are going to die. I want to avoid that, but I don't know how to save everyone."
"You can't make choices for them," Bastian said. He wished he had enough energy to stand, to comfort her with his embrace. "You can lead them, but each warrior must weigh the odds of success in their individual actions. There comes a time when you have to trust them and let go."
Tressa looked up, a wry smile on her face. "When did we become these people, Bastian? What happened to the simple villagers we used to be?"
"They're still in the fog, between the world of Hutton's Bridge and the world we live in now. I think they'll stay hidden there forever," he said.
Tressa nodded. "You're right. We are no longer the same people. And yet... some things never change." She stepped over to his bedside, laying a kiss on his forehead. Then she turned and left him alone in his cottage. 


 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Donovan paced the cave, his hands behind his back. "I don't need sight. I can hear just fine, though it is a little muffled."
Hildie nodded, her spine cracking and popping. "That redheaded oaf must have draped something over the skull." Her jaws clacked with every word.
"Thank you for all of your work. Just remember, when all of this is done, I will release all of you as a reward for your unending devotion all of these centuries." Donovan patted Hildie's shoulder.
"What will happen to us?" Hildie asked.
They would disappear, no longer exist. That was the simple answer, but not the one any of the skeletons wanted to hear. Donovan needed to retain their loyalty through the upcoming battle. He also needed to procure a skin for his dear Magda so she could join him in life again.
"You will go back to Desolation, of course," Donovan lied. "There you will have your human body back again, just as you did before crossing over the border to the Dragonlands."
"It is as I had hoped, then," Hildie said. "The tunnel is almost complete. Soon Decarian will be able to emerge from the depths. We can begin our assault on the dragons then."
"Yes, on all but one. Remember, I can turn now, too. I don't like it. In fact, it boils my blood when it happens. I hope to use it to sneak into their ranks as the enemy comes closer." Donovan said, trying to tamp down his excitement. He would finally be able to destroy those filthy beasts. Bianca had ruined his life when she’d stolen his virginity and his blood, changing him forever. Now he would exact payback on his brother and all of his descendants. No one could stand in his way.
"Yes," Hildie said. Donovan imagined a smile on her face. Too bad she didn't have the cheek muscles to make it happen. "Your disguise is the cleverest of all." She bowed again, heading back into the depths of the cavern to supervise the workers.
Donovan sat, a skull in his hands. He closed his eyes, listening intently to the conversation in Bastian's cottage. Until he heard something he didn't expect.
"Damn it!" Donovan yelled. He punched a nearby skeleton. It collapsed to the ground, bones scattered over the dirt. "Tressa's alive. I thought she died on the Barrier Mountains. No one can pass over them. No one!"
Donovan stood, pacing the cave.
"My love, what is it?" Magda emerged from an adjoining cave. She rested a bony hand on his shoulder.
"Nothing. It's nothing. Just an unwelcome development I didn't expect." If Tressa lived, then her ghost dragons probably did, too. Those annoying people from Hutton’s Bridge would not die. Soon, they would. Donovan would make sure of it. Besides, the ghost dragons were harmless. All they could do was spit icicles.
"As soon as Decarian is prepared to emerge, send someone to wake me. I need all of the rest I can get right now."
Donovan left the cave, heading for the relative comfort of the cottage. He missed having Jarrett and Fi with him. It was too quiet. It wouldn't be for long, though. Soon they would both be back with him. And Donovan would make sure they’d bring him the most special prize of all. Tressa.


 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Tressa walked, alone, toward the inn. She remembered the last time she'd been in the Meadowlands. They'd been preparing for battle then, too, but it was different this time. There were no children running in the streets, laughing. The stalls in the market were closed, the essentials kept inside where all could share them.
The evacuation changed the Meadowlands from a place teeming with energy and enthusiasm to a quiet, furtive land. It was as if the life had already been drained from the Green. As if they had already died.
Still, some had stayed to carry on with the battle. For that, Tressa was grateful. She understood why they'd want to protect the children and those who could not, or would not, fight. The urgency was gone, though. It was as if the Green were waiting idly for something instead of preparing for battle.
The leaders, Jakob and Blythe, had thanked her for bringing the warriors from the Vulture's Tower. They promised her they were prepared to fight against Donovan and whatever forces of darkness he brought upon them. And yet, there were glances, faces made, that she didn't quite understand.
They were holding something back from her. Something important.
As long as they fought well, Tressa didn't care. Let them have their secrets. All Tressa wanted was victory against Donovan. After that, the others could do as they chose.
She strode into the inn, her shoulders thrown back and her eyes steely. Tressa had never wanted to be a leader, but she'd decided to take on the mantle. Someone needed to, and this war against Donovan was more personal for her than anyone else. She didn't want to be led by someone who cared less than her.
Someone had pulled the tables together. Jakob, Blythe, and Renny sat on the left. Rynth and Krom sat to the right. Connor and Fi were next to them. There were at least a dozen other men and women seated that Tressa didn't know. She quickly measured their expressions. None appeared to be anxious or irritated. In fact, at first glance, they all appeared to be confident and committed. Perfect.
"I’ve just finished speaking with Bastian," Tressa said as she took the seat at the head of the table. "He is awake and feeling better."
Murmurs of relief swept through the room.
"Then our warlord will be able to lead us into battle." Blythe sat back, a smile on her face.
Connor had filled Tressa in on everything she'd missed. That woman was the one who had brought Bastian back from the dead. She'd been looking for someone to fulfill the prophecies she so desperately believed in. It was probably easy for her to forget Bastian had a life before she turned him into a dragon. While Tressa knew Bastian had accepted the mantle Blythe offered, she still had misgivings.
"We need to give him time to recover. A head injury is never a simple thing." Tressa pretended she didn't see the annoyed look on Blythe's face. "In the meantime, we need to talk strategy. I'd like to turn the meeting over to my friend, Krom."
The others were quiet as the large man in the gray cloak stood before them. "Thank you, Tressa. Fi," he nodded toward Tressa's friend, "has told us where Donovan is hiding. I think it would be in our best interests to move toward his position. Perhaps we can even take him by surprise."
"No," Blythe said. "We make our stand here."
Tressa stood, placing her palms on the table. "Blythe, if Donovan continues to attack us here, there is nowhere to retreat to. We are bordered by the sea to the north and the west. To the south is the Sands. It's a brutal, unforgiving land. I have traveled it. Water is scarce unless you find an oasis. No. We must move east toward Donovan."
Jakob sighed. "We are pleased you came to our aid, Tressa, though we had hoped for a legion from the Black. Not this group of warriors. Though the Vulture's Tower is a place of great magic, our prophecies do not tell of their involvement. What we need are more dragons." Jakob paused, looking around the room and making eye contact with his people. "Where are they?"
Anger boiled in Tressa's stomach. Indeed. Where were the Black? The bravest of all dragons with the largest group of fighters. "They are not coming," she said.
"Why is that?" Jakob asked.
Tressa's nails dug into the wooden table. "They have chosen not to fight." She wanted to lambast her great-grandmother and her dragon lover, who was now human. She wanted to tell the Green that the Black were spineless. Yet, she held back. Perhaps it was loyalty. Perhaps it was to avoid her own embarrassment over her kin’s decision to hide underground. "The warriors I've brought will fight for us. You don't need to question that."
Jakob's gaze slid over to Krom. "And where have you been, vulture? You were nowhere to be seen when we battled with the Red on the Isle of Repose. You did not rescue the villagers in Hutton's Bridge when they were trapped, nor did you help us when we were held here against our will. Why now? Is it because you see the end coming and you want to pick on our bones after we die?"
The room fell completely silent. Not even a breath could be heard. Krom crossed his arms over his chest. "What you say, it's true. We did not help. The Vulture's Tower was created to help the Dragonlands in their hour of greatest need. We have been suspended in time for nearly five hundred years. To us, it has felt like mere days. We are still at the peak of our physical prowess. We remember what the Dragonlands was like when it was settled long ago. Though it is history to you, to us it was just yesterday." Krom leaned over. "You have not seen the things we have seen. We fought in the ancient wars. We were there when the dragon kingdoms were created. We understand things you do not. When I say we should move farther inland, what I mean is this: the Vulture's Army is headed inland. Will you fight with us?"
Tressa held back a smirk. Krom had said everything she wanted to say, but with more conviction and the heavy weight of experience. Now all she had to do was wait for the Green to agree. Why wouldn't they? They were all fighting for the same thing: freedom. Surely they wanted their families to come back to the Dragonlands, free to live their lives without fear.
"No," Jakob said. "We remain here."
Tressa's jaw dropped. "Why would you do that? We stand a better chance of defeating Donovan if we move inland. Here, we are trapped!"
Blythe placed a hand on Jakob's clenched fists. "We are waiting to hear back from our scouts. We need to know if our people made it safely across the sea."
"Then leave a few back here to receive the message," Tressa said. "I don't see a problem with that, do you, Krom?"
He shook his head. "Of course not. I understand completely."
"No," Jakob said, fuming. "It is not that simple."
"Jakob," Blythe said under her breath, but it was still loud enough for everyone to hear.
"It is time they know the truth," Jakob said. He sat up straight. "As soon as we have word that our people are safe, we plan to fly across and join them."
Tressa gasped. "Then you're just as cowardly as the Black! You're refusing to fight to save our land."
"It isn't cowardice." Jakob stood so quickly his chair clattered to the floor. "We don't want to die. Do you? There is nothing more honorable than saving your people. Who cares where we live, as long as we survive? Let this Donovan have the Dragonlands. We can find peace elsewhere."
Tears stung the corner of Tressa's eyes. Instead of answering, she stormed out of the inn, leaving the others in silence.
 


 

Chapter Thirty
 
Tressa paced in the alley behind the inn. Why was everyone filled with so much apprehension? Yes, it was true, people might die. Fleeing would save their hides. But for how long and at what cost? Who was to say Donovan wouldn’t just follow them anyway?
"Tressa?" Fi crept up, resting a hand on Tressa's shoulder.
Tressa turned. Her friend smiled, and Tressa made a poor attempt at smiling back. "They must think I have no self-control."
"They're just scared. They aren't brave like you and me," Fi said.
"Or like me," Connor said, rounding the corner. "I'm with you, Tressa. I want to fight. Krom is in there, right now, dressing down the others."
"I'm sorry I stormed out like a child." Tressa could feel a blush creeping up her cheeks. She had expected the Green to fight. It hadn't occurred to her they might only want to defend their land until they could escape. Their refusal was another blow. It wasn't as painful as Granna and Mestifito turning their backs on her, but it still stung.
"No. They should be ashamed of themselves," Fi said. "Just as my people should. We will fight."
"You said we can't win," Tressa said with a sigh. "Donovan has too many warriors."
Fi shrugged. "It was fear speaking. As long as we live, there is a chance of victory. I'd rather try than hide the rest of my life. Donovan could just as easily follow the Green across the sea. There is nothing to stop him."
"We won't be safe until Donovan is dead," Tressa agreed. "We will march on without support from the dragons, then."
Connor cleared his throat. "I'm a dragon, remember? And I'm sure Bastian will join us. So, that's two."
Fi's mouth drooped. "There should be four. One Blue, one Green, and two Blacks. Instead, you have me, without my dragon, completely useless."
"You're not useless at all," Tressa insisted. "Without you, we wouldn't know where Donovan has been hiding. Now we can go to him, instead of waiting for him to come to us. We'll have the advantage, which could make all of the difference."
"I suppose... but when it comes to fighting, I'm useless." Fi tossed her arms in the air. "If I had my dragon, I could roast Donovan's arse before he could even draw a sword."
"Don't focus on what you don't have. Focus on what you do have," Connor said. "I let my anger at my memory loss get in the way of forming new memories with my wife and children. Now they are gone, and I have no guarantee I'll ever see them again. I long for more memories, not just for my comfort, but for theirs if I die." Connor wrapped an arm around Fi's shoulder. "I know it's hard, but you have to look forward, not backward."
"We all do," Tressa said. She still hadn't gotten over losing her dragon. Every day she wanted it back. She wanted to fly among the clouds again, like her ghost dragon friends. When she was in the Charred Barrens, she found herself lying on the ground with her arms out to the side, staring at the sky, and pretending she, too, was soaring through the air. It was a desire she feared would never leave.
Tressa dried the lingering tears with her sleeve. "I should go back in there."
"We're with you," Connor said.
Tressa straightened, then led the way around the inn to the front door. When she threw the door open and walked in, Jakob was leaning over the table, fire in his eyes, in the midst of a heated argument with Krom. "Stop," Tressa said.
The two men halted their argument, their eyes trained on Tressa.
"I am fighting. If the Green wants to stay in the Meadowlands, then that is their choice," she said.
"But—" Krom started.
Tressa held up a hand. "We will not force anyone to fight with us." She took in the others at the long table, who'd so far remained silent. "If you choose to stay here, that is up to you. If you want to fight, you are welcome to come with us. We will leave for the east in the morning."
Krom bowed. "As you wish. The warriors of the Vulture's Tower will travel with you."
Tressa waited a few breaths for others to speak up. Instead of a few brave voices, she was answered by downcast eyes and nervous coughs. "Fine. Thank you for your hospitality here in the Meadowlands. I wish all of you the very best."
Tressa spun on one heel and exited the inn. This time, the representatives from the Vulture's Tower followed her, Connor, and Fi out.
"Tressa," Krom said, quickly catching up to her and walking in stride. "I don't know if we can win without dragon reinforcements."
"If you don't want to come with us..." Tressa didn't even want to finish the sentence.
"It isn't that," Krom said. "I only wanted you to be aware of the uphill battle we face."
Tressa burst into uncomfortable laughter. "I expect to die out there. I just hope I can take Donovan with me. I have no children, no husband, no one who needs me to live. I'm walking into this battle fully aware of what I have to lose. However, if I can gain safety for those I love and for the next generation, then my sacrifice will be well worth it."
An uncomfortable silence followed. Tressa left her companions standing in place and made her way back to Bastian's cottage. She stormed through the door without knocking, slamming it shut behind her.
Bastian was standing in the middle of the room, stark naked, a pair of pants in his hand. "Tressa!"
She strode across the room, laid her hands on his chest, and pressed her lips onto his. Bastian didn't return the kiss.
Tressa broke it off, breathless. "I'm sorry." She looked down at Bastian's naked body, aware that though he hadn't returned the kiss, he'd enjoyed it.
"We're leaving tomorrow to try to surprise Donovan's army. Will you come with us?" She backed away a few steps, giving him his space.
"Um, yeah, of course," Bastian stammered. "If you want me there."
Tressa, pumped with adrenaline from the confrontation with the Green, rolled her eyes. "Of course I want you there. That's why I asked. Don't do that, Bastian."
"Do what?" he asked.
"This!" Tressa threw her hands in the air. "This tension between us is ridiculous. We used to be close. Closer than I've ever been with anyone. We shouldn't be reduced to this awkward behavior."
"You're right." Bastian let go of his pants. They dropped to the floor, landing in a messy heap. "Then let's not be. Let's have exactly what both of us want, but have been too afraid to ask for." He held a hand out to Tressa.
Suddenly, Tressa felt unsure. She'd said those things out of anger and frustration. The last time she and Bastian had been together it was because they'd been remembering their past. Now, it would only be because she was afraid of dying.
"It's okay," Bastian said. "It doesn't matter why. It only matters to me that it's with you."
Tressa took a deep breath, then let it out, allowing all of the boundaries she'd established to crumble. "I've missed you. So much." She placed her trembling hand in his.
Bastian walked backward, guiding her toward his bed. Before he could sit, Tressa pushed him down. He landed on his back with a grunt, his head on the pillow. Tressa yanked her shirt over her head, then quickly pulled off her pants. She sat next to Bastian. "You only care as long as it's with me?"
Bastian reached up, cupping her cheeks. "It's always been you, Tressa. Always. You know that."
She did know. That's what made it so hard. She'd willingly given Bastian up for Jarrett, a man who was completely lost to her. She didn't return to Bastian because of pity, or because she had no options.
"Tressa, I love you." Bastian sat up, wrapped his arms around her waist, and kissed her with a passion she'd never felt from him before.
And that's when she knew it, too. Despite any choice she'd ever make, she would love Bastian first, and always. Tressa straddled Bastian's waist, losing herself for the last time before she'd have to face her greatest enemy.
 


