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Prologue
Life wasn’t as before. Sophia no
longer had the confines of a body ravaged by age. Here she could stretch in
every direction without joints cracking and muscles screaming for respite. Her
mind was as sharp as ever. Perhaps even more alert. She missed her dear
great-granddaughter, Tressa, but she’d done what she was compelled to do.

When she was only thirteen, he’d
saved her from the claws of a relentless kilrothgi in the fog and healed her
wounds; she had immediately trusted him. The foolish act of a child, perhaps.

What exactly happened in those
moments, she could never remember. The black-scaled dragon gazed into her eyes,
his amber irises swirling like a smoldering fire, and warmth circulated through
her body.

Sophia wasn’t sure what she promised
him. She didn’t know what they did in the time she spent with him. Some days
she awoke in her bed, back in her simple cottage in Hutton’s Bridge. Other days
she wandered through the fog in a daze, always returning safely.

After years of frustration and no
answers, she instituted a yearly ritual. Three villagers were sent into the
fog, tasked with finding a way out and then coming back to save the rest of
them.

No one returned.

Still, Sophia knew there was a way
out. She couldn’t tell them, though. They wouldn’t trust her if they knew she
traveled the fog often—even if she didn’t understand how or why it
happened.

Until one day when the dragon
promised her something. He would give her a gift.

The dragon, Mestifito, slithered
along the cave floor. His onyx scales rattled the rocks underneath his belly.
Claws, sharpened to daggers, trailed along the curves of Sophia’s body. She
stood still, fearful the slightest movement would result in an irreparable
gash. He overpowered her, physically and emotionally.

But she did not fight him. She was
too curious, too enamored with the beast who called her from her sleep, drew
her safely into the fog, and always returned her to her warm bed in Hutton’s
Bridge.

“What is the gift you offer me?” she
asked him. Her eyes trailed over his body, so long she couldn’t even see his
tail hiding in the dark recesses of the cave.

Mestifito chuckled, his laugh echoing
in the cave. “I expect something in return.”

Despite her apprehension, Sophia
planted her fists on her hips. “Then it isn’t a gift. It is an exchange of
goods.”

“You are a clever girl.”

Sophia’s face reddened. She had been
a girl three years ago when the fog fell. Now she was all woman. In her body,
hear heart, and her soul. If her parents had still been around, they would have
already had her moved out of their cottage and married. “I am no girl.”

“I offer you the ability to remember
all. To see all. To know all.” His form undulated until he was wrapped around
her body.

She had nowhere to go. She wasn’t
sure she wanted to go anywhere. Her thoughts spun in her mind, confused and
erratic.

“And from me? What do you want from
me?” She hadn’t forgotten his stipulation.

“I want you. For eternity.”
Slithering between his jagged teeth, his tongue shot out of his mouth and
hovered only inches from Sophia’s face.

“And just how could I promise that? I
am made of flesh and blood. I will die, never to return.”

“That is where you are wrong. There
are ways around the laws of nature.” Mestifito tightened his ring around her,
his skin only a breath from hers. “If you agree, I can show you wonders you
will not find elsewhere. No one can give you what I can.”

Sophia thought of her village,
trapped in the fog for three years now. No end in sight. “Can you help my village?”

Mestifito shook his head. “I cannot.
That is a magic different from mine. I would die trying, and death isn’t
something I seek. I seek life.” His forked tongue dragged across her cheek.

“If you can’t help my people, then I
can’t agree to your proposal.” She choked back a sob. She wanted nothing more
than to say yes to anything he asked of her. Every iota of her soul fought
against her mind.

“I would if I could, my dear, dear
Sophia. Even a magic like mine cannot compete against what has been done to
Hutton’s Bridge.”

“How old are you?” she asked
Mestifito. He didn’t seem old. Then again, he was her first dragon. She didn’t
know how to determine the age of one.

“Not much older than you. Twenty.” He
huffed.

Sophia winced, sure his dragon breath
would be rank, but she was surprised by the scent of cinnamon and honey. She
drew in a deep breath, his aroma creeping into her essence, becoming as much a
part of her as her own blood.

“Why me?”

“You are not like the others in the
Charred Barrens. And soon we are going to dissolve into myth.”

“I—I don’t understand,” Sophia said. A
trembling hand reached up to his muzzle. She’d expected his scales to be rough.
Instead they were soft like feathers.

“You will someday.”

“Mestifito…”

“Yes?”

“You may have me. All of me.
Forever.” She trembled, not fully understanding what she was agreeing to, but
believing it was the best choice, the only choice, she could make.

Mestifito’s giant body shook from his
head to his tail. His eyes rolled back, and he dropped to the ground.

“No!” Sophia fell next to his head,
cradling his snout in her arms. “What’s wrong? Don’t promise me forever only to
leave me.” Tears poured from her eyes, streaming down her cheeks.

Mestifito convulsed for a few moments
until his body began to change. Sophia gasped and scrabbled backward across the
pebbled ground. Rocks bit into her palms, drawing blood. She cowered against
the cave wall, her heart pounding.

His body contorted and shrank. His
scaled armor turned to dark skin, so black Sophia couldn’t find him in the dark
cave.

“Mestifito?” She called out into the
darkness. There was no sound. Not the tiniest echo. Nothing.

Until…

A crunching sound. Feet on the
ground. Tentative at first. Then faster. Running.

Sophia pressed her back into the
dirt. She didn’t remember how she’d gotten into the cave, nor did she know how
to get out. Fear gripped her heart, squeezing.

“Sophia?” It was a gentle voice.

She didn’t respond.

It came nearer.

“Now that you’ve finally given me
your promise, you will be allowed to remember. You will know.”

A ball of light burst through the
dark. Sophia threw her arm over her eyes. “Mestifito?” It was his voice, but
different. Somehow softer, gentler.

Less beast.

More man.

“Drop your arm. See your future.”

Trembling, she did as she was told. A
man stood in front of her. Tall with jet black hair and amber eyes the color of
fire. It was the man in her memory. “Mestifito?” she asked again. She reached
out a hand to him.

By the faint light of the bauble in
his hand, she could see more clearly as he came closer. His skin, as dark as
hers was pale. She followed the light up his arm to his chest. His throat. His
face. A strong jaw, blinding white teeth, full lips, and those beautiful amber
eyes.

It was him. The dragon was a man.

“I will help you remember all of your
previous visits.”

She stood, her hand in his. “Did I
turn you down those times?”

He shook his head. “No. Today was the
first day I asked.” He leaned down, pressing his lips against hers, hungry. Her
fingers rested on his shoulders, exploring the finely chiseled muscles. Her
heart leapt. Her body ached.

She broke away. “Women younger than I
have been wed and bedded.”

He traced a finger across her jaw. “I
wasn’t waiting for physical maturity. I was waiting for you to be prepared.
What lies ahead for you is a life of lies and pain. You will know it all,
Sophia. When you return to Hutton’s Bridge—”

“Return?” Sophia stepped away from
him. “No. I won’t return. I want to stay with you.”

“We have all of eternity together, my
Sophia. There are things that must be done before you can stay with me forever.
You will have a family. You will grow old. You will die. And only then can we
be together forever.” Mestifito pulled her back into his embrace.

Sophia buried her head in his chest,
taking in his scent. The honey and cinnamon still lingered. There was so much
she didn’t understand, but she trusted him. And, more importantly, she loved
her people. Yes, she would go home. She would help them to escape.

There was life beyond the fog. She
knew it, and she would do what it took to free her people.

Only then could she return to
Mestifito and be with him forever.

 













Chapter One
Death hung over Tressa her like a
shroud, clouding every movement, every thought, every breath. She lay in bed,
exhausted. She'd promised Jarrett she would rest. After recent events, she
couldn't argue. Regret, loss, and fear overwhelmed her at times, hampering her
recovery.

Since arriving back at Ashoom after
the battle at Malum, Tressa hadn't felt herself. A chill surrounded her, yet
there was a fire in her stomach forcing her to retch up everything she ate.
Tressa wanted to ask Elinor, the girl appeared to be a very competent healer,
if it had anything to do with the miscarriage she'd suffered not long ago. But
Tressa hadn't found the right time to tell Bastian about the baby and it wasn't
fair for anyone else to know before him.

Late at night when she woke up in
tears, her arms wrapped around her belly, it was Jarrett who held her and dried
her cheeks. He knew her deepest secrets and kept them without so much as a
knowing glance.

Her illness also gave her a good
reason to avoid Bastian. He'd visited her room, yes, but they hadn't spoken
about their relationship, or lack thereof. She didn't even know what to say,
how to explain the change in her feelings. It wasn’t as if there was one moment
when she didn’t love him the way she knew she should have.

A knock at the door interrupted her
thoughts. Tressa tried to sit up, but her head hurt and her stomach churned.
"Come in," she said, her voice weak.

"I brought some burnt
bread," Jarrett said, a tray in his hands. He kicked the door shut behind
him. "Fotia was playing and hit a loaf of bread with some dragonfire. It's
actually quite tasty."

Tressa offered a smile. Food wasn't
her friend, though she hadn't stopped trying to eat. She couldn't live without
food, so she'd keep trying until it stayed where it was supposed to. With a
shaky hand, she reached out for the burnt bread. She took a small nibble and
swallowed. When the nausea didn't come, she took another bite. And another.

Jarrett sat next to her on the bed.
He cupped her chin in his hand and stared her in the eyes. He'd been doing a
lot of that lately. "Find what you're looking for?" she asked him,
her mouth filled with breadcrumbs.

Jarrett kissed the tip of her nose.
"Everything I need is right here." The concerned look on his face
melted into a smile. "There is someone who wants to talk to you. And I
think it's time, if you're feeling up to it."

Tressa nodded. Jarrett didn't even have
to tell her who it was. Bastian. "It's fine. Do you mind leaving us
alone?"

"Of course not. I was going to
suggest that anyway." He ran a hand over Tressa's hair. "Just don't
get yourself too worked up, okay? You're not quite back to your strong self yet."

It was an understatement. Tressa had
barely felt human the last few days. The burnt bread was helping though. It
didn't land in her stomach like a brick the way the rest of the food had.

Jarrett left, and a few moments later
Bastian entered. He hung back at the doorway. Tressa motioned him over to the
bed, patting the empty spot next to her. "Come, sit."

Bastian sat so close to the edge of
the mattress that the slightest bounce would knock him off. Had she hurt him so
badly? Had he really not seen the end coming or even moved on himself? It had
been many moons since they were last together. She'd grown and changed. Hadn't
he?

Tressa reached out for his hand. She
hadn't forgotten how her hand fit neatly into his. She'd always believed they
were perfectly matched, the way her fingers slipped neatly between his.
Comfortable. Easy. But the spark was gone. Tressa looked up at Bastian, knowing
she should say something. She didn't know how to start.

Bastian looked just as grim. He
squeezed her hand. "Do you remember all those times we would hold hands in
secret? Knowing we weren't supposed to, but taking the chance no one would see
us?"

"We never got caught,"
Tressa said, a smile at the corner of her lips.

"Connor was always watching out
for us," Bastian said. He glanced out the window, then back at Tressa.

Tressa knew he was thinking how much
Connor had changed. How much all of them had changed. "Now that we've
grown up, we have to watch out for ourselves. And we've made new friends."

"Jarrett," Bastian said. His
eyes narrowed and his lips went thin.

So he didn't approve. Tressa
shouldn't have been surprised. "And Elinor," Tressa softly reminded
him. "I hear she's saved you twice." She watched for a glimmer in his
eyes. He remained slumped, a little reluctant. If he had feelings for Elinor,
Tressa couldn't see it.

"She has. She's a good
woman," Bastian said. "I'm not here to discuss Elinor with you."

Tressa nodded, waiting for the
inevitable questions. Why? And when? She wished she knew the answers. She
wouldn't lie to him to make him feel better.

"The last time we were together,
in the forest with our parents, things were good between us. I wanted to ask if
you're okay.” Bastian rubbed her hand with his thumb. He took a deep breath.
“All I've ever wanted is for you to be happy." 

Knowing Bastian, he was probably
happy he'd gotten it out without too much trouble. He was never verbose and
expressing his feelings wasn't easy. Tressa knew that. She'd never been one of
those women to complain about her man not communicating. It came easy to some.
With Bastian, it didn't.

Tressa laughed a little. "Happy?
I don't know if that's a good word to describe me now. Content? Yes. Hopeful?
Yes." She coughed, a burn tickling in her chest. "As for us..."
The words stuck in her throat. She wanted to tell him about the miscarriage,
but one look in his green eyes told her it was a bad idea.

Why burden him with the loss of yet
another baby? He'd grieved along with her when she never conceived the babies
they so longed for. Now she'd not only have to tell him she'd lost another, but
that she suspected Granna had been the one keeping them from getting pregnant
the whole time.

No, she'd hurt him enough by breaking
off their relationship. This was one thing she'd keep between herself and Jarrett.

"As for us, I'm sorry." She
slipped from his grasp and wrung her hands. "If we’d stayed in Hutton's
Bridge, we might have found our way back to each other. But here, in this new
world, we don't make as much sense as we used to."

Bastian leaned over, kissing Tressa
on the cheek. "I think I can understand that. I will accept it soon
enough." He leaned into her, giving her a light hug.

Whether it was because she was sick
or he was too afraid to get close, Tressa didn't object. She rubbed his back
and was surprised to notice it didn't spark any kind of desire in either of
them. She knew Bastian well enough to gauge his reactions. The lack of one was
telling on its own.

"We can still be friends,
right?" he asked her.

Tressa smiled. "Of course. Once
I kick this virus, I want to see the kids and Hazel. Are they going to stay
here at the castle with you? There were so many children, most of them now
orphans. Who will care for them?" 

"Connor, Elinor, and I were
going to talk about that this afternoon. Do you think you're feeling well
enough to meet with us? I'd love to hear your opinion."

Tressa nodded. "I wouldn't miss
it. I'll be there."

"Good," Bastian said. He
stood up. "I'll send Jarrett back in. He's probably waiting right outside
the door."

"It wouldn't surprise me,"
Tressa said. "But he promised to give us privacy, and Jarrett always keeps
his word."

Bastian's hand settled on the
doorknob. Then he turned back. "Is he good to you?"

"Yes," Tressa said, feeling
a blush spread up her neck. "He is."

"That's all I need to
know." Bastian opened the door and slipped out of the room.

Within a breath, Jarrett was back at
her side. "Are you okay?" he asked, putting his arm around her
shoulder.

Tressa nodded and held back a tear.
She wasn’t, but there was no good in worrying him further. She didn’t know
exactly what was wrong with her. Talking to Bastian felt too much like saying
her goodbyes to those she had loved before she…

No. She wouldn’t think about it that
way. She’d find a way to beat whatever was destroying her from the inside.

 













Chapter Two
Jarrett helped Tressa to her feet.
The gown swirled around her ankles as she attempted to steady herself on his
strong arm. "I can do this," she said through gritted teeth, even
though Jarrett hadn't questioned her.

She avoided his gaze, knowing it was
one of concern and worry. It hadn't left him since she'd awakened after the
battle at Malum. He was always looking at her eyes, as if he was studying a
strange bug. It was unnerving.

They walked down the hallway, Tressa
slowly placing one slippered foot in front of the other. She focused on each
step. She’d worry about the other steps when their time came.

After what seemed an interminable
amount of time, they arrived at the doors to the throne room. Jarrett kicked
them open with a black boot.

The room hadn't changed since the
last time Tressa had been in it. Except it was clean. And there were no dragons
trying to kill her. In fact, there were no dragons at all. Familiar faces sat
around a table.

Bastian. Connor. Elinor. There was
another young woman Tressa didn't recognize. Her hair hung in stringy black
clumps. Her bright blue eyes flashed nothing but kindness, echoed by the smile
on her face.

"Tressa!" the girl
exclaimed, jumping out of her chair. She rushed over and took Tressa's hand in
hers, pumping it up and down. "I'm so excited we finally get to meet like
this."

Tressa attempted a smile. Even that
took more effort than it should have. "You're Fi, right?" She had
vague recollections of the Black dragon that had spirited them out of Malum.
Much of that night was lost in a haze. Her memories of that night were spotty
at best. She remembered confronting her father, but beyond that it was only
bits and pieces of events. Jarrett had confessed to killing her father, which she
accepted. She knew her father had turned to evil and would never return.
Besides, she had killed Bastian's mother. They all had to live with their
actions.

"Yeah. Fi. That's me." The
girl's black dress hung to the floor, hiding her feet. It was almost as if she
floated in a thundercloud. Fi dropped Tressa's hand. "You're still not
feeling well?"

"I'm getting better,"
Tressa said. It was a lie. Everyone knew. The guarded expressions on their
faces spoke louder than the words from their lips.

Fi's face fell as she made her way
back to her seat at the table.

Tressa let Jarrett guide her to a
chair. She sank onto the pillows and attempted to sit up straight. She lasted a
few breaths before giving in to a slump.

"Let us know if it's too much
for you," Bastian said.

"I'm fine," Tressa snapped.
"Let's start. We have a lot of important things to discuss and I've been
holding everyone back because of this illness."

"I've consulted a few
healers," Elinor said. "They've taken a look at you while you've
slept and none of them know what's wrong."

Tressa waved a hand. "I'll be
over this soon enough. No more wasted time." She set her hands on the
table. "Now, what's our next move?"

All eyes were focused on her. Some
sad. Some sympathetic. One pair was narrowed. Connor. Though Bastian swore
Connor didn't remember his past, Tressa felt he could still read her moods
better than anyone. She tore away from his gaze and focused on Bastian.
"Well?"

Bastian cleared his throat. “The
children are in the courtyard playing with Hazel and a couple of the healers
who have volunteered to help care for them. I think we should keep them here
for now. Help them acclimate to their new life without their parents.”

Tressa ventured a quick glance at
Connor. He seemed only mildly interested, as if he didn’t realize, or care,
that his own children’s futures were in question. Bastian was right. Connor
must not remember his old life. He had loved Hazel and his children more than
life itself. Perhaps he had lost more in his transformation than she’d believed.

“I think that’s a sound plan,” Elinor
said. “Does anyone else have a better idea?”

No one answered. Tressa wished she
had something to contribute. It took all of her energy just to keep her eyes
open.

"But there is another matter to
consider too. Maester Malachi stole my eggs," Connor said, a fierce frown
on his face.

A sharp trill caught Tressa's
attention. Over Connor's shoulder a little turquoise dragon pranced around the
room. That must be Fotia. Jarrett had told her there was a baby dragon in their
midst and that Connor protected her as if she were his own.

"I need to say something."
Elinor stood. She wasn't very tall. Much shorter than Tressa. She wondered if
Elinor had pillows placed on her chair for her to sit upon. "My
father..." she said, with derision, "is a greedy man. When I first
suggested the arrangement to Bastian and Connor, that the healers would stand
by Bastian’s claim to the throne as long as we had leave to study the eggs, I
never thought he would go so far as to take the eggs away."

"And what do you think he'll do
with them?" Bastian asked.

"It doesn't matter." Connor
pounded a fist on the table. "I want the eggs back. My own offspring is
among that passel."

"I know, I know." Elinor’s
lower lip quivered. "I never thought he'd take it this far. Did you see
what they did to me?"

Tressa raised an eyebrow and looked
at Jarrett. He shrugged, also lost.

"Elinor was nearly tortured to
death," Bastian said, his voice soft. "One of the other healers gave
her his moon to heal her. Just as she did for me once before. Luckily she
didn’t have to do it again in Malum."

For the first time, Tressa noticed
the bandages on his arms from where his mother had dug her claws into him. He
hadn't just been careful of Tressa’s condition when he'd visited her room. He
had his own injuries to worry about.

Jarrett scratched his goatee.
"Fi, are you willing to stay and help us?"

Fi nodded. Tressa spied pink streaks
underneath her black hair. This girl certainly was a unique creature. Tressa
wondered if Fi had been born human or dragon.

"I'm happy to help in any way I
can. Although..." Fi looked at Tressa. "I think there should be
another option. Back in my homeland there are healers who may be able to help
Tressa. We should take her there first."

Jarrett nodded. "It's a good
idea. The dragons of the Black used to be well known for their healing prowess.
Before they disappeared." He chuckled. "We all thought your people
were dead."

Fi's smile disappeared. "That's
what we wanted everyone to think. We hid. Retreated into the bowels of the
earth. Ran away like frightened children. Do you know, I hadn't even seen the
sky until a few days ago?"

"How did you know to come to
us?" Jarrett asked, confused.

Fi slapped her hands over her mouth
and mumbled something.

The others looked at each other,
perplexed. "We can't understand you," Bastian said.

Fi lowered her hands and whispered,
"I was sent by my great-uncle’s mate. She sees things, knows things no one
else does. She said you needed help. She told me where to fly and who to look
for."