 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
The next morning, Tressa woke with Bastian, their arms and legs tangled. She rested her chin on his chest and ran a fingertip down his cheek. Bastian blinked a few times, then opened his eyes completely.
"You're still here," he said, a nervous smile on his face.
"I am." Tressa sat up, holding the blanket over her chest. "And I don't plan on leaving your side again. I hope that's okay."
Bastian's smile grew as he relaxed. "I was afraid we'd have another awkward morning like the last time."
"No." Tressa stood, pulling on her clothes. "Not for me. You?"
Bastian shook his head, his red hair flopping from side to side.
"How's your head?" Tressa reached over, gently cupping his cheek. "Are you feeling better this morning?"
Bastian extended his arms out to the side, then stood slowly, stretching his legs. "I feel okay. It was just a little bump on the head. Nothing to worry about." Bastian grabbed his clothes from the floor.
"We're leaving this morning," Tressa said, straightening her tunic. She looked at Bastian over her shoulder. "I want you to come with us, but I have to warn you—the other Greens want to stay here."
"Jakob told me as much the other day, the same day I got knocked out. I would have mentioned it sooner, but..." A blush crept up Bastian's neck to his cheeks.
"It's okay," Tressa answered. "I would have wanted to hear it from him anyway." She slammed her fist down on the table. "What is wrong with everyone? When we left Hutton's Bridge, we barely knew anything about dragons. The more I got to know them I thought they were so brave and strong. Now I can see they're just cowards."
Bastian laid a hand on Tressa's shoulder. "They are trying to protect the ones they love."
"So am I!" Tressa insisted. "You, Fi, Connor..." she trailed off, not wanting to mention the last person who had come to her mind.
"Jarrett." Bastian said it for her.
"Yes, even Jarrett." Tressa threw her arms in the air. "I admit it. I loved him." She looked up at Bastian, finding sympathy in his eyes.
"As I loved Elinor, no matter how briefly. Sometimes people change, and we have to change with them, whether we want to or not."
There was something in Bastian's voice Tressa couldn't quite place. She'd heard Elinor had died of a strange condition, seemingly out of nowhere. Yet, Bastian didn't seem to miss her. In fact, he almost seemed relieved. It was a story that would have to wait.
An insistent knock at the door interrupted their conversation. Tressa flung the door open to find a breathless Connor leaning on the doorway. "We looked everywhere," he said between gasps, "but they're both gone."
"Who?" she asked, pulling Connor into the cottage and closing the door behind him.
Connor sank into a chair. "Jarrett." He took in another few quick breaths. "And Fi."
"Damn it!" Tressa yelled. "What happened to the guards?"
"Dead," Connor said. "All six of them. Their throats were slit. We've been frantically searching the village, but no one has seem them."
"Why didn't you come here first?" Tressa demanded. "I should have been involved in the search. What were you thinking?"
"I thought the two of you needed some time together," Connor said. "Either we would find them or we wouldn't. Letting you enjoy your morning wouldn't change a thing."
Tressa fumed. She clenched her fists and stared Connor down.
"That." Connor pointed at her face. "That's exactly what I'm talking about. I know you, Tressa, better than you know yourself sometimes. I made a judgment call, and you're just going to have to deal with it."
He was right. Of course. Connor was always right. "I liked you better when your memory was gone," Tressa said, annoyed.
"Too bad for you, my memory is back, Tressa," Connor said. "Now, come on. The warriors from the Vulture's Tower are prepared to leave with us. We’re heading east, and we’ll track Jarrett and Fi on the way. Despite Jakob's insistence on staying here, he managed to get us supplies, horses, and food for our journey."
"At least he's done that," Tressa said. "I feared we'd be kicked out of here with nothing."
"Jakob isn't a bad man," Bastian said. "None of them are. They just have a different perspective on Donovan than we do."
"It's the wrong perspective," Tressa said. She opened the door, stepping out into the gentle light of sunrise.
"That may be true," Connor said, following her, "but we can't force them to march with us."
Bastian was the final person out of the cottage, and he quietly stood next to Tressa.
"What do you have to say about this?" she asked him.
"I'm not getting between the two of you," Bastian said, holding up his hands in surrender.
"Good choice." Tressa rested a hand on his arm. "I know you agree with Connor."
Bastian's jaw dropped. Tressa pushed it up gently.
"It's okay. I'm angry. I'm also afraid for Fi. I can't believe Jarrett got through our security." Tressa stalked over to Krom, who stood at the head of the warriors from the Vulture's Tower.
"We are ready to ride east," Krom said. "Would you like to lead us?"
She eyed the horses warily. The mare she'd taken from the Charred Barrens had been stabled in the Meadowlands. This was no journey for an old horse. "I don't have a horse that I trust."
"You don't need one." Bastian kissed Tressa on the cheek, then ran ahead, quickly changing into his dragon.
Ride me, Bastian said. His voice echoed in Tressa's mind.
I can hear you! Tressa had only ever been able to hear Fi and Alden in her mind. She was surprised, and relieved, that she could hear Bastian, too.
Of course you can. Now, get on. Bastian knelt to the ground.
Tressa hoisted herself onto his back. His emerald scales sparkled in the morning sun. Tressa ran her hands along them. It was the first time she'd seen Bastian in dragon form, and he was majestic, nearly twice the size her dragon had been. If she had hers, they could soar together in the sky, coming together as they spiraled down toward the earth.
"Ready?" she yelled down to Krom.
The warriors from the Vulture's Tower clanked their swords on their shields. Horses reared back, whinnying. Connor slipped into his Blue dragon, standing alongside Bastian and Tressa. The ghost dragons flew above them, turning circles and blowing snowflakes from their jaws.
Without another look back at The Outpost, Tressa and her little army took off.
Tressa raised one arm above her brows, shielding her eyes from the blinding sun, while hanging on to Bastian’s scales with her other hand. She had only one goal—save Fi from Jarrett. When that was done, they'd take on Donovan.


 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
Tressa rode through the air on Bastian's back for the better part of the day. At first they'd talked a lot, but they'd fallen into a companionable silence near the midday meal. After Bastian landed, Tressa slipped to the ground.
The warriors of the Vulture's Tower had nearly kept up on their horses. Tressa only had to wait a few moments before she saw the dust from their horses' hoof beats rising in the distance.
"I didn't see any sign of Fi or Jarrett along the way, did you?" Connor asked.
"No," Tressa said. "There was nothing out of the ordinary that I could see. I know you and Bastian have better eyesight when you are dragons than I do as a human. Did you notice anything, Bastian?"
"It's as if they vanished." Bastian bent over, his hands on his knees, catching his breath.
They'd pushed themselves to the limit to get so far so fast. Tressa had done nothing but ride. It was taxing, but not nearly as exhausting as flapping wings for hours. Given the chance, though, she would have turned into a dragon.
It wasn't long before Krom’s horse pulled up alongside Tressa. He dismounted and smacked the horse's bottom, sending it toward the nearby stream. "I sent scouts, both north and south, to check for your friends. We'll pick up their trail soon. They couldn't just disappear."
Tressa wasn't so sure. Jarrett had claimed Donovan couldn't control him from so far away. He'd sworn it wasn't possible, and Tressa had believed him. Yet somehow he'd managed to kill his guards and Fi's and escape the Meadowlands without being noticed. It was a puzzle Tressa couldn't fit together. There was something missing, some piece of information she didn't quite have yet.
They sat down, pulling out the food from their satchels that Jakob had generously supplied. Tressa hungrily bit into an apple.
"As soon as they've had a chance to rest their horses, I'll send scouts ahead with messenger birds," Krom said between bites of jerky. "They'll let us know if they see the enemy or any of his minions."
"We're going for a full-on assault," Tressa told Bastian. Tressa, Krom, and Connor had discussed their plans on the way to the Meadowlands before they knew the Green wouldn’t help them. "It would be better if the Green had joined us."
"Or the Black," Connor muttered. "I still don't understand why they're being so fainthearted. I know it's difficult because Mestifito lost his dragon, but that doesn't mean the rest of them have. I had no idea they were dependent on him as a figurehead. The Black seemed so brave. When we fought with them on the Isle of Repose, I was grateful. Now, I'm furious."
Tressa held up a hand. "We have to move on. They aren't coming, and talking about it won't change anything."
"Tressa is right," Krom said. "We have been waiting, stuck in time, for when the Dragonlands needed us most. If the Green and Black had been willing to fight, it's likely the Vulture's Tower would still be hidden from you. Clearly we are needed now."
Tressa placed a hand on Krom’s shoulder. "I am so grateful I stumbled upon you on my way to the Meadowlands. Without you, I might have given up."
"You?" Connor asked. "Never. You would have rode to Donovan, brandishing a sword, and done your best to kill him and his army single-handedly."
Tressa laughed. She glanced at the people surrounding her, grateful for each of them and their commitment. Without them, she'd get herself killed. At least now she had a chance.
A rider sped in from the south. "Nothing, sir. I'm sorry. There are no tracks. It's as if they simply flew away."
Tressa's eyebrows raised. She looked to Connor and Bastian. "Now there's an interesting idea. Could they have flown? Could Jarrett be a dragon, and we just never knew?"
Everyone looked at Tressa, expectant.
"I'm not withholding anything from you. Jarrett was not a dragon when I knew him. It's possible that has changed. We had guards watching over him every moment. Unless Donovan had access to dragon blood after the fall of the Red castle, it's unlikely that Jarrett is a dragon. They did not have access to any dragon blood."
"So maybe they had help from the Green?" Connor asked.
"No." Bastian shook his head. "They wouldn't bother."
"Then we keep looking," Krom said. "I know there is a great deal of magic in this world. Some we understand, and some we don't, but there is an explanation for this. We will find it. Don't worry, Tressa, we will find your friend."
Krom walked over to the closest group of warriors. He spoke to them quietly. Two of them stood, quickly, and made their way to their horses. Within moments, they set off ahead of the group, heading east, each with a messenger bird perched on his shoulder.
"We will know soon enough where Fi and Jarrett have gone and where Donovan is keeping his army. My warriors haven't found anything yet, but they will. They will not give up until we have answers," Krom said. "We should rest, now. Stop pacing. Take a seat. You won't be in your best form if you're exhausted." He walked back over to his warriors, taking a seat with a group of five.
Tressa looked at Connor and Bastian. "I guess we should take his advice."
Bastian grabbed Tressa’s hand, leading her over to a nearby log. She sat, and Bastian straddled the log, wrapping his arms around her. She leaned into his chest, taking deep breaths, attempting to relax. Her heart betrayed her, though. It wouldn't stop racing. Her mind ran over horrifying scenarios. Her heart ached for Fi, who'd been through so much.
Connor sat on the ground next to them, wrapping his arms around his bent legs. "Are you two...?”
Tressa glared at him. "Is this really the time?"
"There's never a good time." Connor chewed on a long blade of grass as he eyed them.
Bastian squeezed Tressa. "We are what we are at this moment. The three of us are together again. Some things just feel right. We started this journey together when we stepped into the fog. It feels right to finish it together."
"Fair enough," Connor said.
Tressa leaned in closer to Bastian, finding it harder and harder to keep her eyes open. They had been together the night before, but they hadn't stayed up too late. Even so, she’d barely slept. Everything was weighing on her. So much sadness. So many unwelcome surprises. Soon, they'd face their enemy again. Soon...
 
***
 
Tressa woke with a jolt, sitting up, nearly clobbering Bastian on the chin with her head.
"What's that noise?" she asked.
"It's a messenger bird," Bastian said. The bird continued its scream as it streaked down to Krom.
Krom removed the note rolled up and tied to the bird's leg. His brow furrowed, and he looked up at Tressa. "Donovan’s army isn’t far away. It’s coming to us, and fast. My riders are on their way back, hoping to give us specifics before Donovan gets here."
A sword rang against a shield, beating out a repetitive pattern. The camp sprang to life as warriors reached for their armor and weapons. Tressa kissed Bastian on the cheek, then took off running to the edge of the camp. She searched the sky for Alden, realizing she hadn't seen him since they landed. There wasn't one ghost dragon to be seen.
Where had they gone? Had they abandoned Tressa? Or could she just no longer see them? Maybe access to all the magic was fading, too.
"Alden!" she screamed at the sky, but there was no response.
"Your dragons did not stop here with us," Krom said. "They went ahead long ago. I thought you knew."
Tressa shook her head, worried. "No, I didn't. Where could they have gone? They wouldn't engage Donovan's army without us, would they?"
"I don't think so," Krom said. "I had assumed, wrongly, that they had let you know their plans. While I could see them, as you know I could not communicate with them. I left that to you."
"I'm sure it's fine. Whatever they're doing, it's to help us," Tressa said, trying to convince herself just as much as she was trying to convince Krom. The dragons had no reason to desert them, and even less of a reason to betray them. No, whatever Alden had chosen to do would only help Tressa and her army. She would have to trust in them, just as she trusted in the others gathered around her.
A shriek ripped through the sky, a sound that turned Tressa's blood to water and forced tears to spring from her eyes. Hands were thrown over ears as the howl continued, only escalating until it sounded as if the scream had ripped the world in two.
"No!" Tressa yelled, wiping away the tears falling from her eyes.
"What was that?" Krom asked. "I've never heard its like."
Tressa would know that voice anywhere. It ripped through her heart, turning her worst nightmare into reality.
"It was Fi." Tressa said, her voice cracking. "Donovan has her, and he's torturing her to force us out of hiding."


 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Tressa mounted a horse and took off for the east. Bastian shouted behind her, demanding she stay with them. But she wouldn’t listen to them. All she could hear was Fi’s piercing wail.
Not Fi. Tressa wouldn't allow Donovan to hurt her again.
Her hair streamed behind her as she ducked low on the stallion's neck, urging him to go even faster with every nudge from her heels. Saliva flew from the horse's mouth, landing in a slimy mass on Tressa's hands. Still, she wouldn't give him surcease. She would be damned if she'd waste another moment. Donovan had Fi, and Tressa was going to rescue her friend.
Two shadows fell over the ground. Tressa looked up, pleased to see a Green dragon and a Blue dragon above her. She made a fist and thrust it into the air. It was the only way she could thank Connor and Bastian from so far away.
The three of them pushed on. A rumbling sound rose up behind her. Tressa glanced over her shoulder and saw the whole of the Vulture's Tower army kicking up dirt. She smiled. So many brave people. They would save Fi. She could feel it in her bones. No matter what happened this day, Tressa would save Fi's life. She owed her. Fi had saved hers more than once.
Tressa entered a forest, slowing down out of necessity. If her horse broke an ankle, she'd be grounded. Tree branches reached out toward her. She ducked too late, and a spiky twig scratched her cheek. Blood dripped down her face. Her fingers probed the wound. It wasn't too deep. Good, because she didn't intend on stopping to clean it.
It wasn't long before she was through the forest. The gray warriors behind her had lost ground as they navigated their way through the tangled mess of trees. Both Connor and Bastian had already cleared the forest and waited for her on the ground ahead, still in dragon form with their backs to her. Tressa drove her horse harder. She bolted around the two, then pulled up abruptly, her horse kicking up clods of dirt.
Donovan's army stood before her. Rows upon countless rows of skeletons wearing armor and carrying swords, maces, and bows stood at attention behind a man Tressa didn’t recognize, except for the gray cloak, the same one Donovan wore when they traveled into Desolation. It was Donovan, in a new skin. There was no mistaking the cocky stance or the depraved grin on his face. This was the man he’d hidden from her in Desolation. Tressa didn’t need to see his old skin to recognize the man inside it.
Fi stood next to him, her arms twisted at a sickening angle above her head, bound at the wrists. Her neck was bent forward, and her hair covered her face. Jarrett stood next to her, his eyes on the ground. Fi screamed again.
"Let her go." Tressa bolted forward, but Connor grabbed the back of her shirt with his teeth. Damn him for staying in dragon form. He knew she'd try to get to Fi, and he probably couldn't have stopped her in his human form.
Tressa hauled off, punching Connor on the snout. Unfortunately it didn't affect his grip. She dangled in the air, her shirt cutting into her throat.
Donovan smirked and laughed. He pierced Fi's side with his sword. Blood flowed onto the ground, pooling in the grass. Tears streamed over Tressa's cheeks. She couldn't stand this one more moment. As if he could read her thoughts, Connor set Tressa down gently. He didn't let go of her shirt, though.
Bastian strode up next to her, a sword in his hand. She hadn't even noticed he'd changed back into a human. Nothing mattered except Fi.
"What do you want, Donovan?" Tressa asked. "Why are you torturing her?"
"I want you, Tressa," Donovan said. "In fact, I need you. If you come to me, I will release your friend."
Tressa felt Bastian's hand above her elbow. He wasn't going to let her move forward any more than Connor was.
"No," Bastian said. "You can't have her."
"Then her friend will die. It is that simple." Donovan ran his sword up and down Fi's leg. "Where shall I open her next?"
Tressa gritted her teeth. "Let him take me. Get Fi to safety and the rest of you can attack. We will destroy him," she said to Bastian under her breath.
"No. There's more to it than that. Donovan isn't stupid. If you go over there, I fear I'll lose you forever." Bastian's fingers tightened around her arm.
"You won't. I'll fight. Fi isn't strong without her dragon the way I am." Tressa insisted.
"I won't allow it either," Krom said, joining them. "This man is not honorable. He will kill you both."
Tressa inhaled deeply. "It’s worth the risk. I can do it. I can save her. I've saved all of you at one point. Let me save Fi."
"So, I see the real warriors from the Vulture's Tower have come to help you," Donovan said with a smirk. Spittle formed on the edges of his lips, spewing into the air. He swished his gray cape to the side. "It was a good disguise while it lasted. I suppose they've told you I'm not one of their ilk. They must think you're in pretty big trouble if they came out of their hiding place to help you." Donovan clicked his tongue. "Too bad they're all going to die."
The skeleton army burst into taunts, clanking their swords against their shields.
"I'll come to you, if you promise to send Fi here first." Tressa hated every word out of her mouth. She didn’t want to go to him, but if it would give Fi a chance, then she’d do it.
Donovan cocked his head, and his eyes narrowed. Eyes. It was still strange to see him in a new body with two eyes instead of one and a scar where the other should have been. He was the same height and build, but his face was disconcertingly different.
"Take her, my pet. Take this pathetic girl to her people." Donovan nudged Jarrett.
Tressa's old lover stepped forward, took Fi's elbow, and awkwardly propelled her forward. Tressa took steps to match theirs. Her hands trembled, and her palms were slick with sweat. Her feet grew heavier with each step.
"Fi?" Tressa said.
Fi's head hung limp as she shuffled along next to Jarrett. Tressa worried Fi was too close to death, that they wouldn't be able to save her. Tressa wanted to see Fi's eyes light up and watch her mouth curve into a huge smile. She needed to know Fi still had some fight in her.
They came ever closer, closing the distance with every labored step. Tressa reached out. She was so close to touching Fi, to holding her friend in her arms and sending her to the safety of their friends.
Tressa's fingertips brushed against Fi's arm. It was so cold and limp. "It's okay. I've got you. We'll get you help. I promise." Tressa pulled Fi into her arms, crushing their bodies together. Fi's head lolled onto Tressa's shoulder.
"Fi?" Tressa pulled back, holding her friend up by the arms. "You need to walk to Bastian. Connor will carry you."
Fi didn't respond.
Tressa slipped her fingers into Fi's hair, pulling it back from her face.
Tressa screamed, stumbling backward, her hands over her mouth. Fi swayed in front of her.
She could hear Bastian yelling from behind. Tressa looked over her shoulder. He was running toward her, and she took off for him, leaving Fi and Jarrett behind. Just before they were about to touch, they were propelled away from each other by an invisible force.
"Help me," Tressa screamed, scrabbling on all fours to get away from her enemies. Something stopped her from getting any closer to Bastian. Donovan had tricked her. He’d done it over and over again, playing on her love for Fi.
Donovan's laughter boomed in her head. Tressa clawed at her ears, but nothing would block out his triumphant chortle.
"You bastard!" Her fingers scraped the ground, grabbing a handful of earth. She hurled the mess of dirt and rocks toward Donovan, but they fell far short of their mark. She kept her eyes on him, afraid to look at Fi and Jarrett. Afraid of what it would do to her if she saw it again.
It was Fi. But the Fi she knew and loved had been changed. Just as Jarrett had, but far worse. Outside of her Hutton's Bridge friends and family, these were the two people she'd grown to love most in the Dragonlands. And Donovan had utterly destroyed both of them.
Jarrett stood slack-jawed, his eyes vacant. Fi wobbled next to him, unsteady on her feet. She looked up, her hair falling away from her face.
Fi's eyes had sunk back into their sockets. Her skin was ripped away from her face, hanging in bloody strips. Her lips were slack, laced with a faint sheen of drool.
Fi's head twisted to the side. She appeared to be waking up, becoming aware of what was going on. Her jaw dropped, her teeth clattered together, and her forked tongue slithered over her lips. Her unforgiving eyes focused on Tressa, then moved to Jarrett, who still stood obedient at her side. With inhuman speed, Fi lunged toward Jarrett's throat, her teeth sinking into his neck.
With a sharp snap, Jarrett's head fell to the side, limp. Blood spurted from his jugular, spraying over Fi's eager face as she ripped pieces of flesh from his body. He fell to the ground, dead.
Tressa covered her eyes in horror. Her breaths came in short bursts, and her lungs felt as if they might collapse. It was too much, far too much to handle. The world in front of her became hazy. She reached out a hand toward Fi, even though she knew it was too late to save either of her friends. Too late to save anyone.
Tressa’s hands fell, and her gaze shifted to Donovan. Anger, such as she had never known, nearly burst from her chest. "I will fucking kill you."
"I would like to see you try." Donovan raised his sword and his skeleton army raced toward her.