"Seems too easy," Connor
said, "for someone who claims they've never been outside before."

"I'm brave. That's why I was
sent." Fi shrugged. She turned to Tressa. "I really think we can help
you, though. I've seen this before...and I think we have a cure."

Tressa rubbed her temples. She wished
she felt better. She didn't want to seek help from a bunch of dragons who were
so afraid they’d hid underground for the past eighty years. At least her people
in Hutton's Bridge had tried to escape the fog.

"Let Bastian, Elinor, and Connor
go after the eggs," Tressa said. “I will go with Fi. 

"How long will it take to heal
Tressa?" Bastian asked Fi.

"It will take us less than a day
to fly there." Fi counted on her fingers. "Perhaps another day or two
to diagnose and heal Tressa. Then we could fly back here. Four days at the
most."

Bastian ran his fingers through his
hair. "I’m not sure I like this."

"We will be back as quickly as
we can to help you find the eggs, Bastian. If Tressa’s illness accelerates, then
what hope do we have? She must be healed first. If Elinor's friends in the
Healer's Guild cannot find a solution, what other choice do we have?" Fi
asked.

"Do it." Bastian stood.
"We will all prepare now for what lies ahead. Elinor, Connor, come with me.
We need to discuss a plan of action."

Tressa marveled at Bastian's
leadership. When they were younger, he'd always been content to hang back,
letting her and Connor take the reins. She wasn't the only one who'd changed
since leaving Hutton's Bridge behind.

She started when Jarrett laid a hand
on her arm. "Let's get you back to your chambers. Fi and I will pack a few
essentials and then we'll be on our way."

Tressa nodded. She didn't have much
of a choice. She had to seek out greater healing. At the moment she wasn't sure
she'd live to see a new moon without it. 













Chapter Three
After Jarrett helped Tressa back into
bed, she fell asleep quickly. He waited, wondering if her eyes would pop open
and he'd see it again. The strange eye. Red, like a dragon’s, with a slash down
the center of the iris. He hadn't seen it since the night they came back from
Malum. Maybe he'd imagined it.

Jarrett left the room and locked the
door behind him. It wasn't to keep Tressa in. It was to keep others out. He
didn't know anyone in Ashoom, except his former mates in the Black Guard and he
knew he couldn't trust them.

There was only one person he could
begin to trust.

Jarrett made his way down the dark
hall to a room not far away. He knocked once and then entered.

"Fi?" he asked, closing the
door softly behind him.

"I'm here. Just packing."
Her voice floated from the next room.

Jarrett laughed. "What could you
be packing? You didn't bring anything."

"I have a little. Didn't you see
the pack tied to my ankle while we were flying?"

He hadn't. He'd been too focused on
Tressa as she passed in and out of consciousness.

"Just a few pieces of clothing.
Not much more." She crumpled up a dress exactly like the one she wore and
tossed it into her leather pack. "You did a good job in there."

"So did you." He sat on a
chair covered in blue cotton. Everything in this castle was blue, just as much
of it had been gold back in Risos. The dragons were fond of decorating in their
native color. He was intrigued to see how they decorated the underground
caverns in the Charred Barrens. "Did you mean what you said about coming
not just to rescue us from Malum, but also to bring Tressa to the Charred
Barrens?"

Fi nodded. "We knew she was in
danger. Grave danger."

"But what is wrong with her,
exactly?" Jarrett wrung his hands.

"I don't know." Fi tossed
in one final, identical dress and cinched up the bag. "But we need to get
Tressa to the caverns. She can be healed there."

"Is she a dragon?" Jarrett
asked, afraid of the answer.

"Yes." Fi’s response was
simple, yet the meaning behind it was anything but. She sat on the bed, her
hands on her knees. "We can help her in the Ruins of Ebon. With our help,
she will know herself better."

"And without it?" Jarrett
asked.

"She will continue to
deteriorate until she learns how to control what is inside her. Or she will
die.”

Jarrett punched the arm of the chair.
"She only had one drop of the blood Fenn offered her. I killed him before
she could drink much more. It shouldn't have affected her."

"And yet it has," Fi said.
"Tressa must have already had dragon blood within her."

"Impossible." Jarrett
folded his arms tightly across his chest. If he didn’t, he would destroy the
room with his bare hands. Not Tressa. Not this. She'd had enough to deal with
since she left Hutton’s Bridge.

Fi straightened her dress. "We
will know more when we arrive at my home. Let's not waste any more time."

Jarrett nodded. "Come with me to
my chambers. I'll pack, and you can keep Tressa company if she wakes."

Fi hefted her bag over a shoulder and
followed Jarrett out of her chambers.

He stopped abruptly and turned
around. "But please..."

Fi crossed her finger over her heart.
"I will say nothing. We will let the healers examine her and then they can
tell her what they find."

They walked in silence. Jarrett
unlocked the door, letting Fi in first. She gasped. Jarrett pushed past her
into the room, barely registered the sound of the door slamming behind him.

Tressa sat up in bed, tears of blood
streaming down her cheeks. A set of black, leathery wings protruded from her
back, her shirt torn and hanging in shreds. "What's happening to me?"
she asked in a cracked voice.

Jarrett rushed to her side, but she
pushed him away. He flew backward, hitting the wall. Jarrett slid to the floor,
dazed, the breath knocked from his chest.

"I didn't mean to do that."
Tressa’s whisper tiptoed around his ears.

"I know you didn't," he
said. He stood, woozy, but he didn’t want Tressa to know she'd come very close
to seriously injuring him.

Fi jumped on the bed and wrapped her
arms around Tressa, carefully folding the wings onto themselves. "Just
breathe. In and out. Keep it even."

The wings slowly began to meld into
Tressa’s back. It wasn't long before Jarrett didn't see them at all. 

"Good. Good girl," Fi said,
stroking Tressa's hair.

"Don't talk to me like I'm a
puppy," Tressa said. But she didn't push Fi away. Tressa looked up at
them, her eyes moving back and forth between the two of them. "You knew
this was coming?"

Jarrett shook his head. Fi nodded.

"Which is it?" Tressa
asked.

"We suspected it," Fi said.

"But we knew nothing for
sure," Jarrett said. "It's why I think we should leave for the
Charred Barrens right away. Fi believes they can help you there."

Tressa took another shuddering
breath. "I don't want to be like this. If there's any chance they can help
me..."

"I think we can," Fi said.
She grabbed a fresh dress from the wardrobe and pulled it over Tressa's torn
shirt.

Jarrett wanted to help, but he didn't
know how. Helplessly, he shoved more of Tressa's clothes into a pack.

"Does everyone know?"
Tressa asked.

"Just the three of us,"
Jarrett said. "I thought you'd prefer it this way. But if you want to tell
the others before we leave, that is your choice."

"No." Tressa sank into the
pillows, her hair cascading over her cheeks. "I don't want them to know.
They have enough to worry about." She turned an angry eye to Fi. "But
you told them I could be healed, back here, and ready to help them with the
search in a few days. Is that a lie? Are we abandoning them for good?"

"It is the truth as far as I
know," Fi said. "Hopefully my people can help you within just a
couple days."

Tressa looked at Fi, then her gaze
settled on Jarrett. "Thank you for protecting me and for offering to come
with us."

Jarrett sat on the bed next to her,
losing his hand in her dark hair. "There's nowhere else I'd rather be than
by your side."

Tressa pulled his hand from her
locks. "I don't want you to come with me."

"But—" 

Tressa placed a finger on his lips.
"No buts. If I find out I can't be fixed and I'm to be this strange
thing—this hybrid—then I don't want you there. I want you here
where you can be useful. You are of far more use helping them find the eggs
than you are to me in the Charred Barrens."

Jarrett grimaced. She spoke the
truth. As always. But that didn't mean he agreed. "I would rather be with
you. The last time I left you in what I thought were capable hands, Jacinda put
you out to sea to die."

"I won't do that," Fi
interrupted eagerly.

"Can you leave us alone for a
moment?" he asked Fi.

She nodded, contrite, and left the
chambers.

"Tressa." Jarrett tried to
hold his voice steady. "Don't do this. You don't have to go through this
alone."

"I won't. Fi will be with
me."

"You barely know her."
Jarrett leaned over, kissing Tressa on the cheek. "And I can't bear the
thought of being separated from you. Not after everything we've been
through."

Tressa returned his kiss, but her
stiff back told him no matter what arguments he used, he wouldn't change her
mind.

"You don't have to do everything
alone," he said, trying one last time. "When you left
Bastian..."

"This isn't the same,"
Tressa said. "Are you afraid I'm running off to find a new lover? This is
about my body. My life, Jarrett! I could die if I don't learn to control
whatever is going on inside me. You've known dragons. Is it normal to cry
blood?"

Jarrett answered quietly. "No.
It is not."

"Is it normal for some parts of
the body to change while other parts remain the same?”

"No."

"Then please, understand I am
the only one who can fight this battle. I have to do this alone. You help the
others."

Jarrett nodded, knowing he'd lost
before they'd even begun to argue. Tressa’s will was strong. He loved that
about her. He’d just never expected to have to go up against it.

He leaned in, kissing Tressa on the
lips. At first she responded only with a perfunctory peck, but as Jarrett's
lips parted, his tongue drawing across her lips, she lowered her defenses.
Tressa kissed him back with a hunger that seemed unusually ferocious.

He broke away. "I’ll miss
you."

"What will you tell the
others?" she asked.

He thought of the face Bastian would
make when he realized Jarrett had been pushed aside too. Still, he resolved to
believe it wasn't a pattern. That Tressa really did love him. That she'd be
back in his arms soon enough.

"I’ll think of something. But I
won't tell them the truth."

"Thank you." Tressa leaned
against the headboard. "Can you tell Fi I'm ready to fly?"

Jarrett stuck his head out the door.
"Come back in, Fi."

The girl with the black hair, black
dress, and black slippers strode into the room. "I'll change on the
balcony and meet you just outside the window."

"Thank you," Tressa said,
offering a small smile to the girl who'd quickly become a friend.

In only breaths Fi was outside the
window, in dragon form, stretching her wings. Jarrett lifted Tressa and carried
her to the window.

"I'll be back," she
whispered in his ear. "I promise."

"I believe you." Jarrett
settled Tressa on Fi's back. He tied the ropes from Fi’s harness around
Tressa's waist.

Without a word, the two flew away,
south to a land Jarrett had believed, until so recently, was one of death. He
could only hope it would bring Tressa new life.













Chapter Four
Jarrett strode back into the throne
room, his heart heavy. Tressa was gone. Maybe for good.

"She left?" Bastian asked.

Jarrett simply nodded, not wanting to
talk about it. Bastian returned the nod. Elinor tossed him a sympathetic smile
and he suddenly wished he’d waited longer before joining them. They were all
probably thinking about the way Tressa had left Bastian—multiple
times—before leaving him for good. Jarrett guessed they were all
wondering if she was doing it to him too.

"How can I help?" Jarrett
asked, sitting at the table next to Elinor. He decided to ignore their uncomfortable
glances.

Bastian cleared his throat. "As
I was saying, Elinor, can you fill us in on some places your father might have
taken the eggs?"

"Of course." Elinor
unfurled a map made of heavy vellum. She pointed to the Snake River. "It's
possible he went to the cave where we originally found Connor."

Jarrett eyed the map. He wasn't
overly familiar with the Drowned Country. "How did he steal the
eggs?"

Connor sat up straighter in his
chair. "That was my fault. I was sleeping. By the time I woke up, he'd taken
all but one of the eggs. I fought back and killed all of his
helpers—everyone except Malachi."

"But I've seen dragon eggs,”
Jarrett said. “They weigh more than any single man can lift."

"I know." Connor ran his
hands through his hair, resting them on the back of his neck.
"Malachi...he did some kind of magic. Created a wall of light that sucked
the last egg out of the cave. I don't really know how to describe it."

"I do," Elinor said.
"My father isn't just a healer. He's a mage of the highest order. He’d
hoped I would follow in his footsteps, but I chose to solely be a healer. I had
seen some of the things he did with his powers and I wasn't comfortable with
them. To me, they felt almost evil."

"Almost?" Bastian asked
with a snort.

"Okay," Elinor said. "Definitely
evil." She shrugged, her blond curls falling over her shoulders. "He
was my father. It was hard for me to admit he might be a little less than
perfect."

"There aren't many mages in the
Drowned Country," Jarrett said. "Where did he learn?"

"From ancient texts, I think,”
Elinor said. “He didn't travel anywhere. When I was growing up, he was always
around. Too much. He's self-taught."

"Impressive," Jarrett said.
He kept his hands clasped together. No one at the table knew he could use
magic, even if it was a little. He’d only told Tressa. "In any case, we
might as well face the truth. Malachi could have opened a portal to just about
anywhere," Jarrett concluded.

"So where do we start?"
Bastian asked.

Jarrett tapped his knees with his
thumbs. "I might know a way to figure out where he went. Can you take us
to the place he opened the portal, Connor?"

Connor nodded and motioned for them
to follow. "Fotia, come with me." The little dragon scuttled across
the floor, her tongue lolling out the side of her mouth.

"She's so cute," Elinor
said, admiring the little dragon.

Fotia hooted in response.

"She said thank you,"
Jarrett told Elinor.

Elinor's eyelids snapped all the way
open. "You can understand her?"

Jarrett nodded. He'd been around
Jacinda's boys when they were young. He'd learned to read their emotions.
"To a certain extent. It's not a direct translation. She's pleased and she
appreciates you noticing her."

Connor patted Fotia on the head. As
they walked toward the entrance to the tunnels below the castle, he asked
Jarrett, "When will she learn to turn to a human? Assuming she will at
all? I don't really know how any of this works."

"Sometime around her twelfth
birthday, she will experience her first change. It can be very jarring for some
dragons. For others, it comes much easier. You have a few years before you have
to worry about it though. Until then, keep her happy and fed."

"Will she remember the things we
do and say around her before she turns the first time? Will she have the same
memories a human child would have?" Connor asked, as they descended down a
long staircase. Bastian walked in front with a torch while Elinor brought up
the rear with a second torch.

"Yes, she will. Fotia will know
who cared for her." Jarrett appreciated Connor’s interest. Connor was a
good father. Jacinda, Queen of the Yellow, had ignored her boys for years. When
they first turned, they had little interest in her, preferring the nursemaids
who'd tended to them in their early years. Jarrett felt it was a shame and
damaged their relationships. While the older son, Destrian, served his mother
faithfully, Jarrett knew it was only because he would inherit the throne. Henry
had never been interested in pleasing his mother. They had been strangers to
one another, which was evident in Jacinda's lack of concern when she learned
her youngest son had perished at the hands of Stacia, the Blue dragon ruling
the Drowned Country. "She will know if she was loved or if she was
ignored. Just like any child, she is very aware of what is going on around her,
even if she unable to fully express it until she gets older."

"Interesting," Connor said.
He reached down, patting Fotia on the head again. "She's a sweet little
thing. I'm lucky to rear her."

"You are a good man,
Connor." Jarrett could see why Connor had been Tressa's best friend
growing up. He saw the pain in her eyes when she looked at Connor, wishing her
friend was back. The man Tressa had known before his transformation was still
in there somewhere, even if he didn't possess the same memories. Perhaps once
Tressa was well, the two could reconcile and spend more time together. Jarrett
felt it would be good for both of them.

When they reached the bottom of the
rough-hewn staircase, Connor pushed ahead of Bastian. He jogged down the hall,
the rest of them following at a close clip.

Bastian slowed near a doorway, but
looked surprised when Connor kept going. "Isn't it over here?"
Bastian asked Connor. But Connor ignored him and continued on.

They entered another large cavern,
similar to the one at the base of the stairs. Connor ran even faster, coming to
the edge of the cavern. He pointed to a solid rock wall. "Here. It was
here."

Jarrett strode to the place Connor
indicated. He rubbed his hands together and closed his eyes. Reaching deep
inside himself, he drew from his well of magic. He took in a deep breath.
Letting it out, he felt the magic rise within him. He clapped his hands
together once, then slowly drew them apart, letting the magic pulse and grow
between his palms.

It was a feeling he both loved and
dreaded, one he used only when necessary. This was the third time in as many
moons. More than he'd used in the last five years. But it was more and more
necessary. And now three more people knew what he could do.

His eyelids snapped open and the
magic raced out of his body and into the air. Reds and blues and greens
spiraled around the spot Connor had indicated. Yes, Malachi had used magic
here. Jarrett closed his eyes again, seeing what no one else could see.

The cavern swirled, jagged edges of
memories lodged in the stale air. He could see it all. Feel it. Malachi looking
over his shoulder. The screams of the men Connor was devouring nearby. The
crunch of bones snapping as the dragon's jaws reduced them to mere scraps.

Malachi had mumbled words under his
breath, waving his hands in the air. He was a powerful mage. Jarrett could
taste the mage’s power on his tongue. It swept over him like a black shroud
over a corpse.

Malachi had used his magic to lift
the heavy egg. He stepped into the shimmering, magical opening. Jarrett
strained, squinting to see what was on the other side. Anything that marked the
place Malachi had chosen to take the eggs.

Jarrett’s stomach dropped to his feet
when he saw the statue through the portal. "No," he said, in shock.
He lost his concentration and his magic quickly receded into the secret well
inside him.

"Jarrett!" Elinor laid a
hand on his shoulder. "Are you okay? What did you see?"

Jarrett struggled to remain standing;
his legs shook. Malachi had gone to a place none were allowed to venture. All
residents of the Dragonlands, even the dragons, steered clear of it. It was an
isle of death. An isle of no return.

"He went to the Isle of
Repose." Jarrett look at Elinor. The horror in her eyes told him she knew
why he was so concerned.

Elinor's hands fluttered to her
mouth. "We cannot follow him there."

Bastian stepped up, Connor next to
him. "We don't have a choice. It’s just an island. Why would anyone be
afraid of it?" Bastian asked.

"You don't know, Bastian,"
Elinor said. "Only death awaits there."

"It doesn't matter. We must
go," Connor said. "I will face anything to save my children."

"Will you look death in the
eye?" Jarrett asked him, knowing the answer already. They were going
whether he liked it or not.













Chapter Five
Tressa didn’t fight the wind blowing
through her hair. It caressed her face like Granna did when Tressa was little
and sick. A gentle touch on her cheek. A light kiss on her forehead. The winds
in the south weren't violent or harsh as they were in the west. They were warm.
Inviting.

Despite the changes her body was
going through, Tressa felt relaxed for the first time in a long time. Fi had
promised help, and Tressa would take the Black dragon at her word. Even though
they'd only known each other a short time, Tressa felt like she knew Fi. Maybe
it was the openness in her eyes or the unfaltering tenor of her voice. Tressa
had been leery of new people since leaving Hutton's Bridge. Fi was nothing like
all of the others.

Either she was who she said, or she
was the most conniving of all.

After nearly a day of flying, Fi
coasted over a dead forest. Tightly gnarled trees were scattered across the
parched ground. Unlike the Meadowlands to the north, here there were no animals
bounding below. Death reigned supreme. No wonder the other realms believed the
Black dragons were all gone. No one could survive in this befouled land.

Dipping down between the trees, Fi
landed on the cracked earth. Tressa slid off Fi’s back, her boots hitting the
ground. She slumped to her bottom, woozy from the sudden change in altitude.
Her ears popped and her eyes watered. She had hoped resting on Fi's back all
day might restore some of her strength. Unfortunately she felt as weak as she
had when she woke that morning.

In a puff of smoke, Fi stood before
Tressa naked, the pack tied to her ankle. "Just give me a few breaths and
I'll have my clothes on." Fi tossed Tressa a wink and pulled a black dress
out of her bag.

Tressa wanted to see if there was any
indication of Fi's wings on her back or if she sweat blood. Anything to make
Tressa feel less strange and less alone. Instead, she looked at the ground, not
wanting to stare.

"You can look now," Fi
said. "Changing clothes is a learned skill. Usually I can change much
faster, but I’m exhausted. I’ve pushed myself hard the last few days. Now,
come. Soon we'll know exactly what's wrong with you. You'll figure out how to
fix it, and whatever the solution is you'll learn to live with it." Fi
held out a hand to Tressa.

She took Fi's outstretched hand,
letting the dark-haired girl pull her to her feet. Tressa wobbled a bit,
finding her footing. "How far do we have to walk?"

"Not far." Fi pointed
between two of the trees. "See that cave opening?"

Tressa nodded.

"That leads to our home
underground."

"I can see why everyone thinks
your people are dead." Tressa ran a hand over the bark on a tree they
passed. "There's no water. No crops. How do you survive out here?"

"You might be surprised when you
see what the Charred Barrens looks like underground."

The two walked in silence toward a
cave opening. “This is The Mouth,” Fi said when they arrived, sweeping an arm
out to the side.

The great maw was shrouded in shadow,
threatening to swallow them.

"Hold my hand," Fi said.
"It's about to get very dark. If you don't know where you're going, you'll
get lost."

Tressa took a deep breath, letting
the darkness envelop her. 

"Only a few more steps, Tressa.
I promise." Fi squeezed her hand twice. "We can't light a torch quite
yet. Someone could see from the sky. Occasionally the other realms send scouts
to see if we are truly gone. It's an illusion we want to maintain."

Tressa looked to her right. Fi's eyes
glowed in the dark. A bright sapphire. "Your eyes!" Tressa said.
"I've never seen anything like it before."

"It helps me see in the
dark," Fi said. "Usually when I'm in human form, I let my human eyes
show. When I'm in the dark, it's easy to give in to a slight change so I can
see better."

"Were you born human or
dragon?" Tressa asked. "I mean, if it's not too personal to
ask."

"Not at all. I was born a
dragon. I am the great-niece of the highest-ranking dragon in the Charred
Barrens. My father was born a dragon. Yet, there are many, many humans living
underground with us. We feed them. Protect them from harm. It's very peaceful.
I think you'll like it here. Now close your eyes for a second. The light from
the flame can be jarring."

Tressa did as she was told. She could
still see the warm orange glow through her closed eyelids. Slowly she opened
her eyes to the light in the cave. Her hand slipped out of Fi's, and Tressa ran
her fingers along the cave wall.

Pictographs dotted the walls. Dragons
stood with men against giant beasts she didn't recognize, the beasts slashed
with red. Further on the dragons and men stood in triumph. "It's
beautiful. Who drew these?"

"Once, long ago, the dragons
stood as equals with man. We protected them and they worked in harmony with
us."

"But all of the realms are ruled
by dragons." Tressa thought of Jacinda, Queen of the Yellow in Risos. Of
Stacia, the Queen of the Blue, whom Tressa had defeated in battle. She knew the
Red Queen ruled over the north. Another likely ruled in the Meadowlands.

"It wasn't always that
way." Fi motioned for Tressa to follow her deeper into the cave.
"Some realms were ruled by men. Some by dragons. Sometimes they shared the
throne. That was the case here for a very long time. My great-uncle was elected
by the people here to be their ruler. He did not take the throne by force, as
has been the case with the other realms."

Tressa followed Fi’s light through
the caves. Strangely, she felt her energy returning. As if the caves themselves
were healing her.

"It's not much farther
now," Fi said. "We're almost there. I do have to warn you, though.
People will be expecting you. We are a friendly realm. No one fears another, so
people will not hesitate to approach you."

"As long as they welcome me and
don't fear me..." Tressa said, thinking of her bloody tears and partial
wings.

Fi laughed. "They won't. Trust
me." She stopped just outside an opening in the rocky walls.
"Ready?"

Tressa nodded. She wasn't, but there
was no point in putting it off any longer. Balling her fists, she followed Fi
into the cavern. 

 













Chapter Six
Tressa stood on a precipice. Her eyes
grew wide. Below her was a city. Buildings, some more than ten levels tall,
sprouted from the ground. Streets were filled with vendors and customers going
about their daily business. Children played in a green park, their mothers
watching over them. Beyond the small city she could see farmland, cattle
grazing and pigs rooting.

"What?" It was the best she
could formulate.

Fi grinned. "I told you we had a
whole community down here. You didn't believe me."

"I did," Tressa said,
"but on this scale? I hadn't thought it possible underground."

"This is a large cave system.
You're looking at the largest portion."

"You mean there's more?"
Tressa asked. How could there be? This chamber alone was bigger than Hutton's
Bridge. Her town had hundreds of villagers. There had to be thousands here.

"Oh yes. This is just the first
cavern. There are ten beyond this place."

"Ten?" Tressa knew she
sounded like a bird that repeated its master's words. Still, she couldn't
manage to formulate a more intelligent thought.

"We are headed to the third. It
is my home. It's where the healers will see you, and hopefully figure out a
quick solution to your problem. Let's keep moving. You may be feeling a bit
better, but I have no doubt you will quickly tire out again."

They walked away from the overlook,
continuing down the path. Fi stopped at a fork in the passageway. Three
openings stood in front of them. Fi banked to the right. "You didn't feel
sick to your stomach riding on me, right?"

"No. I was okay. Why?"
Tressa asked.

"We have to take another little
ride to my home."

"You aren't the first dragon
I've ridden. I'll be okay doing it again."

Fi shook her head. "No, you're
not riding on me this time. We're going in this." Fi cocked her fingers,
and Tressa followed her through an opening. A small wooden cart with four
wheels sat on two iron rails, which snaked over the ground and disappeared
around a corner. "I don't understand."

Fi climbed into the cart. "We
sit in this. Then I pull this lever." She pointed to a bar on the side of
the cart. "Then the fun starts. Join me."

Tressa shrugged and clambered into
the cart. So they were going to ride in a little cart. It didn't seem scary.
"What will pull us? An animal of some kind?"

"No," Fi said, a toothy
smile on her face. "We're going to hang on as tightly as we can while the
cart rolls down the rails."

"Down?" Tressa asked,
gulping. She'd seen how tall the buildings stood. Fi said there were ten more
caverns. They couldn't be lower than the city she saw.

"Yes, down. It's gradual,
though. It's not as if we're diving off the top of a cliff. These carts work
well most of the time."

"Most of the time?"
Tressa’s heart thumped.

But Fi didn't answer. She yanked on
the lever and the wheels began to roll. "Hang on tight!" She gripped
the sides of the cart.

Tressa mirrored Fi, her knuckles
white as the cart tipped down, picking up speed with each breath. She wanted to
ask Fi how long it would take, but the air whizzing by them stretched her lips
thin.

Instead, she closed her eyes. But
that was even worse, not being able to adjust for the turns or dips. Her
stomach heaved and Tressa opened her eyes again. The cart dipped down, then
slowed, moving across a level surface. "That wasn't so bad," she
lied.

"Good, because we've just
started. Hold on, Tressa!"

The cart picked up speed. Wind rammed
down Tressa's throat. She leaned forward, ducking her head below the edge of
the cart, trying to avoid some of the air stabbing at her face. Fi shrieked,
her arms in the air, and Tressa squeezed her lips together, afraid she’d throw
up. How anyone could find this fun was beyond her understanding. It was worse
than dangling in the air, hanging from a dragon's talons. Worse than being
trapped in a boat rocking in the sea. This was beyond comparison to anything
she'd ever faced.

After too many agonizing breaths, the
cart slowed down again. Not wanting to be fooled a second time, Tressa stayed
bent over, her head resting on her knees.

"It's over. You can sit up
now." Fi rubbed Tressa's back.

Tressa opened her eyes and slowly
rose. The cart rested against a wooden block. The tracks disappeared up a hill
behind them.

"How does it go back?" She
wasn't ready to stand, knowing her knees were still too wobbly. Conversation
might stall Fi, even if only for a few moments.

"I'll hook it here." She pointed
to a series of ropes strung on the wall. "Then someone at the top will
pull it back up to the first landing. They'll hook it to another rope and it'll
get pulled to the top. We were lucky we didn't have to call the cart ourselves.
It takes forever."

"What's so wrong with
stairs?" Tressa asked as she stood, her legs shaky.

"If we used stairs, we wouldn't
even be at the first landing yet. It would take us a whole day to climb down
here."

"How far down are we?"

Fi shrugged. "Farther than
either of us can imagine. Come on. It's a long walk, but I think we can catch a
ride."

Tressa grabbed Fi's arm. "I am
not getting in another cart."

Fi smiled. "This is better. Much
better. I promise."

They exited the cramped tunnel and
entered a small room. Two guards, dressed all in black, stood with crossed
lances before a doorway glittering with diamonds.

"Princess Fionette," the
man on the left said.

Tressa raised an eyebrow. Princess?
Fionette?

"I brought a friend home with
me." Fi stood up straight, her shoulders back. Though she stood a head
shorter, she stared at the guards as if they were beneath her. "Let me
pass."

"Your great-uncle isn't happy
with you," the guard on the right said. "Beware."

Fi smiled, relaxing a bit.
"Thank you."

The two guards clanked their lances
together, then parted them. The door opened on its own.

"Come on, Tressa," Fi said,
slumping again, morphing back into the odd girl Tressa had met back in Ashoom.

Tressa had spent moons making her own
decisions. Daring people to follow her or remain behind. For the first time she
was the one following blindly. It was disconcerting, but she wasn't about to
argue. The exhaustion was coming back. As was the upset stomach, though whether
that was due to her illness or the ride in the cart, she wasn't sure.

Fi guided Tressa down a quiet path
until they came upon a bald man with a cart on two wheels. The cart resembled a
settee with a footrest. Two long poles flanked either side, the wheels
underneath.

"Think you can handle riding on
this for a bit?" Fi asked Tressa.

Tressa cautiously followed Fi up onto
the seat. The man bowed, then picked up the two poles, and ran down the street.
Tressa meant to watch the buildings go by, to see the different taverns and the
people exiting them. She wanted to absorb every moment in this wondrous place,
but exhaustion screamed for her attention. She closed her eyes, letting the
unfamiliar sounds wash over her.

Fi tapped Tressa on the shoulder.
"You won't want to miss this view. Trust me. You'll only appreciate it the
first time."

Tressa lazily opened her eyes. Ahead
of them lay the most magnificent palace she'd ever seen. Tall ebony towers
veined with periwinkle. Golden columns flanked an iron gate carved with images
of dragons in flight, in battle, and at rest. Whereas the gems at Jacinda's
castle in the Sands had felt gaudy, here the firelight bouncing off the
embedded diamonds was warm and calming.

"It's the most beautiful thing
I've ever seen," Tressa said as the cart drew closer.

The gates opened. The bearer pulled
them into the courtyard and up a ramp to a set of closed doors. He laid the
poles on the ground. Fi jumped off the settee, grabbing her pack and Tressa's
from the storage compartment behind their feet.

"Are you ready?" she asked.
"I'll get you a room and call for the healers. We'll have this figured out
soon. I promise."

Tressa smiled at Fi's optimism. She
wanted to feel it too, to believe that whatever was going on inside her could
be fixed so easily. She remembered the small amount of blood she'd drunk. It
wasn't enough to turn her. Her father had told her as much. He said she needed
to drink the entire cupful. One drop couldn't ruin her, could it?

 













Chapter Seven
Tressa eyed the goblet the woman held
out to her. She looked at Fi, who nodded her approval.

"Trust me, this should
help," Fi said, her eyes sympathetic. “It’s okay. You can trust Leisa,
too.” She nodded to the woman holding the goblet. Leisa’s long, dark hair hung
to her waist, straight as sticks. She wore a crimson gown, belted with a golden
braid.

"Every time I drink from a cup
someone else has poured, something awful happens." Tressa thought of the
tea her Granna had given to keep her from conceiving, the same tea she
suspected Jacinda had used to force an abortion. Then there was her father, forcing
her to drink dragon blood.

"You must drink, mistress,"
Leisa said. Her hands shook. "It is the only remedy."

"For what?" Tressa asked.
"What is wrong with me?" Neither woman would meet her eyes. Tressa
crossed her arms over her chest. "Until someone tells me what's in that
cup, I won't drink a thing."

She appreciated the opulence of the
bedchamber. The bed was soft and comfortable. The sheer linen curtains hung
from the canopy, giving Tressa the feeling she was sitting on a cloud—not
a bed leagues underground, but that was where the good feelings ended. They
needed to tell her the truth.

No one made a move. The woman with
the cup kept her arms outstretched. Fi stared at the door. Tressa threw dirty
looks at both of them.

Finally Fi broke down. "Stay here."
She waved a hand in the air. "I'll be back soon." She left the room
in a huff.

Tressa smiled at Leisa. "Put the
cup down. Your arms are going to ache."

"They already are," Leisa
admitted. She set the cup on a table and shook out her arms. "It will help,
you know."

"No, I don't know." Tressa
sat on a damask upholstered chair. She rubbed her forehead. "I can't trust
anyone anymore. I'm not even sure why I'm here. Jarrett felt it was the right
thing to do, but how would he know?"

Leisa shrugged. "I don't know
who he is, so I cannot speak to his character. Do you trust him?"

"Yes." There was no
hesitation in her voice. She believed Jarrett always had her best interest at
heart.

"Then believe him. We will help
you here."

"Why?" Tressa asked.
"You're asking me to trust you and I don't even know who you are."

She smiled. "I am the assistant
to the Black Queen."

Tressa was taken aback. "The
queen? What does the queen want with me?"

"The queen sent our dragons to
Malum to protect you. The queen is a powerful seer. She knew you needed help,
and she knew you would be coming here."

"Why me? I'm no one,"
Tressa said.

"Not true," a familiar
voice said as the door creaked open.

Tressa's heart thundered in her
chest. She turned toward the door and saw the speaker clearly. "You're
dead," she stammered.

"No, my sweet Tressa, I am alive
again." Granna seemed to float across the room, a black train trailing
from the back of her long gown. She knelt in front of Tressa, grabbing her
shaking hands.

"I saw you die. I was there."
Tressa pulled her hands away. She glared at Fi, standing in the doorway.
"What is this? Why are you doing this to me?"

Granna placed a soft hand on Tressa's
cheek. The old woman’s wrinkles had been replaced by smooth, youthful skin.
"It's me. After I passed, I was resurrected and brought to my new home.
You need to drink this medicine." Granna took the cup off the table,
holding it out to Tressa.

"What makes you think I would
drink anything you offer me?" Tressa knocked the cup over, spilling the
red liquid all over the carpet. She turned to Fi. "This is why you brought
me here? Because you thought she'd help me? That woman never did anything but
ruin my life."

Granna stood, rejuvenated and
youthful. Though her hair was still gray, her body was no longer ravaged by old
age. She could have been the same age as Tressa’s parents, if they were still
alive. "Now, Tressa..."

"Don't!" Tressa sprang to
her feet, but dizziness overtook her, and she sank back down into the chair.

"Drink this. It will help, I
promise." Granna nodded to Leisa to bring a pitcher from the table. Leisa
poured another cupful of the mystery liquid.

Tressa pressed her lips together.

Fi stomped over to Granna and took
the cup. She lifted it to her lips and took a long swig. She held it out to Leisa.
"Fill it up again." Once the cup had been refilled, she held it out
to Tressa. "Will you drink it now?"

"What is it?" Tressa
demanded.

"Tell her," Fi said,
glaring at Granna. "She might as well know. You've kept it from her long
enough."

Tressa looked at Fi, then at Granna.
"No more lies."

"I've never lied to you,"
Granna said.

"There is so much you haven't
told her either." Fi stood next to Tressa.

This new friend was on her side.
Jarrett had placed his trust in the right person.

"She's not ready," Granna
said.

Fi knelt beside Tressa and squeezed
her hand. "You are a dragon. You were born that way and you will forever
remain one of us."

"I've been told that
before," Tressa said.

Granna's eyebrows rose. "Who
told you that?"

"Just some dragons up in the
Meadowlands. They didn't know what they were talking about. They were only
silly children. I'm not a dragon."

"Tressa, it’s true," Granna
said. "You were born with dragon blood in you."

"Impossible. My father only
became a dragon after he left Hutton's Bridge. Not before."

"No. Your father had dragon
blood in him before he entered the fog. So did your grandfather. I know because
I have dragon blood flowing in my veins."

Despite her anger, Tressa laughed,
like she'd laughed at the Green dragon, Margret, when she suggested Tressa was
a dragon. "Is this because of the drop of blood I drank up in Malum? It
wasn't enough to turn me into anything. My father, Fenn, he said I had to drink
all of it to become like him. Besides, if I'm a dragon, then why haven't I ever
turned into one?"

"Tressa—”

"Don't." Tressa leapt to
her feet, only to be overtaken by dizziness again. "Damn it! I just want
to feel better!" She struggled, swaying, trying remain standing. Fi took
her arm and steadied her.

"If no one else is going to tell
her, I will," Fi said. "There's blood in that cup. Blood from our
king. It will fortify you and protect you. It will also kill the diseased
dragon blood in your system. Your father's blood was tainted. The king's blood
will heal you."

Tressa's nose wrinkled. She'd been
willing to drink her father's blood with hopes it would save the children of
Hutton's Bridge. Yet she balked at drinking this blood. "What will happen
if I don't drink it?"

Granna placed a hand on Tressa's
shoulder. "If you do not, your father's dragon blood will continue to
mingle with yours until it takes over. The blood of the Black is stronger than
the Red. Drink. Red will yield to Black.”

"Stop it!" Tressa clapped
her hands over her ears. Her heart thudded, threatening to break through her
ribs.

"I wouldn't lie to you,"
Granna said, her voice raised. "Tressa. Listen to me, please. Just drink
the blood and all will be right again. I promise you."

Fi held out the cup to Tressa, who
lowered her shaking hands. "Trust her," Fi said. "Trust us. I
saved you in Malum. I helped to bring the children of Hutton’s Bridge back to
safety. I brought you here for healing. Please, Tressa, before you get sicker,
please drink."

Tressa looked at her
great-grandmother, now restored to a younger version of herself, at Fi, her new
friend, and at Leisa, the loyal attendant. No one here had tried to hurt her.

She reached out, taking the cup from
Fi's hands. "Okay. I will drink it. But, I swear, if I turn into some sort
of evil dragon, I will kill all of you."

Granna smiled. "Now there's my
Tressa."

Tressa lifted the cup to her lips and
took a long drink of the blood. Unlike her father's blood, which brought up a
host of destructive feelings, this blood was sweet and calming. She closed her
eyes and drank the cup dry.













Chapter Eight
After two long days of flying on
Connor's back, Jarrett, Bastian, and Elinor landed in the tall, reedy grass of
the Meadowlands next to the sea separating it from the Isle of Repose.

"Why don't we just fly
there?" Bastian asked for what seemed like the thirtieth time.

Jarrett wanted Bastian to stop
questioning his judgment. He knew the Dragonlands far better than Bastian could
ever claim to. Bastian had grown up in an isolated town. Jarrett had traveled
enough to know better. He also knew the Isle of Repose was a land of death. One
did not venture into the Isle of Repose without a plan.

"The island has protections set
up against dragons. It's likely if Connor flies us in, we'll all perish before
we can even set foot on the ground." Jarrett squatted a few times,
stretching his legs. Sitting on a dragon's back for days, with only short rest
periods, was far more painful than enduring the awkward gait of a camel.

"What sorts of
protections?" Elinor took off her cloak and shook it out. Bugs and
feathers flew from its folds. "Maybe we can find a way around them.
Obviously if my father got through, then there is a way for us to do the
same."

Jarrett ran his fingers through his
hair. He looked over at Connor, who had changed back into a human and was
slowly pulling on a pair of pants. The sandy-haired man looked exhausted.
Jarrett knew the toll the dragon form was taking on him. If Connor remained a
dragon too long, he would lose more of his human side. He hadn't had a chance
to pull him aside and discuss his knowledge yet. Even though it wasn't
first-hand experience, Jarrett had witnessed Jacinda's struggle. The cruel,
unforgiving dragon side was more and more difficult to temper with each passing
year. He'd felt some responsibility to help her, but everything had changed.

And now there was Tressa to worry
about—another in the long list of reasons he would do anything to end the
discord in the Dragonlands.

"Jarrett?" Bastian snapped
his fingers, annoyed. "How exactly are we going to reach this island with
our lives intact?"

"Sorry," Jarrett said,
putting all thoughts of Tressa away. She was in good hands with Fi.
"First, we’ll need a boat to sail over to the island. Then we’ll attempt
to fight our way past any barriers the Keepers might have erected."

"Keepers?" Elinor asked,
surprised. "I've heard of them, but never in conjunction with the Isle of
Repose. Legend says they are the most powerful of sorcerers. When the dragons
grew weary of the Keepers and their mischief, the dragons banished them from
the Dragonlands."

"All true," Jarrett said.
He sat down on a large rock. "The Keepers were banished to the Isle of
Repose. To protect themselves, they made it impossible for a dragon to ever set
foot on its shores. How, we do not know. We only know that others have tried,
and failed, in the past. No dragon in its right mind would attempt it
now."

"Good thing I'm not in my right
mind," Connor said with a grimace. He pulled a tunic over his head and
straightened it at his waist. "Your father," he looked pointedly at
Elinor, "stole my eggs. I want them back. Whatever Jarrett says we must do
is what we will do." Connor turned back to Jarrett. "Now, you said a
dragon cannot set foot on the island. Can I do so in human form?"

"I wish I knew the answer to that,"
Jarrett said. "Are you willing to take the risk?"

Connor nodded. "Of course.
Anything to save the eggs."

"Good." Jarrett tore a
strip of fabric from his cloak. "We need a boat. We should be able to
purchase one at the town nearby. But I need you to wear this around your eyes,
Connor."