 

Chapter Thirty-Four

Bastian rushed toward Tressa, but slammed into an invisible wall. He fell backward on his arse. "No!" He scrambled to his feet, pounding his fists against the solid air.
"Bastian." Krom put a hand on Bastian's shoulder, pulling him away from Tressa.
She lay on the ground on the other side, anger sparking in her eyes as Donovan’s army advanced toward her.
"Why can't I touch her? She needs help!" Bastian struggled to pull away from Krom, but the man’s grip was too strong.
In the blink of an eye, the trees vanished, and they were standing inside a tower, one so high Bastian couldn’t see to the top of it. “Where are we?”
“We are in the Vulture’s Tower.” Krom sat down on a bench at the table.
“How is that possible?” Bastian asked. He ran his hands over the cool, stone walls. “How did we get here?”
"This is not a place, but a time,” Krom said.
"But Tressa..." Bastian sputtered. "You left her."
"No, Donovan had already trapped her." Krom stalked away. "There was nothing I could do to help her. I could help the rest of us, though. I saved us from complete annihilation."
Connor stormed over, back in his human form. "What happened?"
"He decided to retreat." Bastian glared at Krom. "Now Donovan has Tressa, and we can't leave to rescue her until Krom decides it's okay."
Connor hauled off, punching Krom on the face. "How dare you make that decision for us? Take away the spell. Let us rescue her."
"It's nearly impossible for you to understand." Krom rubbed his cheek but didn’t strike back. "Know this. Tressa may have been captured, but this isn’t over. We can’t fight that army on our own. We need allies if we are to win. Many of them. It is up to you to find them. If you can do that, I will bring our army to Tressa at just the right time. At the time of her greatest need. It is what I do."
Bastian looked to Connor. "You said the Black wouldn't fight?"
"I tried to convince Sophia, but they are afraid,” Connor said. “Mestifito lost his dragon. Without him, the Black army is nothing."
"I don't believe that for a moment. Let me talk to them." Bastian turned to Krom. "Can you get me to them without wasting any time?"
Krom nodded. "Now this is more productive than misplaced anger. Yes, I can get you to the Black." He stood, motioning for Bastian to follow him to the door. "Do your best. Get them to help us."
Bastian and Connor stepped over the threshold into the Charred Barrens.
Bastian looked around, stunned. "This is… odd.” Only moments ago they’d been in the outskirts of the Hills of Flame. Apparently Krom had some control of space as well as time. It was a difficult concept to grasp. “Where do we go from here?”
"I don't know," Connor said. "The last time I was here, one of the Black dragons came out to guide me."
Bastian sighed, annoyed. "You and Tressa both said they refused to help. I wonder if that will change now that Tressa has been taken by Donovan."
"If they'd give us a chance to tell them, I think it might," Connor said. He jogged toward the forest, disappearing into the mess of gnarled trees.
Bastian shrugged and followed his friend. If they had to look for the entrance to the Ruins of Ebon all night long, then they would.
"Don’t you have any idea where it might be?" Bastian stepped over a decaying tree trunk.
"No." Connor continued searching. "It all happened so fast the last time I was here. I expected the same this time. Someone met me then. Why not now?"
"This time they are hiding," Bastian said. "They outright admitted they don't want to fight. Why should they come out now?"
"Because I'm curious," a voice said behind them.
Bastian spun around, surprised to see Sophia standing in the forest, her arms crossed over her chest. He ran toward the old woman, but stopped just short of her and threw his arm over his nose. "I'm sorry, Sophia. You stink!"
She laughed, her silver hair bouncing on her shoulders. "I can't change into a dragon, so I had to take a different way out of the Ruins of Ebon. It's a little trick Tressa taught me. The waste tunnels are so much quicker than other ways out of the underground city. Hold your breath and give me a hug, young man."
Bastian took Sophia in his arms, trying to ignore the stench. Connor joined them, not as enthusiastic as Bastian. He held back, eyeing them both.
"Why did you come?" Sophia asked Connor. "I told you, Mestifito said we will not fight. He's lost his dragon."
"That shouldn't matter," Connor said. "You have hundreds of other dragons more than capable of fighting. I understand Mestifito has been their commander for a long time, but we need you. The Green has abandoned the Meadowlands. The only Yellow dragon hasn't left the Sands, nor does he have reason to help us. We are alone in this."
"Then join us underground," Sophia said. "You are welcome, always."
"Donovan has Tressa." Bastian refused to debate any longer. Sophia needed to know the truth.
Sophia gasped, her small hands shaking. "No."
"What did you expect?" Bastian asked, growing angry. "Did you really think she wouldn't do everything in her power to defeat Donovan, even if she had to do it alone?"
"She was going to meet up with the two of you." Sophia's eyes narrowed. "After Connor came here, I still believed the three of you would come to your senses once you realized the fight was in vain. You are not children playing at games anymore. I can't believe any of you would be so foolish as to attempt this battle without reinforcements."
"We weren't alone. We had an army with us. Do you remember the legends of the Vulture's Tower?" Connor asked Sophia. She nodded. "Well, they were just as real as all of the other prophecies and histories. The warriors of the tower are back, and they said they would fight with us because the Dragonlands needed them. Unfortunately, before we could mount a strike against Donovan and his unholy army, he captured Tressa."
"We need you, Sophia. We need the Black. Please." Bastian wasn't against pleading. He would do anything to save Tressa. If the Black refused to fight, he would fly back on his own and do his best to save her. He would die trying. He would never, ever give up on her.
Sophia looked at the ground. "It is not up to me."
"You can rally them," Connor said. "Mestifito can stay here, hiding like a fool if he pleases. That matters not."
"It isn't just Mestifito. The others fear they will lose their own dragons if they engage with Donovan.” Sophia looked up at the sky. The blood moon shone through the branches, casting its corrupt light on them. "He can't be defeated."
"We can't give up," Bastian said. His throat tightened. "He has Tressa. We can't leave her. Connor and I still have our dragons. We can fight."
Sophia laid a hand on Bastian's arm. "Then do what you must. I won't ask you to risk your life for my great-granddaughter. But I will be forever grateful if you do."
"So that is all?" Connor asked. "You won't come?"
"What can I do?" Sophia threw her arms in the air. "I am an old woman. The dragon I rode on is now human. I have no army to command, just frightened people who don't understand what is happening. Should I force them to risk their lives for one person? Even if it is the person I love most in this unhinged world?"
"I would." Bastian meant it, too. He would risk everything for her. He'd died once to protect Tressa. He would do it again. "Come on, Connor. There is nothing here for us. The sooner we get back to the Vulture's Tower army, the sooner we can end this."
"I'm sorry, Bastian." Sophia reached out to him. "You must understand. I can speak to them again, but I make no promises."
"I will never understand," Bastian said. He turned his back on Sophia, stomping out of the dead forest, leaving his last hope for reinforcements buried underground. "Are you coming, Connor?"
"Already beside you," Connor said as he matched Bastian's stride. "I expected more."
"As did I," Bastian said. "Instead of coming back with an army, we will return empty handed." He stopped, placing a hand on Connor's shoulder. "If you want to go to the Meadowlands and leave with the last of them, I'll understand. Tressa would, too."
"I know she would," Connor said. "But I would never forgive myself. Neither would Hazel. She knew what we were going to do. If I never return, she will make sure my boys understand I fought for them. I won't leave the Dragonlands. Not ever. Even if it means dying here."
The two men traversed the forest, quickly finding the door to the Vulture’s Tower where they had left it. It stood alone between two trees, the tower invisible. They stepped in, and Bastian was again amazed by its magic.
“Well?” Krom asked, expectant.
Connor shook his head.
“We’re not done,” Bastian said. “I refuse to give up.”


 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
Tressa huddled on the floor of the cottage, her head on her knees. She refused to look up. The clanking of the skeletons, the sharpening of swords, the snarls of beasts, and, worst of all, Fi's gurgling breaths outside the door kept her away from the outside.
That was the reason Tressa kept her head down. It wasn't fear of Donovan or his minions. It wasn't her impending death. It was Fi and how she'd changed so quickly. The last time Tressa had seen Fi, she was fine. Better than fine, she was healthy and strong. How had Donovan stolen her from the Meadowlands, and what had he done to her?
Tressa had given up on Jarrett, knowing he would never be free of Donovan. She'd left him under guard, which, in the end, hadn't done any good either. He was dead at Fi’s hands. And now Fi was outside her door. Waiting? Guarding? Tressa wasn't sure.
Donovan hadn't said a word since he'd shoved her into the cottage. After her friends had disappeared, leaving her to Donovan's devices, Tressa hadn’t known what to do. She felt broken and lost. Her friends hadn't even tried to fight for her. Instead, they'd retreated. Bastian, Connor, Krom, her ghost dragons—all of them gone.
Donovan smiled every time he saw a tear roll down her cheek, and knowing it gave him pleasure made her sick. She fought against her own emotions, attempting to harden herself. It was a battle she couldn't win. Instead of protecting herself, Tressa felt her will slipping away bit by bit, until she felt nothing.
No one would fight with her. They'd all left. She couldn't blame them, though. Given the choice, she wanted them to save themselves. There was no point in everyone dying. Maybe the Green and the Black had it right the whole time. It was better to live than to fight, and Donovan had made it very clear no one would make it through this alive.
A shudder ran through Tressa. She was thirsty, probably dehydrated. Though she doubted Donovan meant to let her starve to death. That would be too kind. No, he had more in store for her. If she were to have any chance of surviving, she would need to be strong. Despite the voice inside telling her to stay in her spot and wait, Tressa unfolded her stiff arms and legs. She searched for a bit of food or a cup of water, no matter how old or stale it was. She wouldn't give up. Not today.
Tressa rooted around, moving cups and plates, searching for a crumb of bread or a bite of jerky. She fell to her hands and knees, searching the floorboards for scraps. Nothing. She tore at the bed, pulling off the blankets until nothing was left but the straw mattress. Desperate, Tressa lifted it, too.
All she found was a wrinkled piece of parchment. She remembered the time she'd found a similar scrap in her cottage back in Hutton's Bridge, hidden behind the bed. Granna had left Tressa a note there. It seemed to be the proper hiding place for such things.
Tressa sat on the floor and smoothed out the parchment. As she examined the uneven script a bit more closely, she realized it wasn't ink at all. It was blood.
 
He controls me. When he allows me to think my own thoughts, he tortures me by reminding me that even when I think I'm in my right mind, I'm not. When the castle fell on us, I thought for sure I'd die. I wished that Tressa would live, that she had escaped over the Barrier Mountains and found her way back to our people. She could tell Sarah how much I loved her, and how hard I'd fought to make it home.
 
Tressa gasped, and the tears she'd thought dried formed in her eyes as she read the parchment again.
 
When the shades took me, I learned that Donovan was their leader. Yes, he'd been taken by them once, long, long ago. But he had defeated them and taken them under his control. It was there I learned that the leeches he used to drain my dragon blood hadn't worked as he'd claimed. Instead, he ingested the leeches, giving him dominion over us.
Our dragons weren't gone, they were simply his to command. He holds our dragons in his own blood.
I wanted to tell Tressa. I tried, but every time I thought to open my mouth, something inside stopped me. It told me to wait until later. It wasn't me. It was Donovan. He was in control the whole time. And now he controls everything. We have no chance of winning. The best thing to do is to hide, or flee. He won't stop until the Dragonlands is his. I am his, which means I am lost. If I could kill myself, I would. I hate being his pawn. I want to die, but he won't allow that, either. He's using me because he wants Tressa. I don't know why, though.
 
The words stopped there. Tressa shook out the mattress, hoping to find more, something to give her hope. A clue to undoing the magic Donovan had wrought.
There was nothing. This was all Tressa had left of her friend.
She clutched the note to her chest, taking deep, even breaths. Donovan had changed Fi. He had manipulated her into getting back into Tressa's life. His plan had worked. Fi and Jarrett's mysterious disappearance had pulled Tressa exactly where Donovan wanted her.
She'd walked right into his trap.
Tressa looked out the window. Fi loped around the edge of the house, her head bent at an unnatural angle, her arms limp and her mouth slack. Her eyes were blank, uncaring. Unfamiliar. That told Tressa what she needed to know. Her friend was gone.
Anger washed through Tressa, pushing away the hopelessness. Donovan had murdered too many already. She wouldn't allow him to use her friend this way. Mustering her strength, Tressa knew what she had to do.
Now she knew the truth. Her friends could never be what they once were.
Fi wouldn't want to live this way. If Tressa was in Fi's place, she would want her friend to do the same.
Tressa would end Fi's misery. She would release her dearest friend from captivity. Permanently.
 