"Why?" Bastian asked.

"The people in the Meadowlands
are all capable of turning into dragons. Their young ones have developed a
strange gift, unique to them. They can look into a person's eyes and tell if a
dragon hides within. If they see Connor is a dragon, they will take him
prisoner."

"Wait." Elinor held a hand
up. "What do you mean, they're all dragons here?"

"Exactly as I said."
Jarrett tossed the strip to Connor, who caught it deftly in one hand.
"Someone here discovered the secret of transformation and thought it would
be a good idea to turn the entire Meadowlands population into dragons."

"For war?" Bastian asked.
He pumped his fists.

Jarrett held back a sigh. Was there
more to the man than just his brawn? Some moments Jarrett was baffled that
Tressa was ever attracted to Bastian. Then again, his past included Jacinda, so
he had no right to question Tressa’s interest in the redheaded oaf.

"The Meadowlands is comprised of
peaceful people. None here would want to wage war on the other dragonlords.
Instead, they thrive on equality. It was simply a matter of everyone having the
same ability," Jarrett explained. "Unfortunately the dragonlords of
the Red and Yellow did not agree. Together they erected a border to keep the
Green dragons inside the Meadowlands—and away from the other lands."

"They wanted to keep the
secret?" Elinor asked.

"Yes," Jarrett said.

"So why does it matter if they
know I'm a dragon?" Connor asked.

"Only a dragon can lead them
out. If they realize what you are, they will surely take you prisoner until you
take down the barrier," Jarrett answered.

“But I don’t know how,” Connor
countered.

"They won’t believe you,”
Jarrett said. “Do you want me to help you with that?"

Connor held the strip up to his eyes.
Jarrett tied the ends at the back of Connor's head.

"I'll tie a rope around his
wrist and lead him," Elinor said. She twirled her cape onto her shoulders
and produced a rope from one of the interior pockets. "Connor, assuming
they still have a Healer's Guild here, they will recognize you as my patient.
We won't be questioned."

"They do have one," Jarrett
said to Elinor. "I was hoping all of you would agree to the ruse."

Elinor tied the rope around Connor's
waist. "I'll give small tugs so you know which way to go," she told
him.

"Okay, are we ready?"
Bastian asked. He shifted from one foot to the other.

"Yes," Jarrett said,
hefting his pack onto his shoulder. He reached down for Elinor's, but was
bumped aside by Bastian.

"I'll take it," Bastian
said, snatching up her pack. He glared at Jarrett.

Jarrett shrugged, refusing to play
this pissing match. "Let's go. The town isn't far. Around those trees and
to the right." He set off at a quick clip, eager to keep moving. The
sooner they secured a boat, the sooner they could get to the Isle of Repose.
Every step took him closer to reuniting with Tressa.

 













Chapter Nine
"This boat will get you back to
the Sands," the merchant said.

Jarrett knew the man would be pleased
with their business. Since the barrier had been erected along the Meadowlands
border, the sea merchants had lost a lot of revenue. The people of the
Meadowlands needed to eat, so the Red and Yellow had extended the barrier a bit
into the sea, but not far enough for them to escape their homeland. Visitors
were rare, a boat sale even more rare. Jarrett knew it wouldn't take much
negotiation to secure the deal.

"She looks good." Jarrett
meandered around the deck. He tugged on ropes and rapped on the side. It felt
and sounded solid.

"I'd offer you a crew..."
the man trailed off.

Jarrett clapped him on the shoulder.
"I don't claim to understand what my people did to you. I wish I knew why
they trapped your people here."

"It is of no concern," the
merchant said with a wave of his hand. "All will change soon enough."

Jarrett raised an eyebrow, but did
not question the man. Surely the people here were always trying to come up with
ideas to escape or to change their circumstances. But as far as Jarrett knew,
turning someone into a dragon was irreversible. Unless the Green could find a
way to turn back time, there was no hope of them ever leaving their homeland.

"I would like to rent her,
then," Jarrett said.

"Rent?" The merchant
sputtered, his face turning red. "It is for sale. I have no use for it
now. Your people put me in this predicament. The least you can do is buy the
vessel instead of bringing it back to me. It is only another reminder of our
captivity." The merchant crossed his arms over his chest. He stared
Jarrett down with angry eyes.

Jarrett waited only a moment, then
held out a hand. "Deal."

The two men shook on it. Jarrett
swung his pack off his shoulder, and counted gold coins for the merchant who
took them with wide eyes and shaking hands. Jarrett felt bad. He knew it was
rare for anyone in the Meadowlands to make this kind of money anymore. All of
their trade was done near the border and they had to take what the traders
would give them. While they weren't as isolated as Hutton's Bridge had once
been, they felt the sting of captivity nonetheless.

"She's all yours," the
merchant said. "Take good care of her. She was once my finest crabbing
ship. I cannot get out to those waters anymore. Maybe someday..." He
walked away, the coins jingling in his hands.

"I didn’t realize you were
drowning in riches," Bastian said as they boarded the ship.

"No, but I was given enough by
the queen of Risos to fund my journey to the Drowned Country. She is
generous." The boat lurched away from the dock. Jarrett couldn't help
notice Bastian grab the side of the boat, his face screwed up. "Are you
okay?"

"Fine," Bastian said, his
voice garbled.

Elinor placed a hand on Bastian's
arm. She offered him something from her palm and whispered. He popped it in his
mouth and chewed on it, then thanked her. The interplay between the two was
genuine. Sweet. Jarrett hoped they'd find happiness with each other so Bastian
would stop mooning over Tressa.

Connor took off the blindfold. He
stood at the prow, taking in a deep breath. The sandy-haired man walked over to
Jarrett, who stood at the wheel.

"How are you feeling?"
Jarrett asked Connor.

"Good," Connor said. He
tossed the blindfold overboard. It skimmed along the water, finally settling
into a wave's wet embrace. "I’m angry and anxious over the eggs, but
physically I feel strong. Ready to fight."

Jarrett hesitated. He wanted to ask
Connor about his temper, whether he was able to control it. But Jarrett wasn't
sure he knew the man well enough to ask such a personal question.

"I cannot turn like you,"
Jarrett said, "but I have spent many years around dragons. If you have any
questions, I might be able to answer them for you."

"I do have one." Connor
took a deep breath. "Will I ever remember my past?"

Jarrett's shoulders fell. He looked
at Connor's curious eyes, wanting so badly to give him good news. "You may
not. Sometimes the transformation is too traumatic. If it's done properly and
with care, the mind does not suffer. But when someone is brought to the dragon
through torture, the mind may choose to block the memories." He shuffled
his feet. "Tressa told me what happened to you. How Stacia flayed your
skin to pieces with her braid studded with metal. Tressa swore you had died, or
she and Bastian never would have left you. It would be very difficult for you
to remember your past after an experience like that. That likely was Stacia's
intent."

Connor's eyes clouded over. "I'm
sure it was. I was not the only man she kept chained in the dungeon under the
castle at Ashoom."

"If you couldn't remember your
ties to the past, then you'd be less likely to fight for freedom," Jarrett
said. He shook his head. He'd heard stories about Stacia's cruelty, even seen
some of it up close, but hearing from a man who who’d experienced it firsthand
made it all the more real. "The other men, what happened to them?"

"Dead. All of them." Connor
leaned on the rail. "They were all dead before I turned into a dragon.
Each dead man's body wrapped around an egg. Stacia's offspring with them. I can
only assume she was breeding her own army. I'm glad I could help Tressa kill
Stacia. I'm just sorry your friend Henry lost his life too."

"Henry was no friend of
mine," Jarrett said. He recalled the arrogant boy who'd walked into his
own death. "I was there to help him if he attempted to wrest the Blue
throne from Stacia. The one person I couldn't protect him against was
himself."

Silence fell over them as the waves
lapped against the wooden side. Salty sprays danced in the air. Jarrett looked
back at Bastian and Elinor. She sat on a bench with Bastian's head in her lap.
The redhead looked unwell. Perhaps her herbs hadn't helped him as much as
they'd hoped.

"I still don't remember my
wife,” Connor said. “Even seeing my boys back at the Blue castle didn't jog my
memory. It doesn't mean I don't care for them, though. Deep down, I think part
of me remembers."

"That's good," Jarrett
said. He wasn't sure if it meant Connor's memories were still intact or if he
was simply a man with a big heart. Regardless, hope often brought about
miracles. Jarrett prayed Connor would experience such a miracle.

"How much farther is it?"
Connor asked. He rested a hand above his brow and squinted toward the north.
"I don't see land yet."

Jarrett pointed to a gull circling
above the sails. “Those birds don’t fly far from land. I wager we'll be seeing
land very, very soon. And then begins the challenge of surviving whatever traps
the Keepers have laid."

"And finding my eggs. Only one
is mine, but I am responsible for the other ten too. They have no one but me to
care for them."

"They are lucky dragons," Jarrett
said with a smile.

He glanced into the sky again. A dark
cloud drifted above the island. Clouds always moved from the west to the east,
but this stationary cloud hung over the top of a mountain as it was anchored
there by some evil force. Jarrett took a deep breath, hoping the stories of the
Keepers were nothing more than legend.













Chapter Ten
Tressa woke from a long sleep. She
blinked a few times, wondering why there was no sunlight. Then she remembered
where she was, deep under the Charred Barrens, in a place daylight could not
touch.

"You're awake. How do you
feel?" Fi's soft voice echoed in the dark room. Tressa couldn't see her,
except for her glowing blue eyes.

Tressa stretched her arms above her
head, letting her legs splay out to the side, every muscle in her body
awakening. "Surprisingly good. Better than good." She sat up and
swung her legs over the side of the bed.

Her head didn't swim. The world
didn't spin. Everything remained still, as it should.

"Is there a light in here?"
Tressa asked.

Fi snapped and a brazier burst to
life. "I'm glad you finally drank the blood. If we would have known the
situation was so dire when we first went to rescue you in Malum, I would have
brought some with me. Sophia is a true seer, but she does not see all."

"I don't want to talk about
her," Tressa said.

Fi sat on the bed next to her.
"We have to. There's so much you don't understand. Once you are told why
she made certain choices, you will see why she had to do it."

"No one has to do
anything," Tressa said. She'd made hard decisions since leaving Hutton's
Bridge. There were times she could have taken the easy way out. She could have
stayed with Bastian in the forest, not seeking her own chance at revenge for
what she believed was Connor's brutal death at Stacia’s hands. She could have
left Malum without facing Fenn, leaving the children of Hutton's Bridge behind.
Yet she had not. "She didn't have to poison me for years, leaving me
barren."

"What if there was a good
reason?" Fi pressed, not giving up. "If you'd just hear her out,
maybe you'd change your mind."

Tressa stood and paced the room. Her
feet felt light as she walked in a straight line. Her arms swung carelessly at
her sides. Her heart beat out a familiar, steady beat. Knowing the dragon's
blood worked calmed her anxiety. So they'd been telling the truth. She was
healed.

"Okay." Tressa turned to
face Fi. "I'll do it. I'll talk to her."

"You won't regret it, I
promise." Fi jumped off the bed. "I'll tell her you're ready to talk.
While I'm gone, there's food on the table. That will help you regain even more
strength. In fact, I have a feeling that soon you'll be feeling better than
you've ever felt in your whole life." Fi winked, then left the room.

Tressa smiled. Fi's attitude was
contagious. Tressa sat at the table, digging into the food. A bowl of butter
and garlic soaked mushrooms tempted her first. She stabbed the brown cap with
her dagger and popped it in her mouth. The rich juices flowed down her throat.
She hadn't had sautéed mushrooms since leaving Hutton's Bridge. No one knew how
to make them like Granna.

Granna. She knew all of Tressa's
favorites. Boiled eggs accompanied warm bread. She took a quick sip from the
cup. Honeywine. Yes, Granna had definitely had a hand in choosing the food Fi
brought.

A tentative knock interrupted
Tressa's meal. "Come in," she said.

The door swung open and Granna walked
in, her hands buried deep in the pockets of her black cotton gown. "I'm
glad to hear you're feeling better, Tressa. I'm even happier you've agreed to
see me."

Tressa set down her cup. "I feel
it's the right thing to do. Fi swears you had a good reason for keeping me from
getting pregnant all those years. I want to hear your story and form my own
opinion."

Granna sat on the chair opposite
Tressa, her hands resting on the damask-covered arms. Tressa remembered
Granna’s hands in Hutton’s Bridge. Wrinkled, veined, and spotted with brown
dots. Now they were smooth and soft. She would have to get used to this new
version of the old woman she’d known.

"The day after the fog fell,”
Granna said, “I wandered into it, wanting to lose myself forever. I wanted to
die. I wasn't prepared to be the oldest in the village. How could I lead a town
filled with children? But he found me in the fog and saved me from the beasts."

"He?" Tressa asked. 

"Mestifito. The dragon king.
Though he was not king then. He was a boy, only a bit older than me. One of the
other beasts had confused me, calling out my name in the voice of my
mother."

"Kilrothgi," Tressa said.

"Yes." Granna nodded.
"I am sorry you also had to face them. They are hideous, deadly
creatures." She poured herself a cup of honeywine and took a small sip.
"Mestifito killed the kilrothgi. Then he carried me to safety outside the
fog. He used a drop of his blood to heal me. You see, the kilrothgi had nearly
killed me, and I hadn't bothered to fight back. I welcomed death and was on the
brink of never opening my eyes again."

Tressa had questions, but she held
her tongue. She knew Granna well enough to know the woman enjoyed telling her
stories and didn't appreciate interruption.

"That was the day the blood of
the dragon entered my system. Mestifito used his own blood to save me. It
wasn’t enough to turn me. Just enough to save my life, but not to turn me.
Eventually I gave birth to my children, and they did not show the mark of the
dragon. The human blood had been stronger than the dragon. I had thought it
died out with the first generation. I was certain with the second generation.
But then you came and everything changed." Granna's hands trembled.

Tressa remembered how her hands shook
the same way the day she thought Granna had died. She’d been scared. Uncertain.
Tressa fought the urge to take Granna's hands in hers, to comfort her the same
way she had all those moons ago.

"Why was I different?"
Tressa asked.

"Your mother..." Granna's
voice wavered.

"My mother died giving birth to
me," Tressa said. "What about her?"

"She sacrificed her own life to
give you yours." Granna placed a hand on Tressa's shoulder. "You must
understand. She did not know what was going to happen. I only knew it was a
possibility..."

"What was a possibility?"
Tressa asked.

"When a dragon gives birth to a
dragon, it is done so via egg. But when a human is pregnant with a dragon it is
not so simple."

"How does it happen?"
Tressa asked through gritted teeth.

"The dragon cannot fit through
the birth canal. It must be taken through a cut in the stomach."

"I have heard of this. Adam
performed that procedure on a couple of the women in Hutton's Bridge. They lived.
Why did my mother die?" Tressa asked, not certain she truly wanted to know
the answer.

"Your mother came to me when
labor began. She was feeling ill, which is not uncommon. I laid her down on my
bed so I could examine her. It was when I lifted her dressing gown that I saw
what I had thought I would never see. Scratches on her abdomen, just above her
navel, but below her breasts. Long rows of scratches. Except these did not come
from the outside. They were pink bulges, tinged with red. Dried blood crusted
the edges." Granna's eyes dripped with sympathy. "It was you, trying
to get free of the womb."

Tressa gasped. Of all the stories
Granna had told her, this was one she'd never heard before. One she wasn't sure
she wanted to hear now. But she kept silent.

"I would have called for the
physic, but I knew he would discover the truth. So I cut into your mother
myself. I did it to free you."

"And my mother?" Tears
gathered at the corners of Tressa’s eyes.

"I pulled you out of her. She
asked to hold you, so I rested you on her chest. You appeared fully human,
except your eyes were red. Slitted like the dragon. Your hands were
claws." Granna paused, taking a deep breath.

Trouble rumbled in Tressa's stomach.
"What about my mother?"

"She saw your eyes and your
hands. She screamed." Granna's hands covered her face, but Tressa could
still see her tears streaming, breaking through the barrier. “I was able to
soothe the dragon in you. I helped that side of you stay hidden until you
instinctively learned to control it yourself.”

"Did the sight of me send her
into shock? Did that kill her?" Tressa held her breath, waiting for the
answer.

"No," Granna said, slumping
over, hands on her knees and tears falling onto her lap. "I killed her to
protect your secret."

Tressa jumped out of her chair and
headed for the door, her heart pounding.

"Wait, don't go," Granna
pleaded. “There’s more. You must let me finish. Please.”

Tressa's hand rested on the doorknob.
She could leave. Fi would take her out of the Ruins of Ebon if she asked. Tressa
had no fear they would trap her here as they had in Risos.

"If you still hate me when I'm
done, then you may leave and I won't try to stop you," Granna said.
"I won't hurt you. No one here will lay a hand on you. You have nothing to
lose by staying and hearing me out."

Tressa’s heart told her to stay. Her
head screamed at her to run. Ultimately, her head gave in to her heart.

"Due to the rough pregnancy and
birth your mother had a poor chance of survival. We had no magic-trained
healers in our town. The villagers believed magic had gone with the fog. They
quickly learned to fear what they did not understand. Tressa, if I hadn't
helped your mother to die, the others would have seen how you were born. They
would have killed you out of fear. And your mother would have died in the end.
She was beyond saving. And you! I had to keep you from getting pregnant or you
could die too! I did all of this to save you."

Granna may have ruled Hutton’s Bridge
with an iron fist, but she had a bigger heart than anyone Tressa had ever met.
Her eyebrows furrowed. But there were lies she’d told. The broken promises. And
now this.

Tressa spun around. Who was the woman
in front of her? Years had seemingly been erased since her death. Yet she had
the same caring blue eyes. The same arms that had held Tressa when she was
forced to give up Bastian. The same hand Tressa had held when Granna took her
final breaths in her cottage back home.

"Why not just let me die?"
Tressa asked. "Why save me?"

Granna's eyes drifted to her hands,
folded in her lap. "Weakness. You were the dragon child I wanted for so
long. You proved my connection to Mestifito was real."

"That's it?" Tressa spat
back. "Because I was proof you had dragon blood in you?"

"I had to protect you. I had
foreseen great changes in the Dragonlands many years before, but I didn't know
who it belonged to. That dark night when you were born, I finally knew. It was
you."

"The visions again," Tressa
said. "Before you died you said you'd seen me leave Hutton's Bridge. You
said you'd seen yourself there. That your visions told you so. But they were
wrong because you died before I left. In fact, your death changed everything.
Udor called off the yearly trek into the fog. He said we didn't have to leave.
but a virus that was spreading into the village caused your death. We had no
choice. We had to leave to look for a cure."

Granna's eyes widened.
"Impossible. What killed me was no virus. I know because I made myself
sick. It was not contagious."

“You did what?” Tressa’s hands shook.
The lies of omission piled on top of each other like stones on a cairn, stacked
precariously over the remains of their relationship.

“It was time for me to leave. I took
a draught that would mimic illness and death. But I took it too soon. I thought
I’d be around long enough to see you leave. I can assure you, what took me
wasn’t the same thing that killed the other villagers. Their paranoia led them
to a false conclusion.” Granna patted Tressa’s hands.

The explanation didn’t calm her. It
only fueled her anger. “But others died within the week, suffering the same
symptoms as you. Though by the time Bastian fought his way back through the fog
and returned to the village, the virus had died out. No one else was sickened.”
Tressa rubbed her chin and looked at her great-grandmother. “Does this have
anything to do with the honey?”

Granna’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you
asking about the honey?”

So she knew something. She had to. “I
know the Red was after it and that it’s tied to the bees in Hutton’s Bridge. If
you know something, I want you to tell me. Lives have been put on the line too
many times. I’m tired of not knowing why.”

“I don’t have answers for you,
Tressa. We also know the honey is important to the Red. Mestifito has spent his
life trying to discover their reasons, but he has yet to find one. There is
much mystery surrounding the honey.”

Tressa stood. “I don’t believe you.
After all the secrets and lies, how can I believe anything you say?” She
stormed out of the room, leaving Granna behind.













Chapter Eleven
A man stood outside her door, his
heels together, toes pointed out. A sword hung from his waist.

Avital bowed. "Hello."

Tressa started, her back hitting the
door. “What are you doing here?” Jarrett’s brother was the last person she
expected to see in the Charred Barrens. She hadn’t heard anything about him
since sneaking into Malum the night of the Descent Festival. In the chaos,
Jarrett had lost track of his brother. He’d assured everyone Avital could take
care of himself.

“I saw the Black dragons arrive during
the fight. I also saw you and Jarrett fly away on one. I stole a horse and rode
down to the Charred Barrens as fast as I could. For days I wandered through the
dead forest, calling out Jarrett’s name. One of the people found me and
escorted me down here, promising the two of you would be arriving soon.” Avital
looked over Tressa’s shoulder. “Is my brother in there?”