 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
Tressa jiggled the door handle. It was unlocked. She hadn't even thought to try it until then. She’d been too horrified, too hopeless. Donovan knew her. He knew she'd stay inside and away from Fi. He knew everything, it seemed.
Except perhaps he didn't know Tressa could change. That she would find the note from Fi. That she would do the most loving thing she could for her friend, even though it was the hardest thing she would ever have to do.
The door creaked as Tressa pulled it open ever so slightly. Fi's head jerked toward her, the vacant eyes taking her in. Fi loped closer, dragging one foot. Her tongue darted out, forked as it had been in her dragon form.
As she came even closer, Tressa saw Fi's skin wasn't just dry, but scaly. She was trapped somehow between human and dragon, a perversion of both. Her eyes rolled. One moment her pupils were slitted and the next round. There was a battle going on in Fi, one that Donovan had ignited and Fi couldn't fight.
Tressa beckoned to her friend. Fi shuffled closer. Then, with a burst of speed, she ran toward Tressa, her mouth open and her teeth glinting.
Tressa waited until Fi was nearly on her, then tossed the blanket over Fi's head. She wrapped it around Fi's writhing body, pulling her into the cabin. Tressa shut the door behind them and waited.
The sounds of the camp hadn't changed. No one seemed to notice, or care, that Fi was missing from her patrol.
Fi's teeth clacked as she struggled to break from the blanket. It tore at Tressa’s soul. Still, she held tight, keeping her arms around Fi until, eventually, Fi’s struggles subsided.
"Fi?" Tressa asked tentatively. "Can you hear me?"
Fi only grunted and smacked her lips together.
"I need to know if you're still in there, Fi. Please." Tressa's voiced wavered. She couldn't do this. Not to Fi. "Please tell me there's still a chance for you."
Fi moaned, and Tressa's heart leapt. Was this the sign she'd been hoping for?
"Fi, listen to me carefully. You have to squeeze my hand. Show me you can understand me." Tressa placed her hand on the blanket over Fi's hand. She waited, holding her breath. Do it, she thought. Squeeze my hand.
Fi sat still, grunting and clacking her teeth together.
She didn't squeeze Tressa's hand. She didn't utter a word. There were no thoughts coming through their mental bond.
Nothing.
Tressa pulled her friend closer, resting her chin on top of Fi's head, still hidden under the blanket. She thought of the moment she'd run out of the building in Malum to see the horde of Black dragons flying in to rescue them. She remembered Fi being so kind when Tressa was going through her change into a dragon. How Fi stood by her every moment of their short time together. How they'd laughed, even when it didn't feel like there was anything worth laughing about. How she'd felt when Fi had disappeared from the rock by the Wardack River in Desolation. How relieved Tressa had been when they'd gotten Fi out of the catacombs alive.
Now these memories were all she had. Her friend was gone. Forever. This thing inside the blanket wasn't Fi. It was just a body that Donovan had corrupted and destroyed. It was a pawn in a game Tressa no longer wanted to play.
Donovan had known Tressa would come for her friends. He had known she'd be afraid of the perverted Fi outside the cottage door. He couldn't have known Tressa would take this step. Even she couldn't believe she was about to do it.
"You were the sister I never had. I wanted us to grow old together. For our children to play together someday. To know what it was like to have family." Tressa held Fi closer, her arms slipping to her friend’s neck. She tightened them as she told Fi the story of how they'd met. How magnificent her Black wings had been. How Tressa was so grateful she hadn’t died that day.
Fi jerked, but Tressa’s elbows locked as her arm tightened even more. "Fi, I thought we'd be best friends forever. I love you."
Tressa leaned over and kissed the top of her friend's head. The rough wool of the blanket scratched her lips, but Tressa didn't pull away until she jerked her arm, and a snap broke through the silence.
Fi's body went limp. Her friend was gone. No. Tressa reminded herself Fi—the real Fi—had already gone. Had their positions been reversed, she would have wanted the same. To be free, instead of caught in Donovan's clutches. Now he couldn't have Fi. Not ever again. This had been Tressa’s chance to say goodbye and release her friend’s soul.
Tressa's lips trembled as she laid Fi down, draping the blanket over her friend's body. She stood and grabbed the cloak she'd been wearing when Donovan took her captive. She twirled the cape over her shoulders, tying it at the neck. She stood up straight. Without another final look at Fi, she burst out of the cottage, running for the center of the camp.
Before any of the skeletons could stop her, Tressa grabbed a torch and lit it from the brazier. She ran back to the cottage and tossed the torch inside. It quickly caught fire. Flames licked up the walls, swallowing everything inside.
Donovan wouldn't have Fi. He wouldn't reanimate her body. He wouldn't lay his dirty hands on anyone Tressa loved ever again.
"Come and get me," she yelled into the night sky as the cottage burnt down behind her.


 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
Donovan strode toward the burning cottage. The heat from the flames didn't bother him. The skin he wore didn't seem affected. Each time he stitched on a new skin, he lost more feeling. His body simply wouldn't mesh with the receptors for touch and sensation. It only added to the barren feeling in his gut.
So little of it mattered anymore. He felt nothing inside or out. Even Tressa's tantrum didn’t annoy him. He'd expected her to act out. In fact, he would have been shocked if she hadn't. For a time, Tressa had done everything he'd wanted her to do.
She'd come to Desolation. She'd followed him into the catacombs. She'd released the ghosts from their statues.
She surprised him by surviving the journey over the Barrier Mountains. Now she'd set her cottage on fire. He hadn’t expected that. And how she'd gotten past Fi, he wasn't sure.
Donovan weaved through the masses of skeletons as they sharpened their swords and practiced for battle. None of them paid any attention to the fire. They wouldn't unless he commanded them to do so.
He heard Tressa shouting in the distance, taunting him. Urging him to come to her. He took his time. If he'd thought for a moment she was trapped inside the burning cottage, he would have mobilized all of his skeletons to save her. They hadn't come this far together for her body to be damaged now. He wanted it.
Donovan walked around the cottage, finding Tressa on the other side. She stood with her feet apart and her shoulders square, ready for a confrontation. Very well. It was time they talked.
"Tressa," Donovan said as he came up behind her.
Tressa whirled around, flames reflecting in her angry eyes. Her dark hair whipped around her face in the wind. Donovan sighed. He stopped, directing a few of his skeletons to grab buckets and get water from the stream. They would need to contain the fire before it leapt to the nearby trees. He didn't mind losing the cottage; he didn't need it anymore anyway. However, setting the forest on fire would interfere with his plans.
Tressa hands clenched into fists. She balanced on the balls of her feet. "I may not have my dragon, but I will kill you anyway."
Donovan shook his head. "No, my dear. I will be the one to kill you, but it has to be done in the right way. I can't have any part of you broken or injured. I want your skin, you see."
Tressa's eyes grew wide for only a moment before she regained her composure. "You won't have any part of me."
Donovan shrugged. He felt oddly calm. He was so close to having everything he wanted—Tressa’s skin, the death of all the dragons, control over the Dragonlands. It was so close, he almost felt like it was all his already. Like nothing could stand in his way.
And what could? Not this helpless girl in front of him. Not the ones whose dragons he'd stolen. There were only a few people who weren't under his control. Soon, he would be able to right all of the wrongs that had been perpetuated since that dragon woman had tempted him back in his parents' barn. He would kill them all and make the world good again. And, maybe, just maybe he’d redeem himself.
He waited, but Tressa didn't respond. She bounced lightly back and forth, her fists just below her chin. Did she truly mean to fight him in hand-to-hand combat? Donovan held back a laugh.
"We can do this the easy way, Tressa. Accept your fate. Allow me to kill you with poison. It won't hurt, I swear."
"You're worried about not hurting me?" Tressa's lips snarled. "It's too late. There's nothing you could do that could hurt me now."
"Very well." Donovan took a cautious step toward her. There was a gleam in the girl's eye he hadn't seen before. No matter. It was almost done.
Tressa took a step toward him. It was not as he'd suspected she'd act. Her courage—no, foolhardiness—surprised him.
Donovan took another step. Tressa, another, until they were standing within arm’s reach of each other. The flames behind them were dying down. The slosh of water mixed with the cracking of bones as his army worked to tamp down Tressa's handiwork.
"Fi is in there," Tressa said. It was barely above a whisper. "I killed her. Then I set the cottage on fire."
Donovan didn't respond, unsure where she was headed with these statements.
Tressa's head cocked to the side and her nostrils flared. "What will happen to you will be much worse. Does it hurt when you stitch a new skin for yourself? I'll pull it apart, seam by seam, leaving your innards exposed to the elements. I'll lay you out on the ground, your wrists bound by rope tied to stakes. Then I'll pour honey over your body, leaving you to the carrion birds who will pick you apart until there is nothing left."
Donovan cracked a smile. The girl had imagination. Still, she had to die. He needed her skin. "Were you always like this? So delightful? Or did I make you this way?"
Tressa's lips turned up in a ghastly smirk. "Oh, Donovan, everything I am has always been inside me. I just choose how to present it to the world. You bring out the worst in me, but trust me, you did not make me. You will never control any part of me."
"Except your dragon." Donovan clicked his tongue on the roof of his mouth. "I do control that completely."
Tressa took another step toward him, and before he could block, she pressed a dagger to his throat. He paused for a moment, doing nothing more than breathing. He had had her searched. She should not have had a dagger.
She would not kill him. She couldn't. He'd tried to kill himself so many times in the early days, but nothing would bring death to his doorstep. There was nothing she could do to mortally wound him.
"I don't need my dragon for this." Tressa leaned in, dropping her lips on his.
Donovan's back stiffened as her lips moved on his. What was she doing? Had killing Fi completely unhinged the woman? He resisted, only for a moment, until his body surged with need. A woman hadn’t touched him like this in years. It felt so good. Better than he remembered. His dalliances with Magda as a skeleton were nothing compared to this.
Yes, this was the skin he wanted for his love.
Then she bit his lip and yanked her head back, ripping off some of his skin. A breeze flitted across his exposed teeth.
Tressa spit the chunk she'd stolen onto the grass, grinding it with her boot. "Donovan, I don't want you to take my skin."
He reached up, caressing her cheek. She was beautiful. He couldn't wait until her skin was on the bones of his beloved. "I'm sorry, but I must. Someone else needs it more than you do. Really, Tressa, you are useless now without your dragon. Why go on?"
Tressa's face softened. She rested a hand on his cheek, mirroring his actions. Her fingers traveled so close to the ugly hole she'd created in his skin. No matter. He'd find new skin soon. His beloved would have new skin, and he wanted to meet her with a new skin of his own. This one was already beginning to shrivel up.
His beloved. Soon they'd be together. So soon. He could almost let himself believe for a moment that it was she caressing his cheek. That it was she who stood so close. He closed his eyes for a moment, then snapped them back open as Tressa leaned in for one more kiss.
The girl had cracked. That much was clear. Still, one kiss wouldn't hurt. It had been so long since he had tasted live human flesh against his lips. So long since he'd felt the warmth of one who wanted him, too. Soon Tressa’s lips would belong to his beloved Magda. One premature taste of them wouldn’t hurt.
Her lips fell on his. She began to suck on his lip, and Donovan uttered a groan, unable to contain himself. How he'd missed this. Maybe just once with Tressa wouldn't...
No! He mustn't. That was how he'd gotten in trouble the first time, letting a woman trick him with her body.
Donovan pushed Tressa to the ground.
Instead of anger, she continued to smile. "Thank you, Donovan. Your blood was delicious. I feel so much better now."
Blood? He'd been so distracted, he hadn't even thought about the consequences of what she'd done. Furious, he leapt at her, his hands around her throat. Her skin would recover from the bruises. His love would still be beautiful. But he just couldn't allow Tressa to live. Not now. Not after what she'd done.
Tressa fought with nails and teeth, but it was the kick to his crotch that sent Donovan falling backward.
Tressa stood over him, a huge smile on her face. "Thank you for giving some of my blood back. I suddenly feel like flying."
Tressa spread her arms, jumped into the air, and changed into her dragon.