“No.” Tressa glanced warily at the
door. She didn’t want to introduce her great-grandmother to Avital. Not after
the fight they’d had. Tressa grabbed Avital’s elbow, propelling him down the
hall. “Jarrett stayed in the Drowned Country. He’s helping my friends find
something they lost.”

“Then I will accompany you.” The
words were friendly, but Avital’s expression wasn’t. They had an uneasy relationship.
When Avital was around Jarrett, he came off as jovial and carefree. But he’d
decided early on Tressa was a threat to his brother, and he treated her warily
as one might a potential foe.

"It's not necessary,"
Tressa said. “If you want, I can inquire about getting a dragon to take you
back to the Sands."

Avital crossed his arms over his
chest. "Perhaps I should keep an eye on you.”

“Go back to your room,” Tressa said
with a wave of her hand. “I’ll make sure someone finds you a way home.” She walked
away, hoping he'd stay at her door, but he followed just paces behind her.
Tressa increased the clip of her stride. Avital kept pace.

Tressa stopped abruptly and spun
around. "Okay." She held up a hand.

Avital stopped, just an arm's reach
away. "Yes?"

"I have to find a place to use
the privy. Do you need to follow me there, too?"

"No. But I plan on waiting
outside the door." Avital tapped his foot. “I don’t trust you, Tressa. I
told you that once. Until I know I’ll be given leave to head back to the Sands,
I’m going to stay close to you.”

"I may be in there for a
while."

"I have nothing better to do
than wait for you," Avital said. "So I will be here when you
emerge."

Tressa rolled her eyes and stepped
into the women's bathing room, letting the door slam behind her. Through the
rising steam, she saw that the large, circular pool of water with steam rising
was filled with females, from toddlers to women as old as Granna had been when
she died.

"Tressa!" Fi ran over,
grabbed her hand, and pulled her toward the edge of the pool.

All the women were dressed in the
same bathing garb. Light linen wrapped around their bodies, allowing them to
expose enough skin to clean without being indecent.

"You can change behind the
curtain. I'll wait here." Fi smiled, her toothy grin relaxing Tressa.

She slipped behind the curtain and
picked up one of the bathing gowns. Leaving her own clothes carefully on the
bench, Tressa slipped on the linen. She took a deep breath, then headed out to
the pool.

Fi smiled and waved, patting the seat
on the bench next to her. Tressa pasted on a smile and sat.

"I'm sure you're
overwhelmed," Fi said.

"It's a lot to take in,"
Tressa said as she slipped her feet into the warm water. Tingles ran up her
legs, quickly relaxing all of her tense muscles. "How much do you
know?"

"Likely everything," Fi
said, running a sponge up and down her arm. "But I won't ask you to share
until you're ready."

Tressa shrugged. "I may never be
ready, so now is as good of a time as any."

Fi dropped the sponge on her lap and
clapped her hands. "Everyone out,” she called.

Tressa's hands covered her mouth,
horrified. She hadn't asked for the others to be kicked out. No one seemed to
mind, though. Most smiled. One even patted Tressa on the shoulder as she
stepped out of the water.

"Does everyone know?"
Tressa asked.

Fi nodded. "Some. Your
great-grandmother is a bit of a legend around here."

After the last of the women and girls
had left the bathing room, Tressa relaxed a bit more.

"Do you have any children?"
Tressa asked. Even now, her mind often turned to the loss of her own child and
Granna’s decision to prevent her from conceiving with Bastian.

"No. I won't ever bear children.
Sarah, my wife, and I would love to take in an orphan someday.” Fi took a deep
breath and continued. “There are so few though. It's unusual for a child to be
truly alone. Here, in the Ruins of Ebon, there is nothing more important than
family. It's why I helped you without a second thought. My great-uncle and your
great-grandmother are mated. To me, we are family."

"I've always wanted a
sister," Tressa confessed. Someone, another woman, anyone other than
Granna, to stand by her.

"Then it's settled. We are
sisters forever." Fi tossed Tressa a sponge. "Now clean up. I want to
show you around the rest of the city." Fi stepped out of the pool and
disappeared behind a curtain.

Tressa scrubbed all over her body,
ridding herself of the accumulated dirt. She felt a mess. But the sponge and
warm water could only erase so much. She still bore the scars of her life;
those couldn't be scrubbed away.

She closed her eyes, thinking of
Jarrett and missing him. She was healed now, yes. They'd saved her in the
Charred Barrens, just as Fi had promised. Unfortunately, it brought on a new
set of problems. Tressa knew Jarrett had been with the queen of the Sands many
times. Tressa’s dragon side wouldn't repulse him, of that she was sure. But
would it change her? If she allowed them to teach her how to change into a
dragon in order to have a safe birthing experience, would she become as cruel
and unpredictable as her father? Was it the nature of the dragon?

She'd given up Bastian because her
life had changed too much to still love him the way she had in Hutton's Bridge.
Knowing the same thing could happen with Jarrett scared her more than all the
truths she'd learned this day. She was exhausted from all of the upheaval. All
she wanted was a simple, easy life. Unfortunately, nothing seemed farther out
of reach.

The door to the bathing room swung
open and three guards marched in, dressed in full uniform. "My lady,
Fionette, we are under attack. You are needed."

Fi gasped, emerging from behind the
curtain. She pulled her shirt over her head and joined the men.
"Tressa," she said, "I suggest getting back to your room. Don't
delay. I'll check in on you later."

Tressa cupped her hands, letting the
water rinse her shaking limbs. Another battle. If Avital had followed her here,
who else might have brought the battle to the city under the Charred Barrens?













Chapter Twelve
Tressa retreated to her room, Avital
on her heels. Before he could enter, she slammed the door in his face. Granna
had left. Good. She sat down on her bed, twisting her hands in her lap. Under
attack? From whom?

Guilt washed over her. Everyone had
thought the Black extinct until they came out of hiding to rescue Tressa and
her friends in Malum. Now everyone knew they were still alive and anyone could
be coming after them—though she quickly narrowed it down to two parties.

The Red and the Yellow. The Blue's
only dragon was off looking for his eggs, and the Green were still trapped in
the Meadowlands.

Anger wasn't far behind the guilt.
Tressa stood up, stomping her feet on the floor and threw the door open.
"We're going to fight," she told Avital.

He cracked a smile, the same she'd
seen the day she met him. "Finally. I was beginning to think my brother
had chosen a meek woman."

"Then you don't know me,"
Tressa said.

Together they stalked through the
halls and out the castle gate where the people were gathering. Dragons filled
streets. Men and women dressed in thick armor holding swords kissed loved ones
goodbye. They joked with each other, grand smiles on their faces. Chests were
pounded, swords clanged, and eager battle whoops carried on the still
underground air.

"How will they all get out of
here?" Avital asked. "The dragons cannot fit in the tunnels we took
down here."

"I don't know." Tressa
searched the crowd for any faces she recognized, quickly finding Fi's. Tressa
called out her friend's name and waved her hands in the air.

Fi came over, a grimace on her face.
"What are you doing here? You need to stay safe in your chambers."

"Don't tell me I can't fight
just because of everything else I've gone through."

"Only hours ago, you were so
sick you couldn't stand. It's not in your best interest to be flying off to
battle now."

"Flying? If only I knew how to
change, I would fly out with the rest of you." She gazed out at the
soldiers. "I want to ride. Find me a dragon."

"I will do no such thing,"
Fi said. Her eyebrows drew together. "If you want to fly a dragon, you
will be flying on me."

"What about me?" Avital
asked. "I have ridden dragons into battle before. I am well-prepared to
fight with you."

Fi crossed her arms over her chest.
"We were not happy when we discovered you’d snuck into the Charred
Barrens, Avital. It's your people out there. We cannot trust you in battle. You
must remain here. You’re lucky we tolerate your presence at all." Fi
nodded to a couple of nearby soldiers. "Keep an eye on him until we get
back."

They flanked Avital, who shook his
fist at Fi. "I am here to protect Tressa. I follow my brother's orders,
not anyone else's."

"And if this comes to
battle," Fi asked, "are you prepared to kill men you may know?"

"My only orders are to protect
Tressa,” Avital said. “I will not fight anyone unless they directly threaten
her."

"I'm sorry. We cannot allow you
aboveground." Fi nodded and the two guard grabbed Avital's arms. They
dragged him away, struggling against their tight grip. She turned back to
Tressa. "I hope this doesn't upset you."

Tressa laughed. "It doesn't. I
appreciate Avital’s loyalty to Jarrett, but I don't trust the man. The day I
met him he promised to kill me if I ever hurt his brother. He is all smiles and
jokes when they are together, but when they are apart, I don't have a good
grasp on what he will do."

"Then it's settled. Do you want
to ride out on me?" Fi bounced from one foot to the other. “My last
assigned soldier felt I was too wild."

"Too wild?" Tressa smirked.
"The first time I rode a dragon was to kill Stacia. The next time, a
dragon plucked me off a camel and flew me across the desert, clutched in its
talons. The couple of times I've ridden with you have been unremarkable."

"I'll have someone set you up
with armor."

Tressa followed a running Fi though
the crowd. Already dragons were lifting into the air.

"There isn't time," Tressa
said, pointing up. “We need to go now.”

"Fine, but if there is a true
battle, I’m bringing you back."

"Deal." Excitement pulsed
in Tressa’s veins. Not only did she feel better than she had when they arrived,
she felt like she could conquer the world.

Fi vaulted over the balcony, and
before she could land on the ground, she morphed into her dragon form, a little
pouch dangling around her ankle holding her clothes. Tressa ran to the railing.
She wasn't quite ready to repeat Fi's stunt. Instead, she waited for her friend
to fly closer. Then she pulled herself onto Fi's back. Wrapping her legs around
the dragon's neck, Tressa gave a little tap to let Fi know she was ready.

They ascended higher into the cave.
Tressa watched the other dragons, one by one, escape through a hole in the
ceiling. She hadn't noticed it before. From the ground, the entire ceiling
looked like a jumble of rock. When it was Fi's turn, she spiraled up toward the
hole. Tressa clung to Fi’s scales, her hands throbbing.

Fi darted into the hole, and Tressa's
world went dark, except for a tiny speck of light above them that grew wider
with every passing second. Within only a few breaths they emerged aboveground,
the sunlight stinging Tressa's eyes. She blinked repeatedly.

Fi's wings stretched as they
ascended. Tressa managed a glance at the ground as it dropped away. The ruins
and dead trees spread underneath them, along with countless dragons bursting
out of the dead forest. She couldn't see the holes they'd emerged from. The
camouflage was too clever.

In the distance, a horde of dragons
flew toward them in formation, one at the center. Tressa squinted, trying to
see their colors, to confirm Fi's statement to Avital about the Yellow
descending down on them. Unless dragons had far sharper sight, Tressa couldn't
figure out how they would know the Yellow was headed toward them. They were too
far away. Tressa wished she could ask Fi, but it would have to wait until they
were both in human form.

Fi circled as the rest of the Black
dragons joined them in the sky. They formed a loose circle around one dragon in
the middle, his wingspan double that of any of the other dragons. His eyes were
redder than blood and his teeth sharper than a thousand daggers. On his back
rode Granna, her gray hair flying behind her, a sword raised in the air.

Tressa could barely reconcile that
warrior woman with the great-grandmother who'd rubbed her back and cared for
her when Tressa was sick. She'd changed so much. Or maybe Tressa had never
really known her.

The dragon horde flew closer, and
finally Tressa could confirm what Fi had told her underground. It was indeed
dragons from the Yellow and the lead dragon was a bright gold with black wings.

Jacinda.

The Queen of Risos.

Jarrett's former lover and the woman
who'd killed Tressa's baby, before leaving her for dead, floating on the sea.













Chapter Thirteen
Tressa was startled to observe that
only two of the advancing dragons were Yellow. The first was Jacinda. The
second Tressa recognized as the one that had carried her through the desert.
The rest were Green, chained at the neck and pulled along behind the Yellow
Queen, who landed and morphed into the woman Tressa had quickly grown to hate.

The other golden dragon also
transformed into a human. He stood with his legs apart, arms crossed over his
chest. His golden hair fell to his dark brown shoulders. He looked so much like
Jacinda, it was obvious he was her son. Unlike his younger brother Henry who
had died at the hands of the Blue dragon, Stacia, this young man appeared to be
in full control of his dragon side.

Mestifito glided to the ground, and
Granna slid off his back. Fi landed just behind, and Tressa dismounted. Fi and
the other dragons changed into human form, except Mestifito. He remained a
dragon, his nostrils snorting small bursts of fire.

Cruelty burned in the eyes of
Jacinda's son. He searched the crowd and his gaze fell upon Tressa. He leaned
over, whispering into his mother's ear. She, too, glared at Tressa, her lips
snarling. Then Jacinda's eyes snapped back to Mestifito. She held her gown with
her free hand and fell into a deep curtsey.

Mestifito snorted. A puff of smoke
surrounded Jacinda and her son. Her servants waved it away. Jacinda emerged
from the smoke, as regal as ever and nonplussed. Her chin jutted out, her back
stiff.

"You may approach," Granna
said.

"Who are you?" Jacinda
demanded.

"I am Sophia, mate of Mestifito,
and speaker of his words." Granna stuck her sword in the ground. "You
may rise."

"I came here to speak with the
King of the Black, not his concubine."

Granna slapped Jacinda, leaving a
bright pink mark on her cheek. "You will burn if you speak to me that way
again."

Jacinda rubbed her cheek, seething.
Tressa fought the urge to run and hug Granna. Somehow she didn't think that
would help the situation.

"Anything you say," Granna
continued, "can be said to me. I will pass on Mestifito's words to
you."

Jacinda dipped her chin, then tugged
on the chains. The Green dragons followed meekly behind her. "Once we
heard the Black had risen again, my son, Destrian, and I sought out a peace
offering. While you've been away, the people of the Meadowlands have taken it
upon themselves to turn their entire population into dragons. Along with the
Red, we raised a barrier upon the Green to keep them from spreading their
blasphemy to the rest of the Dragonlands. In an effort to maintain peace, we
have brought you a passel of them as a gift.”

Granna laid a hand on Mestifito's head.
Her eyes closed and she swayed a bit. Then her eyelids snapped open. "We
will accept the dragons." Granna held out a hand. Jacinda laid the chains
in Granna's hands. "I suggest you step away," Granna said to Jacinda.

Mestifito reared up on his back legs
and took in a huge breath. He let it out in a burst of fire, melting the
chains. Granna dropped the smoking chains to the ground.

"Fly free, friends," Granna
said to the Green dragons, smiling. "You are no longer captives.” The
dragons soared into the sky, beating their wings and heading north without
looking back.

"How dare you!" Jacinda
stomped a foot. "We came here, offering you friendship and peace."

Granna's chest heaved, her gray hair
rippled in the wind. "You did no such thing. You came here attempting to
bribe us into an uneasy alliance. We will not be partners with you in subduing
an entire kingdom. It is not our way."

"No," Jacinda said.
"Your way is to hide in the dark corners of our world and only emerge when
it suits you. The Black is filled with cowards."

Granna shot an arm out, blocking Fi
from attacking Jacinda. Fi relented, falling back next to Tressa.

"The Black is filled with people
who want to live happily in freedom. When our kin is threatened, we take
action," said Granna.

"Your kin?" Jacinda's eyes
flashed toward Tressa.

"Yes," Granna said, her
voice dripping with rage. "I'm told you killed my great-granddaughter's
unborn child and put her out to sea to die."

Jacinda's eyes widened. "Your
great-granddaughter? That girl?" She pointed to Tressa with one long
fingernail. "She suffered a miscarriage and ran away when her lover
spurned her. I take no responsibility for her problems."

Mestifito took another deep breath,
his throat rumbling.

Jacinda slapped her arms to her side.
Then did it again and again until she looked like a bird unable to take flight.
"What have you done?" she screamed at Granna. "I cannot take my
dragon form!" Her son imitated her, his arms flapping at his sides to no
avail.

"Me?" Granna said, a smile
on her face. "I have done nothing. My mage, on the other hand, he seems to
have blocked your ability to transform into a dragon." Granna smiled and
pointed to a man in a long, black robe just behind her. His hands were in the
air, palms pointed toward Jacinda and her son.

Mestifito's chest expanded, smoke
burst forth from his nostrils.

"No!" Jacinda screamed.
"We cannot defend ourselves. At least allow us trial by combat! It is the
fair thing to do!"

"Did you allow the unborn babe a
chance to defend itself? Did you give Tressa a chance to fight back?"
Granna looked back at her great-granddaughter.

Tressa couldn't read the expression
on Granna’s face. There was no fear, and yet there did not appear to be any
anger either.

"I didn't do anything to her! I
swear it. My medicine woman, she did. It was her foul, evil magic that lead to
Tressa's unfortunate incident."

"My incident?" Tressa said,
finally speaking up. "You killed my baby. You left me to die!"

"Not me! My medicine
woman!" Nervous sweat mingled with her makeup as it ran down her face.

"Yes, but by your command,"
Tressa said through gritted teeth. "I dare you to refute that."

"I—” Jacinda stammered.
She looked to her son, but he had stepped away from her, a disgusted look on
his face.

Destrian held his hands up in the
air. "I knew nothing of this. I swear it to you."

Granna looked at her mage. He nodded,
confirming the Yellow prince's statement.

"You know the punishment,
Jacinda," Granna said.

Part of Tressa wanted to regret what
was about to happen, to make amends with Jacinda before the inevitable, but she
couldn't bring herself to care. All Tressa could see was the blood on Jacinda’s
hands. The blood of a baby whose mother hadn't even had the chance to save it.

"Death leads to death."
Granna raised her sword.

"No!" Jacinda fell to her
knees. She crawled on the ground, laying her head on Granna's feet. "Don't
do this. Have mercy on me!"

"Did you have mercy on Tressa? I
think not." Granna stepped away, leaving Jacinda on the ground, a rumpled,
pathetic mess.

Jacinda turned back to Destrian, her
hand outstretched. He shook his head, also backing away. Wild, she looked
toward Tressa. "I'm sorry. So, so sorry for what I did to you. It was
petty jealousy, nothing more. I will give you and Jarrett a palace, a place for
you to relax and make love for the rest of your days. You will be supplied with
servants for the countless number of children you will have. I swear all this
and more will be yours. Just have mercy on me!"

Tressa stepped toward Jacinda.
"You destroyed the one thing I wanted in life. You took it away from me
because you are a cruel, jealous woman. You had many opportunities to change
your mind, but you didn't. You murdered my baby. Face your punishment like a
woman." She stepped back, falling into Fi's outstretched arms.

Mestifito's jaw dropped. Heat
billowed from between his teeth, followed by a loud spurting noise, drowning
out Jacinda's wails and pleas for mercy. Fire flew from his mouth, engulfing
Jacinda in flames.

No one turned away. They all watched
justice being served upon one who willingly chose the path of anger and
jealousy. Tressa was filled with sadness and a sense of relief. The woman who'd
killed her unborn baby was dead. Burned alive in a cloud of flames.

In his mercy, Mestifito made it
quick. Jacinda was a pile of ashes within a few breaths.

"Take her home," Granna
said to Destrian. "Show your people what happens when they use cruelty to
rule rather than justice. We will not stand for it, and soon we will show the
rest of the Dragonlands what it means to be free."

The young man nodded, his face
passive, dusting his mother’s ashes into a rag he carried in his pocket. He
tied it up, then turned toward the north.

Granna waved a hand. "You may
change back into your dragon now. Fly home."

Within moments Destrian transformed
into the golden dragon and flew toward his home without so much as a glance
back at the Black horde.

 













Chapter Fourteen
Jarrett lowered the anchor, mooring
the boat not far off shore. Together, Jarrett and Connor cranked the winch,
lowering the dinghy to the water. Connor climbed down the rope into the boat.
Bastian lowered Elinor to Connor because she wasn’t shy to admit she didn’t
have the upper body strength to make her way down the rope without falling.
Bastian followed, and then Jarrett.

Jarrett sat at the back of the
dinghy, paddling. Bastian threw up over the side while Elinor rubbed his back,
and Connor stuck his face into the wind, enjoying the ride. Jarrett hoped
Bastian would quickly regain his legs once they hit the shore. They'd need his
steel to face whatever traps the Keepers had set. Jarrett only wished he knew
more magic. He always claimed he only knew basic parlor tricks, but the truth
was that he'd spent most of his life chasing down anyone who could teach him.
Still, he'd only practiced the magic in secret or in dire situations, not
trusting his abilities to be useful.

They stepped onto shore, their feet
wet. Jarrett unrolled his pants, letting them fall past his ankles.

"Now what?" Elinor asked.

"I don't know," Jarrett
said. All he knew was that Malachi had brought the dragons here and they had to
find them. Keeper lore wasn't well known, or even fully understood. It was
possible he was taking too much of it at face value. Maybe the Keepers were
just a myth.

"What's that?" Bastian
asked, pointing at the sky.

Four projectiles careened through the
air.

"Run!" Jarrett screamed.
They took off in three different directions, Elinor holding onto Bastian's
hand. Jarrett watched the projectiles change course. Something was hunting them.
He swerved, and the thing swerved with him, following every step with amazing
precision. Yet it didn't seem to be coming any closer to the ground.

Jarrett stopped in a crouch, his
hands over his head. He had to know if it would bomb him when it had a clear
shot. He waited, his eyes trained on the sky. The thing hovered in the air
above him.

"It's okay," he called out
to the others. "They're just watching us."

The three made their way back to his
position.

"Watching us? I don't like
that," Bastian said.

Elinor held tight to Bastian's hand.
Jarrett couldn't help notice they were getting closer. He wished Tressa was
with them. Soon, he kept reminding himself. She was in good hands with Fi. The
Black had proven themselves to be allies and friends. He'd travel to the
Charred Barrens as soon as he found the dragon eggs.

"I don't think they mean us any
harm," Jarrett said. "Not at the moment. Let's keep walking, see if
anything happens."

Together, the four walked north, away
from shore and the water. The strange objects followed above, coming a little
closer. A blue eye blinked inside the crystalline sphere, focused on Jarrett.
The other three were the same, watching their charges.

"That's odd," Bastian said.
"What is it?"

"Now that it’s still and I can
see it better, it’s only a sentry," Elinor said. "We used them at the
infirmary in Ashoom."

"Why?" Connor asked.

"To keep an eye on terminally
sick patients while we slept, or ate, or took a break. They're harmless,"
she said. "Just simple magic."

Bastian shook his head. "There's
nothing simple about magic."

"That's because you didn't grow
up with it. I understand magic is very foreign to you, but trust me, sentries
are nothing to worry about." Elinor smiled and squeezed Bastian's hand.

"Can they hear as well as see?"
Jarrett asked Elinor, grateful for her insights on the esoteric. She was not a
mage, but her father was. She had to have seen things others hadn’t.

"Ours could only see,” Elinor
said.

"Okay. Just in case, let's keep
our conversation general. No mention of our plans. Let's keep moving,"
Jarrett said.

"What are we looking for?"
Connor asked.

"Anything," Jarrett said.
"If something looks out of place or holds a clue to the whereabouts of
what we seek, we need to examine it."

He tried to ignore the sentries, but
they were distracting. They weren't subtle watchdogs. Clearly whoever was
watching wanted them to know they weren't alone. But to what purpose?

They wandered beyond the rocky
shoreline onto a grassy plain. A hill stood in the distance. All was quiet. Not
even the trees made a noise as the wind passed through their leaves. It was as
if silence ruled the island.

Jarrett felt a tap on his shoulder.
Bastian pointed at Connor, who had squatted and was holding something in his
hand. Jarrett ran to him, dropping to the ground next to Connor. He held a
single shard from a dragon's egg. Blue and spotted.

Jarrett looked at Connor. He hadn't
seen the eggs and needed confirmation that this was what they were looking for.
Connor nodded, concern on his face.

Jarrett stood and motioned to Bastian
and Elinor. "Look for more," he said, pointing at the ground.

The group scoured the area, looking
under moss and leaves, stepping carefully.

"Over here!" Connor yelled
from a copse of trees. "No! Oh no!" He disappeared behind the trunks.

His wails attracted not just his
friends, but also the sentries. They buzzed around in the air, all four
together, heading straight toward the copse. Jarrett ran as fast as he could,
arriving the same time as the sentries.

An egg sat in the middle of the ring
of trees, smashed beyond recognition. A tiny dragon baby's body lay still,
limbs ripped off and scattered in the leaves. Connor rocked back and forth on
his heels. "No! This is my fault for not protecting them."

Elinor pushed past Jarrett, wrapping
her arms around Connor. "I'm so sorry," she said, over and over. She
rubbed his back. "It's okay. We'll find the rest. They'll be fine."

Connor’s eyes burned. "We need
to move. Now!" He locked eyes with the four sentries. "This is what
we are looking for, you bastards. If you know where the rest are, show me
now!"

The sentries formed a circle, their
eyes darting, almost as if they were speaking a secret language. Then they
buzzed around in a circle until crashing into each other. Jarrett ducked, covering
his head with his arms. He glanced through the space between his arms then
slowly lowered them. The four balls had merged, becoming one. It zipped off to
the north.

"I'm following it," Connor
said, taking off in a run.

Jarrett shrugged. "Might as well.
We have no other leads."

Elinor ran next to him, her words
catching in her throat. She coughed and tried again. "I want to come back
and bury that baby."

"Of course," Jarrett said.
He took off in a sprint, leaving her and Bastian behind. The sentries were
moving too fast. Connor's agitation was growing. Jarrett recognized the
tension. He'd seen it in many dragons. They tried to fight their nature, to
maintain discipline over their human forms, but any form of anxiety or anger
could push them past any ability to control it.

If the Keepers had killed the baby
dragon, they wouldn't hesitate to do the same to Connor if he came too close.
The sentries looked back at Connor and Jarrett, then sped up. Too fast. Jarrett
knew they'd never keep up.

Apparently so did Connor. His arms
and legs began to tremble. Jarrett thanked the gods that Connor hadn't fully
mastered his dragon form yet. Jarrett reached deep for one last burst of
strength. He jumped, grabbing Connor's arms. The two tumbled onto the ground,
bouncing over the dirt. Jarrett looked up. The sentries were so far gone he
could barely see them in the distance. At least he knew where they were headed.
To the hill.

Connor swung at Jarrett, his fist
meeting Jarrett's chin with a solid blow. Jarrett hauled off, his arm like a
hammer as it connected with Connor's gut.

Bastian yanked Jarrett off Connor.
"What are you doing?" the redhead screamed.

"Stopping him from making a huge
mistake," Jarrett said. He didn't fight against Bastian's grip. There was
no point. He'd done what he'd set out to do. Connor's body wasn't shaking. The
transformation had been interrupted.

Connor stood, wrapping his arms
around his middle. "Let him go. If what he says is true about the Keepers
and dragons, Jarrett probably just saved all of our lives."

"He was trying to change,"
Elinor explained.

Bastian released his grip. Jarrett
shrugged his shoulders, allowing the blood to flow back into his limbs. Bastian
was strong, there was no doubt in Jarrett's mind about that. He was glad they
were on the same side.

"The sentries headed toward the
hill. That is where we will find whoever controls them." Jarrett wiped the
dirt and grass off the bottom of his boots. "We need to head there now,
before darkness falls."

"Let's go." Connor held out
a hand to Jarrett. "And I'm sorry. Thank you for tackling me."

"Any time." Jarrett wanted
to smile, but the situation was too grim. He steeled himself for whatever lay
ahead.













Chapter Fifteen
Jarrett's feet hurt. He'd done little
but fight and travel since he left his home in Risos to join the Black Guard.
He couldn't remember how long it had been. He wasn't even sure if he'd missed
his birthday. He could be twenty-two now and not know it. Someday he'd get home
and look at one of the calendars in the great hall. When the world was quiet
again.

The others didn't appear to be
holding up much better. Connor's shoulders were hunched over, his hair falling
in his eyes. Bastian and Elinor slogged along behind them, her cloak hanging
askew, his sword dangling and bumping against his legs as he walked. They were
all exhausted.

"Perhaps we should stop for the
night. Let’s set up camp and carry on in the morning," Jarrett suggested,
walking to a thick grouping of trees. It was the most defensible place he could
see.

"No." Connor stood up a
little straighter and pushed his hair back. "I can't stop searching."

"What good will it be if you
find the eggs, only to have to fight for them? You couldn't. Not in this
state," Jarrett said.

Bastian nodded. Elinor simply sank to
the ground, curling up in her cloak.

"I think we're in
agreement," Bastian said. He dropped his pack and pulled out his cloak,
spreading it on the ground next to Elinor. "Who wants to keep first
watch?"

Jarrett knew if something attacked
them in the night, it would be best for Connor and Bastian to be refreshed.
Elinor was already asleep, her chest rising and falling with even breaths.

"I will." Jarrett laid his
cloak on the ground and sat down, arms on his knees. The sun sank quickly,
ushering in cool night air. The sky twinkled with an uncountable number of
stars. The last time he'd taken a good look at the sky, the horde of Black
dragons had flown in to save them in Malum. Tonight the world was calm, except
for the uncertain fate that awaited them on this island.

Finding the smashed egg had not only
been devastating, it was also unsettling. Who, or what, had taken the time to
dismember the poor thing? It was only a hatchling. A baby. It wouldn't have
hurt anyone.

A branch snapped, breaking the quiet
night. Jarrett sat still, closing his eyes and letting his sense of hearing
take over. He took measured breaths, not making a sound. Another snap. Closer
this time. And another.

Jarrett sprang to his feet, drawing
his sword. The snaps retreated. He followed on light feet toward the sounds
that drew him farther from his friends and closer to the mountain. He stopped,
looking back at his friends. They were still safe. He hesitated, unsure whether
he should continue to follow the sound or go back to his post.

The noise stopped. Perhaps it had
been only a nocturnal animal looking for its dinner. Jarrett took one last look
at the hill. He squinted. There was something halfway up. A light of some kind,
flickering in the dark night. So there were inhabitants in the hill as he'd
suspected.

Jarrett sheathed his sword. Tomorrow
they'd venture to the hill and find out who, or what, had sent the sentries to
them.

Before he could take a step back
toward camp, something wrapped around his shoulders and covered his mouth. He
fought, but the grip was stronger than any he'd ever experienced. Struggling
only made the squeezing tighter. His chest ached as he fought for each breath.
Jarrett was forced to stop struggling. Whatever held him dragged Jarrett away
from the camp, his heels digging into the ground, leaving a rut.

His captor’s arm was covered in
black. He couldn't see the hand to know if it was human or some perverted
creation like the kilrothgi. The creature said nothing. It didn’t even snarl.
Only its extraordinary strength made Jarrett increasingly certain it wasn’t
human.

Time marched on, and so did the
creature, dragging Jarrett. The stars moved in the sky, and the distance from
his friends grew, but otherwise nothing changed in the silent night. He'd
stopped digging his heels into the ground. It was tearing at his muscles,
straining them so bad he feared he wouldn't be able to walk. He forced himself
to relax, and waited for his chance to escape.

Suddenly, they stopped moving.

"Stand." The voice was
commanding through a rocky growl.

Jarrett did as he was told,
staggering to support his own weight as it let go of him.

"Turn."

Jarrett faced something shrouded in a
black cloak. The hood hid its face. Even the starlight wasn't enough to give
him a glimpse.

"Follow."

Jarrett looked over his shoulder,
back at the distant forest where his friends lay sleeping.

"Now or die."

Jarrett followed its stilted path
into the hill through a doorway hidden by a curtain of vines. His curiosity
propelled him forward even more than his fear. The creature sported a limp,
dragging one foot behind it. And yet it had the strength to heave Jarrett from
their camp to the hill. He marveled at the thing, eager to get a good look at
it.

They stopped at another doorway.
"Enter," it said.

The door swung open, a bright light
spilling into the crude hallway. Jarrett blinked, adjusting to the light after
so much time in the darkness.

"Come, come. I will not hurt
you," a voice said inside.

Jarrett strode in, trying to look
confident despite his exhaustion and trepidation. "I am—”

"I know who you are Jarrett of
Risos. I have foreseen your coming."

A wrinkled old man sat in the corner
on a wide expanse of pillows. Stringy hair fell from his head to his waist. His
rheumy eyes glazed over as smoke billowed in front of his face. Jarrett took a
deep sniff. Drougeweed. A strong hallucinogenic reserved only for the highest
mages.

"Join me, Jarrett." The old
man stretched out a bony arm with flesh that looked as though it might drip
off, gesturing toward another set of pillows. "Have a taste of my
drougeweed."

Jarrett looked back at the doorway,
still guarded by the thing in the black cloak. In the light he could make out a
bit of its face. Cracked stone outlined a mouth and one eye. A golem, a servant
sculpted from the very rocks of the earth. Jarrett had heard of them, but never
seen one. Another relic of myth.

"Are you a Keeper?" he
asked the old man, settling into the pillows. The drougeweed tickled his nose,
the sweet aroma intoxicating.

"I am. I have been waiting for
you a very long time. I am pleased you finally set foot on my island. The
others have long since passed. I am the only one left."

"Why have you been waiting for
me?" Jarrett asked, his emotions mixed. He was intrigued, but at the same
time a deep-seated fear took root.

"Calm yourself, or I cannot read
you properly. Your thoughts cannot be a jumble." The old man pulled back
his hair, showing Jarrett a head with no ears. "I cannot hear as others
do. I must listen to your thoughts. Now quiet!" He reached out, slapping
Jarrett hard across the cheek.

Jarrett's cheek stung. So did his
pride.

"I have been waiting for
you," the old man said after taking three deep breaths, "because I
need a successor. You are my successor."

Jarrett's head began to spin, the
sweet herb floating into his nose and permeating his body. He relaxed, even
though his mind screamed at him to fight back.

"Stump," the old man said,
looking at the golem. "Bring me the knives."

The golem, Stump, stalked to a table.
With his massive stone hands, he grabbed two dirty, rusted knives. Dragging one
foot, he made his way over to his master and handed him the knives.

The Keeper leaned in closer to
Jarrett, sharpening the blades against each other. Flecks of rust flew in the
air landing on Jarrett's hands. Panic filled Jarrett's chest, but his body had
weakened. He’d lost the use of his arms and legs. The old man leaned in closer,
brandishing a knife on each side of Jarrett's head.

"Now hold still. This will only
hurt for an eternity!" Spittle flew from his lips, riding on his insane
laughter, as he sliced Jarrett's ears from his pliant head.

 













Chapter Sixteen
The Keeper's face swam in a haze. Red
waves surrounded his toothy smile, and green goo dripped from his nostrils.
Jarrett wished he'd seen that when he first walked in. He might have realized
the old man wasn't just burning the drougeweed. He was snorting ground-up weed
in his nostrils.

Jarrett never realized how powerful
the hallucinogen could be until experiencing it for himself. The pain from
losing his ears was negligible. Even more surprising, he hardly cared. In the
absence of pain, he found the whole experience enlightening.

He'd always wanted to learn magic.
Now he was in the presence of someone who could teach him the magic he'd been
too afraid to pursue. There was nothing he wanted more.

Yet something tickled at the back of
his mind. A woman. A flash of skin. Moaning. He struggled to remember but could
not.

No matter. This was all he'd ever
wanted.

"How do you feel?" the
Keeper asked.

His lips moved, but Jarrett didn't
hear the Keeper with his ears. Instead, the words formed in his mind, almost as
if it were his own thought—but in the Keeper's voice.

"I feel..." He didn't know
how to describe the power coursing through him.

The Keeper laughed, spittle again
spraying from his lips. "Yes, it is how I once felt as well. You will come
to love it here as I do. Stump will serve you faithfully after I pass on. You
will protect our island and its secrets."

Secrets. Another tickling at the back
of his mind. Dragons.

Dragons!

"There are dragons on the
island, Keeper! We must destroy them!" Jarrett remembered the dismembered
baby dragon.

"I know, my son." The
Keeper patted him on the shoulder. "I, too, saw the dead dragon. My
sentries showed me the body, and then I saw you. It was then I knew my
successor had finally arrived. You will prove your worth to me by seeking out
the rest of the dragon eggs and killing them. I will tell you where the man
hides with them."

Jarrett bowed. "Thank you,
Keeper. I will prove my loyalty to you by completing this task. I will bring
you the bodies of the remaining dragons."

The Keeper's thin tongue licked his
lips. "It's been so long since I had dragon flesh. I will await your quick
return. Now, go back to your friends. Use them to fight the mage and take the
dragon eggs."

"But my ears," Jarrett
said. "They will know."

The Keeper closed his eyes and
chanted under his breath. Jarrett felt a tingling on his head. His eyes closed,
and his body relaxed.

A hand on his shoulder startled
Jarrett. His eyes snapped open.

"You fell asleep," Bastian
said, "but all appears to be okay. I'll take the next watch. Get some good
sleep."

Jarrett looked around, confused.
"Where am I?"

Bastian laughed quietly. "You
really were in deep sleep. We're on the Isle of Repose. We're looking for the
dragon eggs, remember?"

Jarrett's eyes searched the starlit
ground. There were no footprints heading off in the direction of the hill. His
hands searched his head, quickly finding his ears. He let out a long sigh of
relief. It was just a dream.

Guilt poured over him. "I'm so
sorry I fell asleep."

"It's okay," Bastian said,
settling down next to Jarrett. "We were all exhausted. And we're fine. No
one was dragged away in the dark of the night."

Jarrett let out an uncomfortable
laugh. "Yeah, it appears so. Thank you." He stood, wiping the dirt
off his pants.

Jarrett made his way into the copse
and saw Elinor and Connor sound asleep on the ground. Jarrett spread his cloak
between them and lay down. He hoped there wouldn't be any more nightmares.

***
"Wake up, Jarrett." Elinor
shook his shoulder. "We need to get moving."

Jarrett sat up, shrugging off the
hard night's sleep. He felt like he'd been sleeping for years, but he wasn't
refreshed. Elinor handed him a piece of jerky and a hunk of bread. He ate both
and washed them down with his water. He pushed the cork into the water skin and
slung it over his shoulder. It was too light. They'd need to stop at the first
freshwater source.

"We should head for the
hill," Connor said. "See if we can find those sentries."

"No," Jarrett said,
surprising everyone, including himself. "I think we should go east. I was
thinking about it last night. The hill is the most obvious place to hide. Would
Malachi really head there? He is devious. We should look in the least likely
place first."

Elinor nodded in agreement. "My
father would hide in the last place anyone would think of first. It's a sound
plan."

The weary group hiked eastward as the
sun climbed into the sky. The ground showed no sign of anyone passing by, much
less one man with ten dragon eggs. They stopped for a midday snack at a pond
teeming with fish. Connor and Bastian caught a few, which they roasted over a
small fire.

After the sun hit its zenith and
began its way back to the horizon, Jarrett felt another bit of inspiration.
"Over there," he said, pointing at a mass of rocks. "He's
there."

Bastian looked at Jarrett, then back
at the rocks. "I don't see anything."

Connor and Elinor looked at Jarrett
expectantly.

"I don't know," Jarrett
said, shaking his head. "Something tells me he's hiding there." He
wished he knew what that mysterious something was. He'd always trusted his
instincts, but this was something different, as if someone was whispering in
his ear, telling him where to go.

"Let's look," Elinor said.
"It can't hurt."

They drew their swords, Elinor behind
them and unarmed. She was only there to heal, not to fight. By her own
admission, she had no experience in fighting, nor did she want to tempt fate by
trying.

Jarrett took the lead, his sword in
front of him, his hands steady and sure. Calm infused his being. He rarely
walked into a potential battle so filled with peace. He rounded the boulders
and gasped.

Malachi lay dead on the ground, his
head cracked open and his brains splattered across the green grass.

Elinor pushed past Jarrett and sank
to her knees. She checked Malachi over quickly, her head shaking. "He's
dead." The words choked in her throat and tears filled her eyes.
"Where are the eggs?" She stood and wiped her hands on her cloak.

"We can bury him," Bastian
offered, his hand on her shaking shoulders.

"No. He's a traitor, and he died
as one," Elinor said with a half-hearted shrug. "He's my father. It
is my decision. I say we move on and find the eggs."

Jarrett put his fingers to his lips.
The others quieted down. He waved his hand to the left, motioning them to take
cover next to the boulders. Jarrett tiptoed around the boulders, finding an
opening to an underground cave. "Maybe they're in here. There's only one
set of footprints, which look to be Malachi's. Maybe the eggs are hidden in
here and whatever killed him didn't touch them."

It was a lot of guesswork, but no one
could offer a better suggestion. The group stepped forward toward the opening
together. A high-pitched keening broke the silence.

"It's a baby dragon,"
Connor said, his eyes lighting up. "At least one of them is alive."
He pushed past Jarrett and crawled into the opening.

Jarrett dropped to his knees and
followed behind Connor, propelling himself with his forearms. He couldn't see
farther than Connor's shoes as they descended down the dirty tunnel. Finally
the ground leveled out again and they crawled forward.

They emerged into a cavern filled
with light from a series of glowing braziers. Cracked eggs lay scattered all
over the floor, their shells in a multitude of pieces. In the far corner of the
room, the dragons played with each other, rolling and tumbling across the rocky
floor.