 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
Tressa's wings beat furiously as she propelled herself into the sky. She'd taken back her blood from Donovan, even though the method made her stomach turn. Remembering the satisfaction of biting off his skin erased some of the shame of using her body to trap him. She’d done only what she needed to get her birthright back.
Feeling invincible, Tressa spun in the air, advancing on Donovan, who stood defenseless. His skeletons weren't stepping to his defense. He stood there, calmly, staring at Tressa as she darted toward him.
In the blink of an eye, he transformed into his own dragon and flew toward her. Tressa spun, doubling back, heading toward the clouds. So it was true. He did have Mestifito's dragon. He even looked like his brother, so much that if they’d flown side by side, Tressa wasn't sure she could tell the two dragons apart.
She darted through a wet cloud, droplets streaming off the back of her wings. Tressa came about, waiting for Donovan to make his move. He flew closer, then stopped, flapping his wings to maintain altitude. Tressa eyed him, waiting, guessing what his next move might be. She'd never fought him before, had no idea what sort of training he'd had as a dragon. He could be clumsy or lethal.
She wasn't waiting to find out. Tressa lunged toward him, her teeth bared. Flying as fast as her wings could take her, Tressa reared back, striking Donovan on the neck with her head. He spun around, fighting to stay in the air.
Righting himself, Donovan hurtled at Tressa. She feinted to one side, and he missed by a breath. He recovered quickly, swinging back around and cracking Tressa's head with his. She swiped at him with her talons, catching his eye—the same one that had been scarred in his previous skin.
Donovan howled, and Tressa's jaw split into a wide smile. She'd hurt him, and she wanted to do it again.
She hissed as she sped toward Donovan, her talons out, ready to strike. Donovan spun in the air, nearly swiping her with his tail. The air rushed past her head as she ducked. It had been too close. Tressa backed away, eyeing Donovan from afar.
He took deep, gasping breaths. Was he already tiring? Tressa had never felt more alive, full of vitality. Whether it was the thrill of the battle or getting her dragon back, she wasn't sure. Either way, she knew she had him.
Tressa blew a stream of fire at Donovan, knowing it would do little to hurt him. Their scales protected the flesh underneath from dragonfire. Instead, the flames would irritate his eyes, making it harder for him to see her.
Tressa took advantage of his confusion, taking another swipe at him with her talons. She battered him until Donovan plummeted to the ground, slumping in a great black heap. Tressa cautiously flew closer, looking at his chest, checking for breathing.
His body contracted and expanded slowly. Still alive. Donovan shuddered, then transformed into a human.
This was it. All she had to was breathe fire on him. Roast him alive. It was what he deserved. A slow, painful death.
Only one thing kept her from killing him. Mestifito. What would happen to him if she killed Donovan? Would his dragon be released back to him? Would he be stuck the way he was forever? If there was a chance that keeping Donovan alive meant she could get Mestifito's dragon back for him, she knew she needed to do it. She, better than anyone, understood Mestifito’s sadness at losing his dragon. She wanted to blame him for refusing to help. Months ago, right after she lost her dragon, she would have done the same. She’d been given the time she needed to heal. It was only right to do the same for Mestifito.
With a heavy heart, Tressa changed back into her human form. She kicked Donovan in the side. He rolled over with a grunt.
He looked up at Tressa, his face pained. "I only wanted to make things right. Get rid of the dragons. Bring back my love."
"You're sick, Donovan. The years have twisted your mind into justifying everything you've done. Maybe you were wronged. Maybe your life was ruined. You've spent the last five hundred years trying to hurt everyone else. That will never make up for what was done to you." Tressa tried to dredge up some sympathy, but she couldn't. Despite everything that had happened to her, she couldn't understand how Donovan could justify anything he'd done.
"Help me." Donovan reached up to Tressa, his hand shaking. "Take me to my brother. Let me plead my case before Mestifito."
Tressa stepped on Donovan's arm, forcing his hand back to the ground. "Don't you dare touch me again. You don’t make the decisions anymore. I do. Understand?"
Donovan nodded, his eyes wet. The skin was torn on the eye she'd slashed in the sky. Good. Knowing she'd hurt him gave her some satisfaction. Unfortunately, she hungered for his blood, for his death. She couldn't take his life quite yet. Not until she'd gotten everything she needed from him.
Tressa pushed down harder with her boot. Donovan winced as his bone cracked under her weight. A broken finger wouldn't stop him physically, but it would dull his mind. No one could function properly in that kind of pain.
"You'll do as I say, or I'll kill you," Tressa promised.
Donovan nodded again.
"I'll take you to Mestifito and he will decide your fate. He is your brother. It's only right." Tressa thought of the man who cowered in the Ruins of Ebon, who had refused to help her when she'd begged. He, too, was broken. She looked down at Donovan again.
This was ridiculous. He had hurt and killed so many. Perhaps she should just kill Donovan and be done with it.
"May I say one thing?" Donovan asked, his voice a desperate whisper.
"What?" Tressa asked.
"It's not over. Not even close." Donovan's face contorted into a twisted smile. He opened his mouth and screamed, "Set him free!"
The skeletons, who until that moment had ignored the two of them, set off in a run toward the east.
"Where are they going?" Tressa asked, her heart thumping. She'd been focusing so hard on Donovan, she'd forgotten that she was surrounded by enemies.
Donovan cackled, spittle forming at the corners of his lips. "You'll see. Thank you for sparing my life. You have always been so gullible. So easily swayed."
Tressa kicked Donovan in the head. He slumped to the ground, out, but not dead.
Her eyes followed the skeletons as they clanked and clattered toward a cave. Tressa felt a deep pit in her stomach. On their way to the Meadowlands, Fi had mentioned something about a cave. That was where Donovan kept his greatest ally, the one who thirsted for dragon flesh.
"Decarian," Tressa said under her breath.
A great rumble shook the very ground under her feet. The skeletons hacked at the edges of the cave mouth. Fire spewed from the opening, and tears formed at the edges of Tressa's eyelids. A large fist burst from the cave, punching a dozen skeletons, knocking them to the ground. The roof of the cave exploded. Decarian rose from the underground, as strong and powerful as he'd been when Tressa saw him under the Red castle.
The skeletons raised their weapons, clanking their jaws together. Decarian stood to his full height, dwarfing all beneath him.
Tressa glanced down at Donovan, still out cold. She looked up at Decarian, weighing her options.
She couldn't fight the beast. Not as a human or a dragon. She had no choice. She would have to change into her dragon and flee.
Without another thought, Tressa transformed into her dragon, grabbed Donovan's limp body in her claws and took off for the west, flying as fast as her wings could carry her.
Tressa's wings beat hard, but her heart pounded harder. Decarian was back there. The skeleton army. She was one dragon. One person against a horde that could kill her in seconds. She'd gotten away, but one glance over her shoulder told her they weren't far behind. Dirt kicked up in the air. Shrieks and cackles reached out with wispy fingers. They were coming, and she knew she couldn't fly away forever. Eventually she'd have to stop. She'd have to face them. Then, she would die.
With squinted eyes, Tressa looked into the distance as she banked south toward Hutton's Bridge. It was the only place she could think to go. It was her home. No matter how far she wandered, her heart and soul always rested there. Maybe that was where her friends had gone after she'd been captured.
She scanned the ground, but there was no sign of Bastian and Connor or the army from the Vulture's Tower. She knew they wouldn't have abandoned her unless they had good reason. They were out there somewhere, and she would find them before she grew too weary.
She had to. There wasn't an alternative.
 


 

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
Flying at top speed, Tressa was tiring quickly. It had been months since she'd been able to use her dragon form. She'd lost her stamina while she moped around the Ruins of Ebon. She cursed herself, wishing she'd stayed in better physical condition in preparation for her dragon's return.
It just confirmed what she'd feared: Tressa had never really believed her dragon was coming back.
And yet she'd stolen it from Donovan. It was hers again.
Tressa glided toward the ground. She wasn’t even close to Hutton’s Bridge. Instead, she tired out in the middle of the Dragonlands. There was no one around to help her.
She dropped Donovan onto the soft grass and settled next to him, keeping her dragon form. Tressa rested her snout next to Donovan, who was still passed out. The ground rumbled underneath her belly, telling her Donovan's army was close behind.
She looked to the west, defeated. There was nothing left for her now. Her friends had left. Granna had refused to rally the Black to her side. The Green had deserted the Meadowlands. The ghost dragons had disappeared days ago without warning.
She couldn't blame any of them. They all had so much to lose. What did Tressa have left? Nothing. Perhaps it was always her fate to die at the hands of the enemy. At least the others had time to get away. As long as some were saved, her efforts were not in vain.
She took a deep breath, then let out a puff of smoke from her nostrils. Donovan stirred, then came to, his eyes focused on hers.
"Please, Tressa,” he croaked. “Listen to reason. You will die. It is inevitable. You cannot fight my minions alone. Change back into a human. Allow me to have your skin. It will be well cared for. Well-loved. You will live on." Donovan sat up, his strength growing with every breath.
Tressa changed back into her human form. "I'd rather set myself on fire and burn alive than allow you to use my skin."
Donovan shrugged. "I can find another skin, but I'd prefer to use yours." He reached out a hand toward her, then snapped it back. His fingers skimmed his lip where she'd bitten him. "My Magda was sweet, but she could use some of your spirit. It’s a shame I can’t keep that part of you, too."
"You're sick," Tressa said, crossing her arms over her chest. "You should have let the poor woman go when she died."
Donovan's face fell. "But I love her. I'm only trying to make up for my mistakes."
Tressa sized up the man. His logic was twisted beyond understanding.
The rumbling under Tressa's feet grew more insistent. Donovan’s army was almost upon them. Perhaps this was to be her end, then. Exhausted, Tressa turned her back on Donovan and walked away.
"You can't hide," Donovan sputtered after her. "We will find you, and I will have your skin whether you want it or not. You will live on, Tressa."
She ignored his insane rambling. No amount of arguing would change his mind. She jumped, turning into her dragon. If he wanted her skin, then the only skin he would get was her dragon scales. He would never have her human skin.
Tressa came about to face Donovan. Wings flapping, she opened her jaws and took a deep breath, but before she could let out a stream of fire on the man, a voice in her head stopped her.
Tressa!
Bastian? Tressa whirled around. Bastian's magnificent Green dragon stood on the ground behind her, Connor's sapphire one next to him.
You aren't alone, Bastian said.
The air shimmered behind Bastian and the Vulture's Tower army came into view, thousands of them on horseback, their gray cloaks flapping in the breeze.
But that wasn't all. To their right flank, Granna sat on a tall, black horse, surrounded by a phalanx of warriors on horseback, swords in their hands. Black dragons flew in the rear. Behind them, a Yellow dragon advanced above another long line of warriors on foot, spears and shields at the ready. There were even a few Red dragons.
If Tressa had been in her human form, she might have shed a few tears. They'd come. All of them. Bastian, Connor, Granna and the Black, and the Red, as well as Destrian from the Yellow and his warriors. Her keen eyes scanned the ranks, noticing a small cluster of men in black cloaks. The Black Guard from Ashoom. It was everyone. Well, everyone except the Green. 
A cry in the distance pulled the eyes of everyone gathering before Tressa. A cloud of dark emerald grew closer until Tressa could make out the shapes of individual dragons. Hundreds of them flying from the northwest, far more than the numbers she’d seen in The Outpost. They came back. But how?
The Green! They're here! Tressa thought to Bastian. You did this?
I may have had something to do with it. Bastian said. We badgered everyone until they agreed to help. It took a great deal of coercion and time.
Time? Tressa asked. It hasn’t been long enough for you to travel to each of them. How did you manage it?
Bastian’s giant jaws parted, revealing a toothy dragon grin. It took a very long time. I’ll explain later.
Another dragon landed next to Connor and nuzzled him. Their necks wound around each other with genuine affection. It had to be Hazel. Tressa had heard her old friend was a dragon now, too.
Avital, Jarrett's brother, pulled up on his horse alongside Tressa.
She changed into human form, standing next to the man who had threatened to kill her in defense of his brother.
"I am sorry I didn't trust you before," he said, offering her his hand. "My love for my brother clouded my vision. I couldn't believe he had been turned to evil, and I had only you to blame."
"I understand." Tressa leaned over, kissing Avital's cheek. He and Jarrett had shared the same mother. They'd been close their whole lives. "I don't blame you for the way you acted. I loved your brother, as well. I am so happy you came here to fight with us."
Avital nodded, backing his horse up, leaving Tressa’s attention on the battle. The time for pleasantries had come to an end. Donovan's army was coming at them fast. Skeletons brandishing swords. Kilrothgi, the giant hairy beasts that once lived in the fog outside Hutton's Bridge. Around them were undulating shadows. The shades. Rock gollums lumbered behind, waving huge cudgels. Decarian brought up the rear, a sickening grin on his huge face. His four horns glinted under the light of the blood moon.
Donovan had regained enough strength to change into his dragon while Tressa’s back was turned. He flew away from them toward Decarian's forked tongue. Tressa wished Decarian wouldn't recognize his master and would eat him instead, but sadly that didn't seem likely. Donovan pulled up alongside Decarian, his body barely larger than Decarian's massive head.
Tressa ran to Granna and Mestifito. She stopped alongside them, out of breath.
"If Donovan dies, will you get your dragon back?" she asked Mestifito.
"No. It is Donovan's to control now." Mestifito looked to Granna, her silver hair streaming down her back. "I will not regret being a human for the rest of my life if it means I get to live it with Sophia."
Granna laughed. "I am an old woman."
"I am over five hundred years old," Mestifito said. "Your age won't bother me."
The couple’s affection in the face of death amused Tressa. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the patience for it now. "Then I have your blessing to kill your brother?" Tressa asked Mestifito.
His eyes steeled. "If I don't kill him first."
Tressa nodded, jumping into the sky and taking flight as her dragon.
Mestifito’s permission was all she needed. Now nothing stood in her way. Donovan would die.
Tressa let forth a stream of fire, punctuated by a roar from deep in her belly.
She was answered by the clanking of the skeletons’ weapons and Decarian's laughter.
Now the battle for the Dragonlands would begin. Tressa hoped those she loved would still be standing at the end.
 