Connor did a quick count.
"They're alive! We only lost the one!" He smiled and clapped
Bastian's back just as Elinor emerged from the tunnel behind him.

Jarrett watched the little dragons.
He'd never seen one so young before. They were cute. Like puppies. All tongues
and feet and playing in an awkward jumble. He drew his sword and walked toward
them.

"What are you doing?"
Bastian called from behind him.

He paid Bastian no heed and continued
to make his way to the passel.

"Jarrett!" Connor called
out.

Jarrett heard feet scrabbling from
behind. He heard his friends’ calls. Yet he continued, picking up his pace, his
sword thirsty for dragon blood.













Chapter Seventeen
Jarrett raised his sword above his
head and struck down, the blade slicing through the first dragon. The head
rolled off, the tongue hanging out the side. He heard the screams of rage, but
he did not falter. He swung his sword again and again. Blood splattered in the
air, in concert the whistle of his sword.

Flesh clung to his blade, mingling
with that of another kill. Someone grabbed his arm, but he fought it off, his
mind set only on one thing: slaughtering the baby dragons. His mind clouded
over. His vision had only one target. The hatchlings screamed and squirmed
within his reach. One coughed as if it were trying to summon dragonfire.
Jarrett knew it was too young. He had no fear of reprisal. Not from the
dragons. Not from the humans trying so desperately to stop him.

He raised his sword one last time,
the smallest dragon cowering in the corner. It didn't even bother to fight. He
took a deep breath, preparing to take the final life and complete his mission.
His sword swung down, but struck something else. He blinked and saw what was in
front of him.

A woman. Blond. Covered in blood. His
sword sticking out of her chest. Her arm outstretched. Her mouth lips forming a
plea.

Jarrett shook his head. "Gods!
Elinor!"

Bastian ran to her side, taking her
in his arms.

"Don't move the sword,"
Elinor gasped through bubbles of blood. Her arms hung limp at her sides.

Jarrett didn't have a chance to
apologize. A fist met his face. Again and again and again until he couldn't
open his eyelids. He lay on the ground, taking the beating, not fighting back.

Eventually the fists went away,
leaving him in a bloody pulp on the floor. He listened to Bastian and Connor's
choked sobs. He could hear their voices in his head.

Their grief surrounded every inch of
his mind, squeezing, choking.

Then it all winked out and Jarrett
found himself back in the room with the Keeper.

"You have done well, my son. You
have proven your worth to me. Soon you will be the next Keeper. You will fight
to keep the dragons from our treasured island. You are the greatest champion,
having slain more dragons than any of us combined. Stories will be sung about
you."

Stories, Jarrett thought bitterly.
Yes. Everyone would hate him throughout the Dragonlands and anywhere else in
the world the stories might be carried. Bards would demonize him. Children
would cower in their beds, fearing he would visit them in the dark of the
night. He would become the beast the world would come together to fear.

He would be their common enemy.

Jarrett rolled over and threw up,
leaving a mottled mess on the pillows.

"Stump will clean that up.
Unless you'd prefer to eat it." The Keeper laughed and laughed, slapping
his knee. "I am disappointed you didn't bring me back any dragon flesh. Oh
well. I will have to send Stump to get the body of the man he killed. We shall
feast on human flesh tonight, my son!"

Jarrett's memories, which had been so
fuzzy and confused only moments ago, thrust back into clarity. Tressa. Oh gods,
Tressa. What would she think of him now? He wept into the pillow, his hands
balled and his nails driving into his palms. He wanted to die. He deserved to
die for what he'd just done.

"Why?" he asked the Keeper,
his voice hoarse.

"Why do we kill dragons?"
the Keeper asked.

Jarrett nodded.

"Filthy creatures. I hate them.
Therefore, I kill them if they dare to step foot on my home." The Keeper
picked at his teeth with his long pinky nail. The rest were bitten down to
stubs.

"That's all?" Jarrett
asked, waves of sickness crashing over his stomach.

"Aren't they ugly? But their
flesh tastes so good." The Keeper smacked his lips together. "Stump,
go now. Collect the dead man. We shall feast tonight!"

Stump nodded and took his leave down the
dark tunnel.

Jarrett struggled to sit up. "I
want no part of this." Using the little strength he had left, he lunged at
the Keeper. Instead of landing on the Keeper, Jarrett hung suspended in the
air. He floated, his hands grasping and reaching for the little man. "What
is this?"

"Magic," the Keeper said.
"Something you've always wanted to learn. I will teach you. But if you
kill me, you will die with me, for I hold your soul in my hand." He opened
his other hand. An orb shone in his palm, beating with life, shining with
goodness. "You will do as I command, and you will learn to like it."

"No," Jarrett said. He fell
back to his pillows, released by the Keeper. "I will fight you."

"You will not," the Keeper
said. "You do not have the strength. Soon your will to fight will fade.
You will sit at my feet, lick the jam from between my toes, and beg for my love
and tender guidance."

"Never," Jarrett said. He
knew he didn't mean it, though. Already the change was happening. He wanted to
learn. He wanted the power. He wanted to force the dragons, who had ruled over
him his entire life, to bow down to him. When Jacinda would overpower him with
her dragon strength, he found it arousing. Now he wanted to kill her for it. If
only she would step foot on his island...

The Keeper chuckled. "Already
your thoughts are bending to my will. You are uniquely suited to this life.
Most would not be so," he paused, "eager."

They sat in silence for what seemed
an eternity until Stump returned with Malachi's body. "Brains," it
said with a stony smile.

"Thank you, my pet." The
Keeper laid one of the pieces of brain between his lips and sucked. "Ah,
sustenance. Would you like some?" he asked Jarrett. "I don't want to
be rude."

Jarrett's stomach turned. He shook
his head no, but found his hands eagerly reaching for the dead man's brains.

"They're good," the Keeper
said, munching. "You'll like them."

Jarrett's hands brought the brains to
his mouth. He fought against himself, his lips pursed together. No, no, no,
he thought. His mouth opened, his tongue snaked out. His lips wrapped around
the brain and pulled it into his mouth. Despite the nausea in his throat, he
chewed and swallowed.

Soft.

Sweet.

Slimy.

It was the most delectable thing he'd
ever tasted.

Jarrett gazed at the Keeper.
"You were right. They are amazing."

"You will eat the liver,
too." The Keeper took a knife and slit Malachi's chest open. His innards
spilled onto the floor. "Stump, get the liver for Jarrett."

The golem reached down with his stone
hands, grasping the slippery brown organ.

"The liver collects all of the
vile fluids in our bodies and holds them. It's the most toxic and the most
delicious part of the body. Try, try."

Stump held out the liver to Jarrett.
He took it and sunk his teeth in, sucking out the insides. Human nectar dripped
down his chin, landing in droplets on his clothes.

"You are mine," the Keeper
hissed, a smile on his face. "You are mine forever, and I will train you
in all the magical arts. Then I will die, and you will become the new
Keeper."

A woman flashed in Jarrett's mind.
Dark brown hair. Sturdy build. A smile that could melt hearts. Then her eyes
flickered red, slit like a dragon’s. Jarrett looked up at his new master.
"I will do your bidding. But, tell me, is there a way to lure dragons to
the island instead of waiting for them to come to us?"













Chapter Eighteen
Back in the Ruins of Ebon, Tressa
sank down on a chair. Fi and several other men and women Tressa hadn’t yet met
gathered around the table. Granna stood at the head. When everyone was seated,
she too took her seat.

"We must prepare for battle.
Jacinda's son, Destrian, will head home and muster an army."

Fi punched the table. "Why did
you let him go? We could have ended it instead of preparing for a war with the Yellow."
She shifted in her seat, clearly agitated.

The woman next to Fi put an arm
around her shoulders. Fi leaned in, resting her head on the woman's shoulders.
So that must be Sarah. She was beautiful, a perfect match for Fi’s quirkiness.

"Sarah, do you have an
opinion?" Granna asked.

"No." The woman beside Fi
shook her head. "But I have a feeling you'll tell us your plan. We know
you, Sophia. You don't do anything without thinking ten steps ahead."

Granna nodded, a smile on her face.
Tressa knew her great-grandmother well and apparently these people did too.
Granna thought years ahead of everyone else. But how much would she share with
these people?

"Destrian will fly home. By the
time he gets there, his fear will fade. It will be replaced by anger. He will
call in his top advisors, as I have done here, and they will discuss
retribution for killing their queen." Granna set her hands on the table.
"Then they will realize they cannot fight us alone. They will send a
messenger to the Red, asking for their help. The Red will agree because of
their displeasure at our little mission in Malum to save Tressa and her
friends. Together, they will descend upon us."

"It makes sense," the man
to Granna's left said.

Tressa didn't know his name, or the
names of anyone else at the table other than Fi and now Sarah. She had promised
Fi she would listen, and not speak, as long as they let her sit there. But if
no one else was going to speak, she would say her peace.

"I'm not sure the Red will help
them," Tressa said, raising her hand. "When we were in Malum, we
fought with a horde of Red dragons, but they were led by a man named
Fenn." She didn't feel like sharing her parentage with the rest of them.
"We defeated him, but no other Red dragons came to fight with him. They
allowed your dragons to extract us. Unless I'm wrong?" She wrung her hands
nervously in her lap where no one could see.

"She is right," another man
said, his black mustache dipping past his chin. "We had no resistance from
the Red that night. It is possible the horde we faced in Malum was a rogue
group. Maybe the Red won't join with the Yellow."

Others nodded in agreement. Tressa
hadn't wanted to contradict her great-grandmother, but she could see the tide
quickly turning in her direction. After all, she had been there. They knew she
had killed Stacia, the Queen of the Blue, and been involved in the killing of
the Red dragon in Malum. She had more experience than Granna.

"I have seen it, Jenfar,"
Granna said simply to the man with the drooping mustache. “The Red will
vanquish us if we do not strike first.”

"Then it is true," Fi said.
She looked around the table, her gaze settling on Tressa. "Not to put your
theory to shame, Tressa. It was a well-reasoned argument. But Sophia's visions
have never been false. What should we do next?" she asked Granna.

Tressa wanted to tell them Granna's
visions had been wrong at least once. Granna thought she’d see Tressa leave
Hutton’s Bridge, but she died before that vision came true. Tressa looked at
the others in the room. They believed in Granna's authority. She could see it
in the way their eyes focused on Granna with utter trust.

"We fly out in three days. Take
that time to prepare. Say your goodbyes. Some of us will not return. Choose
your riders carefully. Ensure they are trained for battle and prepared to face
carnage. I don't want anyone who might be afraid." Granna counted off the
objectives on her fingers, as if she'd already had a list in mind. And perhaps
she had.

"Why wait three days?" the
mustached man asked. "Why not fly out to the Yellow now and destroy them
while we have the chance? They will not be prepared."

“We must be prepared as well,” Granna
said. She took a moment to look at each person in the face. “I do not want to
lose any of you. Go now. Get sleep. Eat. Prepare for war.”

***
Three days later, Tressa pulled on
the armor Fi had supplied for her.

"How long am I to remain
prisoner here?" Avital asked from the corner of the room.

Two guards stood outside her
chambers. She had asked to speak with Avital, and this was the only way she
could get some privacy with him.

"As soon as the war is over,
you'll be freed. No one here will harm you. They just don't want you turning on
them either. And I think it's clear I no longer need your protection."
Tressa adjusted the armor over her chest. It was surprisingly lightweight,
which was good for the dragons. Too much weight would slow them down.

"This is not what I agreed
to," Avital said. "I am a warrior, and I should be with my
people."

"I understand that," Tressa
said. "But I also owe much to your brother. I won't send you home only to
face slaughter."

Avital punched a fist into his open
hand. "It is how I want to die. Fighting is in my blood. I live to serve
the Yellow. Not cower in the prisons of the Black."

"I know that. I do,” Tressa
said. “But what would I tell Jarrett if you died in battle when I knew full
well I could prevent it? No, I won't risk it." She took a deep breath and
walked over to Avital, laying her hand on his. "You are like family to me,
regardless of our differences."

Avital yanked his wrist, but he
couldn't get his hand away from hers. The guards had tied his arms and legs to
the chair. Another concession she had reluctantly agreed to. "You are not
my family. You are not wed to my brother. The two of you have promised nothing.
A romp in the sack does not constitute marriage and family. If that was the
case, the queen of Risos, the one your lead Black dragon fried, would be my
family as well. Who should I fight for? The woman who kept Jarrett satisfied
for years, or you, who has been in his life less than a year?"

Tressa crossed the room and knocked
on the door. The guards entered, their faces grim. "Is everything
okay?" the one on the right asked.

"Yes. We're done here,"
Tressa said. "Take him back to his cell."

Avital struggled against the guards’
grip to no avail. They untied Avital and dragged him out of the room by his
arms.

"I won't forget this,"
Avital yelled back to Tressa. "You are marked, and I will be the one to
claim your life."

Fi stepped through the doorway.
"He's lovely, isn't he?"

Tressa laughed and closed the door
behind her friend. "I don't know him well, but he is Jarrett's brother, so
I'm determined to treat him with respect. It isn't easy."

"He's spirited. That's a good
trait." Fi smiled. "The armor suits you."

Tressa shrugged. "It fits. I'm
not thrilled to be going into battle again. Frankly, I'm a little tired of
it."

"I can imagine," Fi said.
She ran her hands through her black hair. "We only have a little time
before we leave for battle. Can I ask you something?"

"Sure." Tressa stood in
front of the mirror. Fi's reflection paced nervously, her hands behind her
back. "What is it?"

Fi sat on the bed. "It's Sarah.
She's scared I'm not going to come back. After the way Sophia spoke in the
battle room, I almost believe this will be my last flight."

"Oh, Fi, don't think that way.
You've heard what I've been through since getting out of Hutton's Bridge. I'm
not dead yet." Tressa sat down next to her.

Fi rolled her eyes. "Death is
inevitable. No one lives forever. Not even my great-uncle, though some say
Mestifito has been here since the beginning of all time. If someone slices off
my head, it can't grow back."

Tressa patted Fi's head. "Don't
worry. I won't let that happen. I'll be on your back, protecting you.”

A smile graced Fi's face. "Then
let's do this. Are you ready?"

"No." Tressa slid the
helmet over her head and patted the sword at her hip. "I don't think
anyone is ever ready for something like this. But we have to face it. Whether I
like it or not, Granna is right. We have to end this. Otherwise our lives will
continue to be embattled. As much as I hate fighting, I do want the strife to
stop. If we can show the Red and Yellow how strong we are, maybe we can broker
some kind of peace. Now may be our only chance."

"I'm glad we're in this
together." Fi linked arms with Tressa, and they left for the main cavern.

Hundreds of dragons flew in the
middle of the town square, far more than had answered the call days ago.

“Where did they all come from?”
Tressa asked, her jaw dropping. “Does the Black also turn their babies into
dragons like in the Meadowlands?”

“No,” Fi said. “We are simply larger
than any of the other dragon hordes. Far older, too. It is said we were the
first. We will be the last.”

Tressa marveled at how organized they
were. In spite of having hidden underground for many years, convincing the rest
of the Dragonlands they were extinct, these dragons were quite skilled. Groups
flew in formations, practicing maneuvers that defied death. The riders held on
with nothing more than their gloved hands, appearing as one with the dragons.

“We won’t be that good,” Tressa said.
“Maybe you should say your final goodbyes to Sarah.”

“Don’t go morbid on me, Tressa! Those
are the elite guard. Do you think Sophia would have called them to action for a
simple diplomatic meeting with the Yellow? If Jacinda’s son knew about them,
then they might prepare differently for battle. Right now all they know is that
we’re a small group of Black dragons led by an old woman. Who’s afraid of that?
No one.”

Tressa found her great-grandmother
sitting on a throne next to the magnificent Black dragon Mestifito. She stroked
his head and cooed into his ear.

“What does he look like as a human?”
Tressa asked Fi.

“Who? Mestifito? He can’t change
anymore. At least no one has seen him change in a very long time. Some believe
he prefers his dragon form. Others think he lost his ability to change.”

“What do you believe?”

Fi took a deep breath. “I believe he
lost his humanity when he was separated from Sophia. We all know the
story—how he found her in the woods. How they pledged their love, but she
returned to her village. Their love is a great one. It defied boundaries. It is
a love story to be sung for all eternity.”

Tressa felt a pang in her heart. Her
whole life she had been the focus of Granna’s love and attention. Each was all
the other had. Now they were together again, but so far apart. Tressa ached for
the woman she knew growing up. Maybe if they both survived the war, they could
find their way back again.













Chapter Nineteen
A scout flew in, pulling up alongside
Granna and Mestifito. They had been flying for days, and finally the horde of
Black dragons landed in a grassy field just south of the Hills of Flame. Riders
dismounted their dragons. Dragons turned into human form. The riders stretched
and the fliers rested, sharing the food and water carried by three dragons in
the rear.

This would be their last stop before
descending on the Red in Malum.

"Destrian is there. Our scouts
have confirmed his arrival just last night." The rider said, his dragon
lay on the ground, breathing heavily. "We flew as fast and as hard as we
could."

"Get him some water,"
Granna shouted.

The rider bowed, then took off in
search of a bucket of water for his dragon.

"Why doesn't he change back into
a human?" Tressa asked Granna.

"He's pushed himself too far.
It's better for him to recover in dragon form. The human body is too
frail." Granna walked away and laid a hand on Mestifito's head. He purred
like an overgrown cat and nuzzled into her.

"How much longer until we take
off again?" Tressa asked Fi, who was lying on the grass, twirling her hair
with a finger.

Fi shrugged. "Whenever Mestifito
decides. If he's ready to fight, then we follow."

Tressa reclined next to her. Clouds
danced in the sky while birds darted through them. There were many layers to
the world. Nature lived together in harmony, dealing with the ebb and flow of
life. Why couldn’t the dragons do the same?

"Because it's in the dragon's
nature to fight," Fi said, answering Tressa's thoughts.

"Whoa." Tressa sat up.
"How did you do that?"

"When we fly together, our
thoughts become linked. Haven't you noticed I always know exactly what you want
me to do when you're on my back?" Fi laughed.

"I thought that was because I
was digging my heels into your side," Tressa said. "Like that horse I
rode once. Doesn't it work the same way?"

"Oh, Tressa." Fi rolled
over on her stomach, her chin in her hands. "A horse isn't much bigger
than you. He can feel it when you kick him. Me? I'm huge when I'm in dragon
form. Your heels in my sides are about as painful as a light breeze on a summer
day."

"Okay. Maybe you can hear me
somehow while we're flying. But why can't I hear you?" Tressa stared at
Fi, challenging her to prove it.

A small noise buzzed around Tressa's
head. She swatted the air, expecting to find a mosquito. Instead the noise only
increased until the buzzing became words.

Hellooooooo. Anybody in there?

"Nice," Tressa said.
"That's all you could think to say?"

Fi laughed, kicking her feet in the
air. "I'm tired. Don't expect too much."

"So how come I can hear you now?
I'm not riding you. You're not a dragon," Tressa asked.

"I don't know the answer to that
question. Some can. Some can't. Sophia and Mestifito seem to speak without
words all the time. Maybe it's based on trust. No one really knows."

"Interesting," Tressa said.
"We've become friends so fast and been through so much in the short time
we've known each other. It doesn't surprise me we've gotten close
quickly." She glanced down at Fi, who had rolled onto her back again and
was staring at the sky with her mouth open.

What is it? Tressa asked, trying out the new
skill.

Fi's hand trembled as one finger
lifted toward the sky. Then she jumped up, screaming, "Attack!
Attack!"

Tressa's eyes darted to the sky. A
moment ago all she'd seen was peace. Now the sky stormed with Red dragons.
Talons glinted in the sunlight. Mouths dripped with sharp teeth. Tressa's heart
raced. She scrambled to put on her armor and helmet. Fi had already changed
into a dragon. Tressa leapt onto Fi’s back, drawing her sword.

It wasn't where they’d wanted to
fight. It wasn't how they’d wanted to begin battle. It was too soon. But none
of that mattered. The Black horde burst into the sky, ready and willing to
fight until every enemy was vanquished.

Fi darted in and out of the fray as
Tressa slashed her sword at their attackers. Her steel met with dragon flesh,
quickly becoming stained with their blood. Fi's anger bubbled in the back of
Tressa's mind. It was distracting, pulling Tressa out of battle and into Fi's
worries.

She steeled herself and stopped
paying attention to her dear friend. Just as the day she fought on Connor's
back to kill Stacia, Tressa needed every ounce of concentration she could
muster. Tressa's back stiffened, ready to face whatever fate had in store for
her that day.

The Black horde screeched through the
sky, flying faster and nimbler than the Red horde. Dragons clashed. Talons
grabbed hold of limbs, tearing skin. Blood fell from the clouds like rain.