 

Chapter Forty
 
Tressa's heart pounded erratically with the clash of swords between the skeletons and the humans on horseback. Granna called out maneuvers to her people, who fought bravely. They had come to their senses and were giving it their best. Skeletons broke apart and fell, littering the ground, making it hard for the horses to walk. Hobbled, many of the horses fell to their knees, their riders still trying to fend off the unending swarm of skeletons.
The dragons flew above the fray, advancing toward the kilrothgi. Tressa breathed fire at the kilrothgi closest to her, igniting the hairy body. The beast swung its cudgel, nearly swiping the side of her head. She dodged left and attacked again.
Shadows undulated around them, rising from the ground as one. Swirling like a tornado, the shades reached out with wispy tentacles, grabbing a Red dragon by the throat and yanking it to the ground with a loud thud and a snap. The dragon lay limp, dead.
A horn blared in the distance. Tressa looked away from the kilrothgi. Decarian held a bone horn to his lips and blew again, a discordant sound that grated Tressa's ears, but seemed to rally the skeleton army. They fought even harder against the humans, pushing them back. People began to fall in great numbers, hacked to pieces by the skeletons’ weapons.
Tressa searched the field, finding her great-grandmother's silver hair streaming like a pennant. Mestifito fought valiantly next to her, their swords working in tandem to destroy the enemy. They were alive, still.
Tressa turned back to the kilrothgi, setting another on fire. The pungent scent of the beast mixed with the smell of burning flesh. Tressa wrinkled her snout and drew back. Wary, she surveyed the field. There were too many enemies. They kept coming at them in waves, never tiring, and their undead souls unafraid of death. Still, the dragons fought back, despite weary wings and sore biceps. Though exhaustion, hunger, and thirst enveloped them, the humans and dragons fought against their enemies, refusing to give in.
"Pull back!" Granna shouted, waving her sword in a circle. She spurred her horse, taking off for the west, encouraging her warriors to retreat to a safe place where they could regroup. Tressa and the other dragons followed. They landed, quickly changing into their human forms.
"Even with our brave allies, we can't keep this up." Krom took deep breaths, his hand pressing against a wound on his hip. Blood rolled down his leg, saturating his bloodstained pants. "We are vastly outnumbered." He looked up at Tressa. "We cannot win this."
Tressa steeled her fists at her sides. "We can't give up. Not now. We've come so far. Running away won't accomplish anything."
"Tressa, my sweet." Granna laid a gentle hand on Tressa's shoulder. "We have done our best. We have fought most of the day without gaining ground on the enemy. Still, they advance. We tire, while they gain strength. We have done all we can."
Tressa looked at the crowd gathered before her. Marden, from the Black Guard, looked at her expectantly. His brother Barden had fallen to a skeleton. Long ago, he'd treated her with contempt. Now Marden looked to her for guidance.
Krom applied pressure to his leg with a torn strip of cloth. Hazel's hand was tucked in Connor's. Tressa knew her thoughts were with her children across the sea. They were safe, at least—unless Donovan chose to pursue the dragons even further.
In which case, none of them would ever be safe.
Everyone was waiting for Tressa to speak.
She didn't know what to say. Bastian slipped an arm around her waist, and she leaned into his strong chest, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. This was it. The moment she would give up. She had been wrong all along. People had died because of her poor decisions. She was nothing more than a simple girl from a small village. Tressa Webb was a weaver. Not a warrior. Not a leader.
"I think..." She looked up into the sky, searching for words, then stopped. "Alden!"
She waved to the ghost dragon. He had returned, at last, his army behind him. The others around her looked up at the sky. Even though she knew very few of them could see the ghosts, Tressa didn't care. She jumped into the sky, taking to her dragon and flying over to her friends.
Where have you been? she asked.
We didn't know if we could be useful to you. We left to search for answers, and it turns out we are more powerful than we knew. Watch this! Alden flew toward the advancing skeleton army. His wispy body ripped though the mass of bones and swords, skeletons crumbling to the ground in his wake. A collective gasp went through the humans on the ground.
Alden flew back to Tressa's side, a huge smile on his snout. We traveled back to Hutton's Bridge one last time to visit the bodies of those who had died and been commended to the fog. One of my dragons flew through their bodies, and then something beautiful happened. Their souls were released. It was then I thought perhaps we could do the same to the undead army here. Donovan has trapped their souls, much as he trapped ours. Today, we will finally give them rest!
He took off again. This time his dragons followed. They swept through the skeletons, collapsing the undead army. The remaining kilrothgi roared. Even the shades cowered from the ghost dragons, retreating behind Decarian.
Tressa didn't have to tell her people what to do. They saw. They knew. With renewed fortitude, Tressa's friends rushed at the beasts, scrambling over skeleton bones toward the kilrothgi.
Bastian, Connor, Hazel, and the other dragons took to the air, following Tressa into the fray. They blew fire and attacked with their talons, gaining ground and pushing the kilrothgi back. Those on foot attacked the kilrothgi at their ankles, stabbing until they stumbled and crashed. The dragons finished them off with fire. Each time one of the kilrothgi fell, the warriors on the ground cheered.
Hope swirled in Tressa's chest. They could do it. They could win. Once the kilrothgi were roasted and the rock gollums shattered, they needed only to defeat Decarian. Then there would be no one to protect Donovan. No one to heed his call to war.
She fought hard, not holding back against the kilrothgi and gollums. She blew fire and scratched with her talons until every last one of them was defeated.
Then, suddenly, a strange calm fell.
No more skeletons. No more kilrothgi. No more gollums.
All lay crumped on the battlefield.
Donovan and Decarian had retreated farther to the east, closer to the place where he had held Tressa captive.
Tressa landed next to Bastian. The two changed into human form. Tressa leapt into Bastian's arms, resting her head on his chest.
"It's almost over," Bastian said.
Tressa glanced over his shoulder. The rest of their warriors were making their way to them.
"You're exhausted." Bastian kissed the top of Tressa's head. "I think you need to stay back while we fight Decarian."
"No. Absolutely not." Tressa pulled back, glaring at Bastian. "I won't."
"Then let me lead this wave." Bastian took a deep breath. "The Green brought me back to life. They claimed I am the warlord their sacred texts prophesied. They said I'd lead them to a victory. It's time I accepted the mantle."
"Bastian." Tressa rested a hand on her lover's cheek. "I am fine with you leading us. I trust you with my life and the lives of others. But I don't want you to fly into battle with Decarian thinking you have the advantage because of a prophecy. That's foolish, and it could get you killed."
"I promise I'll be careful. Trust me." Bastian ran a hand over her hair. He leaned down, kissing Tressa with passion.
When she finally came up for breath, her face was flushed and her hands shook. "That felt like a last kiss."
"It wasn't. It was a promise for the future." Bastian smiled. "Do you really think I'd leave you now? After everything we've been through to get to this place? I went into the fog with you because I couldn't bear to let you walk into danger without me. The same holds true now. We are partners, Tressa. Then. Now. Forever."
Tressa tore her gaze away from Bastian to welcome the leaders from the other dragon hordes. She couldn't shake the feeling that defeating Decarian wasn’t going to be as simple as Bastian claimed.
 


 

Chapter Forty-One
 
As her army advanced, Tressa watched Bastian take flight, Connor flanking his left side and Destrian, the Yellow dragon, to his right. The three would go after Decarian, leaving the other dragons to rest before attacking Donovan from the air, while the humans surrounded him from below.
Donovan and Decarian would not make it out alive. Not today. Not ever. The battle was almost won, the enemy nearly defeated with minimal casualties on Tressa's side. The ground ahead of them lay littered with bones, rocks, and singed hairy beasts. Donovan's losses had been great. Despite their disadvantages, Tressa’s army had suffered minimal casualties.
Bastian, Connor, and Destrian flew in circles around Decarian. The giant demon swiped at them with sharp claws, bellowing in amusement at their attempts to dizzy him. Every time Decarian reached out toward one of them, another dragon would dart in to strike at Decarian's eyes. If they could blind him, perhaps they could compensate for Decarian’s superior strength and endurance.
Tressa kept an eye on the army around her as they skirted the side of that battle, heading toward a retreating Donovan, but her focus was on Bastian. The dragons darted in and out of Decarian's reach, striking every chance they had.
But it wasn’t enough. Decarian reached out, grabbing hold of Destrian's wing, yanking the Yellow dragon toward him. He whipped Destrian toward his jaws, biting off the Yellow dragon's head, and then throwing Destrian's limp body to the ground. It landed with a thump on a pile of rocks that had once been a gollum.
Tressa held back tears. Not another. She harbored no love for Destrian, but he’d come to help them of his own free will. That was more than enough for Tressa to be eternally grateful.
Her heart pounded as Bastian and Connor continued their assault on Decarian. They struck ever harder, not letting up despite the loss they'd suffered. Tressa fought the urge to fly to them. Her place was with the army targeting Donovan. She trusted in Bastian and Connor's skill and strength to see them through.
Tressa looked ahead. Granna and Mestifito led the army through the destruction. Their horses stepped slowly and carefully over the rubble, careful not to sprain an ankle.
Granna waved to Tressa, a smile on her face. They were all feeling confident, now. Not much longer and they'd finish the day with a victory.
Tressa waved back to her great-grandmother. She squinted, examining a strange shadow as crept up behind Granna. She disappeared within mere breaths, her waving fingers the last to go, leaving only the echoes of her painful wails into death.
Tressa gasped.
Then Mestifito vanished, and then finally, their horses.
The shades slithered through the army, swallowing each person and animal in their path, spitting them out as corpses as they moved on to their next victim.
Tressa screamed, turning her horse around. She gestured to Krom, who had taken position at the rear. She urged those around her to turn, too.
Their panic was contagious. Sensing their riders' agitation, the horses forgot their careful steps and stumbled back through the battlefield, their nostrils flared and wet as they ran for their lives. Tressa cursed Donovan, and herself. She had been foolish to assume the ghost dragons had banished them permanently. They'd only been waiting to strike again.
Tressa glanced over her shoulder. The undulating shadow oozed along the ground, leaving dead bodies in its wake, including Granna and Mestifito. Tressa shook with anger. More loved ones lost in this damn war with Donovan. Did he even know he'd killed his own brother? Did he care, or had he lost all of his humanity?
Only the ghost dragons headed toward the shades instead of away. They swept through the inky blackness. Instead of wiping out the shades as they'd done with the skeletons and gollums, the shades did not retreat. They swallowed the ghosts whole. The misty dragons simply disappeared.
"Alden!" Tressa cried out. "Stop! They're dying!"
The ghost dragons of Hutton's Bridge were quickly losing to the shades.
Your blood stopped the shades before, Alden said. But you cannot sacrifice yourself today. You must live to win the battle.
Tears streamed down Tressa's cheeks. She remembered how the blood from her dragon had killed the shades who'd attacked her in Desolation. Maybe Alden was wrong. Maybe there was something she could do.
Tressa pulled her horse up alongside Krom. "I'm going to change into my dragon. I want you to slice my stomach so I can bleed on the shades from above."
"I can't hurt you," Krom said, his eyes wide.
"You're a soldier. You know what's at risk. I won't die from this if you do it right. I trust you to make a clean cut. One that can be bandaged and healed." Tressa grabbed Krom's shoulders. "You must do this, or the shades will sweep over the warriors and kill us all. I don’t have time to explain this to the other dragons."
Alden and his friends blew ice, erecting a wall between the army and shades, buying time. The murky shadow began climbing over the ice wall, coming ever closer.
"No!" Hazel pulled up alongside them. "I've done so little. I'm not trained for battle. But, I can do this. Please!"
Tressa grabbed Hazel's hand. "This is dangerous. I don't want you getting hurt."
Hazel shrugged. "If all I have to do is fly over the shades and drip blood, then I am in no danger. I can do this."
Tressa took a deep breath, then nodded. "We’ll fly over once, then come back. That should do it."
It would be a quick mission, and one that would give Hazel purpose. She'd noticed Hazel's dragon hanging back from battle, unsure of what to do. Now her friend would feel like she'd truly contributed.
"Do it to both of us. There's safety in numbers." Tressa squeezed Hazel's hand. "Thank you for volunteering."
"It's better than watching Connor and Bastian fight Decarian." Hazel grimaced. "Ready?"
"Ready."
The two women changed into their dragons. Krom carefully sliced each of them on the belly. Tressa winced, but took the air as quickly as she could, ignoring the pain. It would all be over soon. As soon as they eradicated the shades, they could be bandaged.
Tressa and Hazel flew in tandem, blood dripping from their bellies. As they flew over Alden's ice wall, their blood began falling on the shades. The shadow quickly retreated, but Hazel and Tressa pursued it, their blood saturating the ground, spattering the bodies of their fallen comrades. Tressa refused to look at the place where Granna and Mestifito had fallen. She didn't want to see their bodies. Not now. She would take care of them when the battle was done.
The shade retracted, folding in on itself until it was no more than a tiny speck under them. Another drop of Hazel’s blood erased the last trace of the shade. Tressa bobbed her head toward Hazel, indicating they should turn back. It was time to be bandaged. Then they could advance on Donovan again.
Bastian and Connor were still fighting Decarian, who didn't seem to be tiring at all. In fact, his hideous mouth was curved in a smile. He was enjoying this. Toying with the dragons as a cat might with a trapped mouse. Tressa's stomach dropped. They needed help.
A screech behind Tressa interrupted her thoughts. Tressa spun around in the air, her eyes scanning the ground, but it was too late. The shade hadn’t been vanquished after all. In one final effort, it nabbed Hazel's leg and pulled her to the ground. The shade swallowed her whole, then dripped off Hazel's motionless, prone dragon body until the darkness was no more.


 

Chapter Forty-Two
 
Tressa's spirit deflated. Not another innocent. Hazel didn't deserve death at the hands of the shades. Granna and Mestifito had been fighters; they understood what they were getting into. Hazel had two young boys and two dragonlings with Connor. They needed their mother, and now they'd have to go on without her. Tressa felt sick to her stomach. Part of her wanted to turn around and run. The other part, the stronger part, was filled with a deep need to kill Donovan and his army once and for all.
Tressa came about, heading toward Decarian. Connor hadn't noticed his wife's fate yet. Just as well. Tressa needed him to kill Decarian quickly so she could get to Donovan. His Black dragon flitted in the air behind Decarian, probably biding his time, hoping his greatest weapon would kill the dragons. To get to Donovan, they needed to fell Decarian.
Tressa took the dead Yellow dragon’s place in the circle of attack.
Get out of here, Bastian said.
You need my help. Tressa flew around Decarian, striking impulsively.
You're being too reckless, Bastian said.
Tressa ignored his thoughts and kept at it. At this rate, Bastian and Connor would drop from exhaustion before blinding the demon. She would end this. Now. Tressa swooped down to Decarian's face. Instead of striking and retreating, she stabbed him with her talons over and over again, refusing to give up until the demon was blinded. The dragons couldn't win this part of the battle without taking a risk.
Focusing all of her attention on Decarian, Tressa needled his eyes with her talons, whipping back and forth, trying her best to stay away from his swatting hands. Just as she'd hoped, Decarian was loathe to hit himself in the face, his hands only half-heartedly swiping at her. With a blind fury, Tressa continued her assault, her goals forefront in her mind.
Maim Decarian. Kill Donovan.
Maim Decarian. Kill Donovan.
Maim Decarian. Kill Donovan.
And she was almost there. Decarian screeched, his hands becoming more forceful as he grabbed for her. But Tressa was too fast. He wouldn't catch her. Not before she'd done what she planned. This time the victory would be hers.
Tressa took one last stab at Decarian. His eyelids squeezed shut in pain as tears slipped down his cheeks. She scratched at his lids, and blood mingled with his tears.
Then she was snatched away from his face. Decarian squeezed her body, threatening to break her ribcage. Tressa gasped for air as the demon's eyes opened again, a frightening mess of black eyes and red blood. He smiled and opened his mouth.
Tressa struggled to break free. She bit at his fingers, but to no avail. Decarian had her, just as he'd had Destrian, the Yellow dragon. She considered changing into her human form. She would slip from his hand—and fall to her death. The distance was too great. There was no chance she would survive the drop.
Tressa gasped for air as he squeezed tighter. Decarian’s rancid breath blanketed her as he pulled her closer to his mouth. This was it, then. The end. Her end.
Decarian’s arm jerked, and he dropped Tressa. She flapped hard to stay aloft, snapping her eyes open just in time to see Bastian fly into Decarian's mouth, blowing fire into the back of the demon's throat.
Tressa screeched, flying as fast as she could toward Decarian. But it was too late. His mouth snapped shut with Bastian inside. He bit down, hard, and swallowed.
Decarian swayed back and forth, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. With the weight of a falling tree, he toppled to the ground, dead. His chest was still, his eyes open and unblinking.
Bastian had saved her. He killed Decarian. But he took her heart with him. Tressa looked up into the air, in the distance, toward Donovan who had flown away after Decarian’s defeat.
With revenge in her soul, Tressa took off after Donovan. She would not let the loss and sacrifice be in vain. She would kill Donovan for all he had done. For all he had taken from her. It was his time to die.
Tressa fought past her weariness, catching up to Donovan quickly. She unleashed a fury of fire at the Black dragon, fueled by rage. He flew out of the fiery cloud, unscathed. Donovan swung around, facing Tressa head on.
She lunged forward, her blood-stained talons scratching at his belly. Donovan thrust his neck at her from the side. Tressa ducked, avoiding the impact. Again she leaped in the air, her jaws wide open, her teeth ready to strike.
Landing on Donovan's chest, Tressa ripped at him with every part of her body. Talons, claws, teeth, the spike on the end of her tail. She fought with such fervor that the two tumbled through the sky, landing on the ground together. A snap echoed in the quiet air. Donovan's wing was bent under him at an unnatural angle.
Donovan struggled to move. As Tressa prepared to strike her final blow, Donovan changed into a human. He cradled his broken arm against his chest. "You wouldn't kill me like this. You're too honorable, Tressa."
She lowered her head to the man who'd killed nearly everyone she loved. With slitted eyes, she took him in. Like this, he appeared to be just an injured man. Not a man who had engineered the deaths of hundreds, maybe thousands, over the years. She didn't know the extent of his evil, nor did she want to.
"Take me as a prisoner. Don't kill me. Not like this. You know why I did it. To kill the dragons. To save my love, Magda. To right all the wrong I've done." Donovan held his good arm out in supplication. "I'm just like you."
Tressa snorted. Like her? There wasn't one way in which he was like her.
"If you kill me, like this, you are no better than me." Donovan's brow furrowed. "Murdering a helpless, broken man. What would that make you?"
Tressa changed into her human form, grabbing a sword from a fallen skeleton. "What would that make me?" Tressa stalked over to Donovan, running the sword through his chest without any consideration.
Donovan's mouth fell open. Blood bubbled over his lips as he looked at her in surprise.
"That would make me the hand of justice." She twisted the sword, then rested one foot on Donovan's hip, pushing him backward. With a sucking sound, Donovan slid off the sword, crumpling to the earth. Dead.
Tressa threw the bloody sword on the ground next to him. She turned into her dragon, then ate him whole, swallowing Donovan’s body with relish. Tressa turned back into her human form.
So it was done. Finally.
She didn't want to turn around and face all the dead behind her. Tressa didn't know how to go on with her life now that so many of those she loved were dead.
It was a long time before someone came up behind her, placed hands on her shoulders, and led her away. Tressa kept her eyes on the ground as she walked back to her horse. There was nothing left worth seeing. It was truly done.
A warrior from the Vulture's Tower army helped her onto her horse. Tressa lay there, her head resting on the horse's neck, exhaustion finally taking its toll.
A loud rumble behind her shook the ground. Tressa turned her head, resting her cheek on the horse. She looked for the source of the sound, hoping it wasn't yet another enemy. She couldn't fight anymore.
Not far away, Decarian's body began to bubble, the demon's skin expanding and turning pink, until it exploded in a violent mess of blood and guts. Tressa wiped her cheek, flinging the entrails onto the grass.
There were screams. Then a flurry of people rushed toward Decarian's body. Tressa closed her eyes. She no longer cared.
The buzz grew louder and louder as people made their way toward Tressa. She opened her eyes once more, wondering why they wouldn't just leave her alone. Through blurry eyes, she saw a tall man with red hair and wide shoulders.
"Tressa?" He laid a hand on her back. "It's me, Bastian. I'm okay."
Her heart leapt with hope as she passed out.
 
 


 


Chapter Forty-Three
 
Tressa leaned over the prow of the boat, her hands folded as if in prayer. She closed her eyes, letting the spray kiss her face. The warm sun dried her off in mere breaths, and the cycle repeated itself again. She didn't move from her spot, relaxing in the repetition of nature. In a few days they’d land on the far shore, find the children from Hutton’s Bridge, and offer to bring them back to the Dragonlands.
Arms wrapped around her waist and lips planted a kiss on her cheek. "How are you this morning?"
Tressa's eyelashes fluttered. She turned around, letting Bastian hold her tightly against his chest. She took a deep breath and sighed. "Same as I was yesterday. Melancholy. Wishful."
Bastian pushed Tressa's dark hair back from her face, kissing her forehead. "I'm sorry you lost your great-grandmother. Fi. Jarrett."
"Even Barden. I was sad to see Marden holding his brother's body on the battlefield." Tressa thought of the two men she'd met when she'd fought her way into the Black Guard of Ashoom. Back then she'd been timid. Now she was a new person. Broken so many times, but still alive. There was a great deal of mending to do.
A throat cleared behind Bastian. They weren't alone. She peeked around Bastian's shoulder to find Connor standing there, his sandy hair billowing in the sea breeze.
"How's Hazel?" Tressa asked.
"Still weak, but she's getting better." Connor offered a small smile.
A wound slashed through his eyebrow. It would leave a scar. Tressa was ashamed she didn't even know when he'd been hurt. "I'm relieved she survived the shade's attack. I thought..." Tressa stumbled over the words.
"Of course you believed she was dead." Connor rubbed Tressa's arm. "I don't blame you for not checking before you came over to help Bastian and me with Decarian. There were plenty of others there. You did what you had to do."
Guilt gnawed at Tressa's heart. She should have taken the time to check Hazel for signs of life before heading off to another fight, instead of assuming her friend's wife was dead. "I'm so glad the healers got to her quickly. They said she’ll make a full recovery." Tressa wanted to smile, to show Connor her support. She couldn't. Not yet. The pain was still too fresh.
"I know. She knows. It's fine. Really. We all had our own trials to face that day. Especially Bastian." Connor turned to his friend. "How did you manage to get Decarian to explode like that?"
Bastian had told Tressa the story the night before. How when Gaia had died, she had kissed Bastian, breathing her last bit of magic into him. He hadn't known what to do with it, keeping it hidden inside himself until Decarian had swallowed him. He’d released a burst of energy, exploded Decarian from the inside, and emerged from the beast’s stomach.
He had also explained how time worked in the Vulture’s Tower, and how they had traveled far and wide, begging for help from all of the dragonlords. They had even found the land across the sea, bringing back the Green who had fled. She didn’t fully understand how Krom and his men manipulated time. However it worked, she was grateful to them.
Tressa stepped away from the two men, making her way along the deck. The boat sailed gently toward the west. They were heading back to Bastian and Connor's children and dragonlings. They were going to collect them and bring them back to the Dragonlands. Instead of flying over, they'd all agreed to travel together by boat. Connor didn't want to leave Hazel's side. Tressa and Bastian were too exhausted to argue. The boat would get them there soon enough.
Tressa looked up at the sky. A passing cloud reminded her of Alden and his ghost dragons. He had promised her they’d be waiting for her back in the Dragonlands. The sun was rising as the moon still hung in the sky, almost colorless in the morning light. After Donovan's death it had lost its bloody appearance.
Tressa had hoped she'd do the same after a night of sleep. That she would wake up and feel magically better. Perhaps even relieved. It had been two days since Donovan's defeat, and all Tressa felt was regret and sadness.
Krom and the others from the Vulture's Tower had offered to stay behind and bury the dead. They had no one to fetch from across the sea. Tressa wasn't even sure they'd still be there when she got back. So she'd thanked them and left.
She couldn't stand to be near the battlefield, though she wasn't sure she knew any place that didn’t harbor bad memories. The lands of the Red, the Blue, the Black, the Yellow, and the Green. All of them held her worst nightmares. None of them were safe, least of all Hutton's Bridge.
"Tressa?" Bastian came up behind her again. "Connor and I are going to grab something to eat. Would you like to join us?"
Tressa sighed. Food. She knew she needed to eat, but she hadn't been able to swallow more than a couple bites at every meal. She took another deep breath. It seemed as if each inhalation was a struggle. A painful reminder that she was alive, even though so many she loved had died.
Bastian wrapped an arm around her shoulder. "It'll take time, but I truly believe you'll start to feel better eventually. Until then, you only need to put one foot in front of the other. Keep breathing. Let me take care of the rest."
Tressa nodded. He knew her faults and her strengths, if she had any strengths left. She wasn't sure. Donovan hadn’t won, but he'd left an indelible mark on her soul. A dark smudge that reminded her how brutally she’d fought and how mercilessly she'd slaughtered him.
As they approached the cabin, a small squawk caught her attention. Tressa spun around, her eyes searching the air. It was silly. For a moment she thought she'd heard the little owl, Nerak, who guided her out of the fog surrounding Hutton's Bridge. It wasn't possible, though. Nerak had died at the hands of Bastian's mother.
There it was again. Tressa perked up as she looked around. "Did you hear that?" she asked Bastian.
His eyebrows furrowed. "I did. It sounds like an owl, but there wouldn't be an owl out at sea."
A woman emerged from the cabin, chuckling, with an owl perched on her sleeve. "Looks like we have a stowaway."
Tears formed in the corners of Tressa's eyes. She held out her hand to the bird. Its wings unfurled. It jumped from the woman's arm and flew to Tressa, landing on her outstretched hand with careful talons. She ran two fingers along the owl's downy back. The gray and white feathers ruffled as the owl settled onto Tressa as if she were its normal perch.
"Hi," Tressa said.
Love. Found.
Tressa gasped. It was a magical owl like Nerak. Then she laughed. Of course it was. Wasn't that the way of things in the Dragonlands? Magic appeared when she least it expected it. Or when she needed it most. Tressa wasn't sure which was the truth. At the moment, she wasn't sure she cared.
Tressa looked up at Bastian, grinning. It felt so strange. She hadn't truly smiled in a long time. Maybe she would make it through. Maybe the best was yet to come.
"I'm feeling a bit hungry now. What did we bring to eat?" she asked.
Bastian kissed Tressa on the top of her head. Then he led her into the cabin where a bowl of bread sat next to a plate of jerky.
"It was all we could get on short notice," Bastian said.
They sat at the table, Connor next to Tressa. The three best friends had survived the worst together. They'd died. They'd been reborn. They'd lost, and they'd loved.
Tressa grabbed a piece of jerky with her free hand. As she bit into it, she couldn't help but wonder what lay ahead for them. Hopefully that quiet life she'd always longed for, which somehow Tressa knew that was all she ever needed.
 
THE END
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