Fi darted to the left and Tressa hung
on with all of her might. A maroon dragon fell from above, careening past them
to the ground with a loud thump, one wing broken and folded under itself.
Tressa didn't stop to see if it moved. Didn't matter. The dragon couldn't fly
now.

Then it hit her. They didn't need to
kill the dragons. They only needed to maim as many wings as they could. She
shared her idea with Fi, whose head bobbed in agreement.

Fi weaved in and out of the fray as
Tressa sliced at the wings of the Red dragons. One by one, the other Black
dragons saw what they were doing and joined in.

A screech rang out behind them. Fi
banked sharply to the left. Before Tressa could grip her scales, she slipped
off Fi's back and fell through the air.

Fi! she screamed, her arms flailing.

Where are you? Fi yelled.

Before Tressa could respond, she
landed with a thump. Her stomach sank to her feet as the dragon underneath her
ascended. A tap on her shoulder forced her to turn around. A man grinned, a
sword in his hand.

Tressa looked down. Sunlight bathed
the dragon, illuminating its red scales.

"Gods!" she screamed,
reaching for her sword. This was not part of the plan.

She gripped the dragon with her
thighs, balancing with her core while swinging with all her might at the
warrior behind her. He ducked, surprised at her quick attack and slid off the
dragon, falling just as Tressa had—only no one caught him. His body
landed on the ground with a thud. The dragon screamed, whipping its head
around, snapping at Tressa, teeth dripping with saliva. She scooted up closer
to the neck. The dragon couldn't reach her, coming too close to biting itself.
Its neck snapped forward, and it tried a new tactic, gyrating back and forth
with its whole body and erratically flapping its wings.

Tressa managed to sheath her sword
and hung on as tightly as she could with both arms. Her muscles were quickly
tiring. She wouldn't be able to hang on for long. The dragon was infinitely
more powerful than she was. They both knew it.

Fi! she screamed again in her head.

I can't get to you. The Red army has
blocked us. No one can get to you, Tressa. You're on your own. I'm sorry. I'm
so, so sorry. 

Fear bubbled in Tressa's chest. Wind
whipped at her face, scratching with clawed gusts. Tears streamed down her
cheeks. This was it. She'd tire out long before the dragon. Soon she'd be
joining the dead man on the ground, her fate tied to his for eternity.

Her nails dug into the scales. But
the dragon’s momentum tore a nail from her finger, causing searing pain unlike
anything she'd ever felt. She fumbled, her hands grasping for anything, but her
muscles unable to comply. Tressa flopped backward, only the grip of her legs
keeping her from death.

With one more calculated snap of the
dragon's torso, Tressa's legs finally lost their grasp. The dragon tossed her
into the open air. Her arms and legs splayed wide as she fell. There was no one
to save her this time. No warrior. No dragon. Nothing.

She closed her eyes, waiting for the
ground to break her back. An image of Jarrett flashed in her mind. He traced
her cheekbone with his thumb and his lips fell on hers. Her friends. Bastian.
Connor. The people of Hutton’s Bridge she’d fought so hard to save. It couldn’t
end like this. Not now!

Tressa gasped. "No!" she
screamed, letting the word stretch on forever.

Until her arms and legs jerked. Her
body ripped in two. Fire shot out her mouth. She soared in the sky, waiting for
the ground to kill her...until she realized the ground wasn't coming any
closer. Her arms and legs had changed. She whipped her neck around, and
realizing she was no longer human. She was like the others in the sky.

A dragon!

Going on instinct, Tressa flapped her
wings, the wind bending to her will. She rose higher and higher, coming up
behind the dragons that believed she'd fallen to her death. She opened her
mouth, reached inside herself for the anger she felt toward these Red dragons,
and let loose a blast of fire, roasting the backsides of every dragon within
her reach.

Confusion reigned. Screaming, the
dragons spun around to attack Tressa. She flew higher until she was above all
of them, then darted as quickly as possible to her own Black horde. The dragons
clashed again underneath her, the Black fighting with a renewed vigor.

Tressa flew to the back of her horde.
Exhausted. Exhilarated. A million feelings swept over her.

Now she understood why everyone who
could change into a dragon had issues with controlling their temper. Nothing
could match the power coursing through her veins. She didn't want to change
back into a human. Never.

Until Jarrett's face flashed into her
memory again. Her heart tore in two. One half wanting forever to be a dragon.
The other half wanting forever to remain human with him.

She shook her long neck. Not now.
There was a battle to be fought.

Tressa reared back, screaming at the
sun. The day would be hers and so would the victory. She flew into the battle,
slashing with her claws and whipping her tail. Red dragons screamed in agony,
but they couldn't compete with Tressa's newly born bloodlust.

Her talons gutted the Red. Her teeth
bit into their scales and snapped their necks. Her fire burned their eyes,
blinding them.

Tressa was the bringer of death, and
quickly they knew it. The Red turned tail, fleeing back north. This time the
Black did not retire to the ground. They gave chase, letting the Red know they
would not win. Not today. Not ever. The Black pursued with fire and claws and
swords. Their human riders screamed obscenities.

They gave chase until every last Red
was dead, littering the ground like leaves after a storm.

Mestifito took the lead, flying north
until they found a meadow large enough for all of their dragons to land. Tressa
coasted to the ground, landing on her feet. Her talons scraped at the grass.
She closed her eyes, let out a breath, and collapsed.

A cloak spread over her body. Her
eyes fluttered open. She was human again. And naked. But she did not care. Her
blood ran with fire now.

"Well, wasn't that
something?" Fi said, prancing around Tressa like an excited pony.

"It was unexpected," Granna
said, standing next to Tressa, tapping her toe. "You could have gotten
yourself killed."

"I almost did," Tressa
said, sitting up. "If I hadn't changed into a dragon, I'd be dead back
there with the rest of them."

"And I think Tressa's fighting
spirit gave us all the boost we needed," Fi said, defending her. "We
might have been the dead ones if she hadn't found it within herself to
change."

"And now that you have,"
Granna said, "you will be flying right back to the Ruins and going into
seclusion until you have mastered what it means to be a dragon and what it
means to join the Black horde. We do not take our dragon forms lightly.”

"Neither do I," Tressa
said. "But there is a war to be fought. I have friends to find. Once I've
done all that, I'll go underground and meditate or whatever it is you want. But
I will not be herded like a child when I can be of use here."

Granna stared at her, turned on one
heel, and stalked away.

"She still thinks of me as a
child," Tressa grumbled.

"You are nothing like a
child," Fi said. "She just worries about you."

"You're always defending
her," Tressa said, pouting. "I thought you were my friend."

"Sophia is the queen. She speaks
for Mestifito. Questioning her isn't wise."

Tressa snorted, feeling a slight
burning sensation in her nose. Curious.

"I can fly back to the
battlefield and find someone your size. You'll be needing clothes, since you so
carelessly ripped yours." Fi winked. “Don’t worry, you’ll learn soon
enough how to change your clothes while turning into a dragon.”

"Thanks," Tressa said,
blushing.

"Lie down." Fi patted her
on the shoulder. "You can get dressed when you wake up."

Tressa nodded and nestled into the
cloak. Soon she drifted off to sleep, visions of dragonfire dancing in her
mind.













Chapter Twenty
Bastian held Elinor in his arms as
she sobbed. The wounds Jarrett had given her had closed on their own within
moments. Bastian wanted to ask her how, but all that mattered at the moment was
that she was okay. Dragon bodies lay all around. Limbs carpeted the floor,
mingling with fresh blood. Connor clung to the only remaining dragon.

“Where did Jarrett go?” Bastian
demanded. 

"I'll kill him. I swear if I
ever see Jarrett again, I will rip his arms from his body," Connor said.
"I will shove his legs up his arse and feed him his own heart. I will
pluck his eyeballs from their sockets and—”

"That's enough," Elinor
shouted. She pulled away from Bastian. Her wounds were gone, but blood stained
her gown. "I have no idea what happened here. Jarrett was supposed to be
our friend. Did the island do something to him? Or was he always like
this?" She whirled around, glaring at Bastian. “He’s your old girlfriend’s
new lover. Can we trust any of them? Can I even trust you?” Elinor inched away
from Bastian, scooting closer to Connor and the baby dragon. 

“Elinor,” Bastian said, holding out a
hand. “Come on. You know I had nothing to do with this.”

She spat on the ground at his feet.
“I regret the day I volunteered to be the one to heal you. I thought you had
some grand destiny. Otherwise, why would I have done what I did for you?”
Elinor kicked at Bastian when he reached for her.

Connor wrapped an arm around Elinor,
pulling her to him. “Let’s not judge so hastily.” Connor looked at them with
sad eyes. "We managed to save one. I do not know if it was the egg I made
with Stacia, but it doesn't matter. This is my child, and I will name her
Vatra. She is now Fotia's sister."

The tiny dragon hobbled off of
Connor's lap. One back leg was shorter than the other and her head bobbed to
the side.

"She might be yours,
Connor," Elinor said, calming down. She peeled a piece of speckled blue
shell off the dragon’s leg. "If this shard came from her egg, then she is
indeed yours. This shard matches your egg, the one we saw when we were in the
cave near the Snake River. But she's not fully developed. I think it was too
early for her to hatch." She reached out, patting the little dragon on the
head.

"It doesn't matter. I will love
her the same," Connor stood. "Now what? How do we get off this
island? Do either of you know how to sail?"

Bastian looked to Elinor. She shook
her head.

"You told me it was easy,"
Bastian said to her.

She shrugged. "I wanted you to
believe in yourself. I know nothing about sailing."

"Then there's only one
way," Connor said. "We fly out."

"Jarrett said the Keepers hate
dragons. Horrible things happen to dragons on this island.” Elinor choked back
a new round of tears. “Anyone who could do this to poor, defenseless
babies..." 

"She's right, Connor,"
Bastian said. "We can't let them kill you too. I won't risk it."

"We need to get out of
here," Connor said. "There's no other way. Either we fly or we
die."

Elinor rubbed her temples.
"Fine. But we walk to the shore. Then you change and fly us out as fast as
you can." She reached down, picking up little Vatra and cradling the
dragon in her arms. Vatra cooed and licked Elinor's face. "She's just as
sweet as Fotia."

"We should bury the bodies
first," Bastian said, his eyes sweeping over the mess. "We can't
leave this slaughter here."

Connor took a deep breath. "We
have to. There isn't time. If we want to escape with our lives, we need to
leave now. As much as it kills me to leave them here like this, we can't risk
taking the time, especially since we don't have so much as a shovel. It would
take too long to dig the graves with our bare hands."

Bastian rested a hand on his friend's
shoulder. "Then we should be off."

Elinor led the way through the
tunnel. They stepped into the waning light of day at the entrance. "My
father's body is gone too. Just as well."

"What do you reckon took
it?" Bastian asked.

Connor shrugged. "Who cares? The
bastard stole my children. He deserves whatever he gets." He looked at
Elinor. "I'm not sorry for feeling that way."

She gave him a weary smile. "I
don't blame you."

The three walked in silence to the
south, trying to retrace their original path back to the shore. Once they flew
across the sea, they'd land in the Meadowlands.

They reached the shore sometime in
the middle of the night. Water lapped peacefully against the sand, as if
nothing evil had befallen the island.

Elinor gazed into the sky. "It
seems safe." She cradled Vatra, asleep in her arms.

Connor nodded. He changed into a
dragon. Bastian quickly hoisted Elinor and Vatra onto Connor’s back. Then he
swung up behind them. Bastian wrapped one arm around Elinor's waist, pulling
her close. With his other hand, he grabbed Connor's scales.

"No quick moves, Connor,"
Bastian yelled. He still wasn't sure if Connor could hear him in dragon form.

"I'm sorry again, Bastian,"
Elinor said as Connor gently lifted off from the shore, heading up and over the
sea. "With everything that's been happening, it's hard to know who to
trust."

He wanted to laugh, but he couldn't
do more than sigh. "It's okay. It wasn't long ago I thought you'd betrayed
Connor and the dragon eggs back in Ashoom. It seems we both have a lot to learn
about the other."

Elinor stiffened against him. "I
want to trust you. More than anyone I've ever known, I want you to be the one I
can count on. I wish...there could be more for us."

Bastian didn't know how to reply.
He'd given his heart once only to have it trampled on. All the other women he'd
known had only been a distraction from Tressa. Now he could have anyone he
wanted. This tiny woman in front of him, who'd so infuriated Bastian from the
moment he met her, occupied more time in his thoughts than he'd like to admit.
And now she had told him she wanted him.

"I'm sorry." Her voice
traveled back to him, despite the roaring wind. "I shouldn't have said
anything."

"Oh, Elinor." Bastian
leaned in closer, his lips ticking her ear. "I can't promise anything. Not
now. But you are in my thoughts too. All the time." He kissed her hair,
then rested his chin on the crown on her head.

Elinor's melted into him. They didn't
say another word during the short flight to the Meadowlands. The stars lit
their way as they passed from danger to safety through lazy clouds.

When they landed, Elinor and Vatra
slid to the ground. Bastian stood solidly on two feet, and only then realized
how exhausted he was. Connor changed to human form so quickly that he ended up
with his socks on his hands.

Connor laughed, pulling the socks
off. "I need to eat. I'm guessing Vatra does, too. Mind if we do some
hunting near the shore?"

"No." Elinor said,
"You two go. Bastian and I will sleep for now." She slid her hand in
Bastian's, giving it a squeeze.

A lump formed in his throat. Suddenly
the last thing he wanted to do was sleep, despite his growing exhaustion.

"I'll take the first watch,
then," Connor said. "You two get some shut-eye. I'll wake up Elinor
for the second watch."

Bastian nodded, letting Elinor lead
him away into the tall grass. They lay down, fingers intertwined, watching the
stars twinkle. He felt shy, which was something he'd never experienced when
alone with a woman. Seduction usually came easily to him, but tonight his
instincts were off-kilter.

"Bastian," Elinor said,
sitting up. Slowly she pushed her cloak off, then unlaced her gown. The fabric
gaped open, but still hid her delicate skin. "I know you can't promise me
anything. I just know how I feel, and I don't want to miss an opportunity to be
with you. Since I met you, life has proved fleeting. So many have died. I don't
want to die without feeling your hands on me."

He swallowed. He wanted to grab her,
rip her dress off, and make love to her. But this shyness was new. He wasn't
sure how to cope with it. Elinor was so beautiful. Her golden curls glowed in
the starlight. Her smile lit up the quiet night.

She reached for his hand, pulling it
closer until it rested on her shoulder. "Please?" She kept her hand
on his, using it to push her gown off her shoulder until it fell to her waist,
exposing her to the night air.

Elinor leaned down, her lips
caressing Bastian's. She straddled his hips, pushing down on him so
unexpectedly hard that all of his inhibitions fell away. Bastian's hands
explored Elinor's back. He cupped her bottom, pulling her even closer.

She gasped. "I guess you are
interested in me. I was beginning to wonder." She dove back in, her lips
on his neck.

Elinor pulled his shirt over his
head. Then her fingers turned to his breeches. She played with the strings,
pulling one slowly after the other. He wanted to tell her to hurry, but held
back when she bit his lip. Bastian groaned. He'd never wanted any woman as much
as he wanted Elinor. Tired of waiting, he pulled off his breeches and flipped
positions, slamming her back onto the ground. "I'm so sorry. Did that
hurt? I didn't mean to be so rough."

Elinor giggled. "I'm not a
delicate flower, Bastian. Feel free to do anything you like."

Bastian leaned in, forgetting that
the world around him was in chaos.













Chapter Twenty-One
The next day, Connor, in dragon form,
landed in the throne room. Bastian slid off his back, holding his arms out for
Elinor. She lingered in his embrace only for a moment. With a shy glance, she
sashayed away from him. Bastian ached to reach out for the contradictory woman.
Sweet, but hiding an animal inside. They'd agreed to keep their tryst away from
prying eyes until they knew exactly what they wanted from each other. Bastian
had to think of his daughter now.

With bright eyes, Farah ran and
jumped into his arms. She snuggled against his chest and he held on to her as
if he'd never let her go.

"Are you staying, Dada?"
she asked him. "I've missed you so much."

"I've missed you too," he
mumbled into her hair. At only three, she was already wise. He planted a kiss
on Farah's cheek and pushed her back toward the other children. She smiled and
waved as she ran into the fray.

He looked at the children of Hutton's
Bridge, running and playing in the throne room. They'd all witnessed things
they shouldn't at such a young age. Hazel stood in the center of the chaos, her
eyes trained on Connor as he changed from a dragon into a man. At least this
time his socks were on his feet.

Hazel watched Connor silently. He
looked at her, confusion and sadness pulsating in his gaze. He turned and left
the throne room, Fotia and Vatra on his heels.

Hazel made her way through the throng
of children toward Bastian, narrowly avoiding a few collisions. "I see you
found some of the eggs." Her eyes wandered to the doors.

Bastian nodded. "Unfortunately Vatra
was the only survivor. The rest were brutally murdered." He hesitated, but
the truth would have to come out soon enough. "Jarrett did it."

"Jarrett?" Hazel remained
calm, a mother’s response in the middle of a storm. "Why?"

"I wish I knew," Bastian said.
"He was different all of a sudden. Murderous. Callous. Not the man I
thought I knew. At least Tressa wasn't here to witness it. It'll break her
heart, but she's better off without him. Jarrett disappeared after the
slaughter. We haven’t seen him since."

Hazel placed a hand on Bastian's arm.
"Maybe this means your time with Tressa has finally come."

Bastian hadn't thought of that.
Jarrett's betrayal meant Tressa would be free again. He flashed back to his
night with Elinor. Thought of the way her head tilted when she laughed. The
bright smile she flashed when she was happy. The low growl in the back of her
throat when he touched her. He looked at Hazel, remembering where he was.
"I think Tressa and I are done for good. We've both moved on."

Hazel's shoulders fell. "Do you
think there's any chance Connor will still have me?"

Bastian wished he knew the answer.
"Inside, Connor is the same man. He has holes in his memory, and he's been
through a trauma we will never understand. I can't say with certainty that
he'll ever fully come back to us." He wrapped an arm around Hazel's
shoulders. "But that doesn't mean you shouldn't try."

"I have to make him understand
that I love him. I want to share in his joys and his sadness. Whether he is
human or he is dragon, he is my Connor and I will never give up on him,"
she said, looking up at Bastian with tears in her eyes.

"Then go to him," Bastian
said. He gave her a little push toward the doors. "I'll keep an eye on the
children."

"Thank you," Hazel said.
She gave Bastian a quick hug and took off in a run.

Elinor looked up from the corner of
the room where she was reading a book to a small group of children. She smiled
at Bastian and nodded. She approved. He knew she would. Hazel and Connor
deserved a happily ever after more than anyone.

Bastian wished it were guaranteed. In
Hutton's Bridge, nothing could have ever come between them. In the world
outside, no one seemed safe. He watched Elinor, her blond curls cascading over
her shoulder. Her smile reassured the children, who were adapting to their new
situation quickly, but they still harbored a deep fear that might never leave
them. One curled up on Elinor’s lap, resting his head on the crook of her arm.

Elinor was the right one to offer
solace. Her heart was big enough to love all of them, despite only meeting them
not long ago. Bastian looked to the rest of the children, running and yelling
as they threw a ball back and forth in a game they'd invented.

"What are the rules?" he
asked a little girl.

She darted past him, laughing as if
she hadn't a care in the world. "Keep running and don't let anyone hit you
with the ball!"

Bastian joined in the game, dodging
and running, but often getting hit because he was the biggest and slowest
target. Kids darted between his legs and used him as a shield. Bastian laughed
like he hadn't in a very long time, until his chest heaved and his sides hurt.
He glanced over at Elinor again. She sat alone with the little boy curled up
and sleeping in her lap. The other children had scattered. Elinor smiled at
Bastian, slow and lazy, while she stroked the napping boy's hair.

It felt strange finding happiness in
this place, amid the chaos of battle and death.

The doors to the throne room flung
open, destroying the peace that had settled over them. A man in a gray cloak
burst into the room, his presence so commanding even the children stopped to
stare at his wide mustache and square shoulders. Though he only stood a head
shorter than Bastian, he seemed as if he was the largest person in the room. A
scar slashed through the left side of his face. A puckered hole rested where
his left eye should have been.

"King of the Blue.” The man
nodded at Bastian. “I am a scout. I have a report for you."

"A scout? I didn’t send anyone
out." Bastian said, wondering who the mystery man was. His face wasn’t
familiar. Not from the Black Guard. Not from the soldiers he’d seen stationed
at the castle.

The man clicked his heels together
and snapped his chin to attention. "The battles have begun. The Black and
the Red clashed north of here. Many riders and dragons are dead, littering the
ground with their broken bodies. My men and I have risen from the ruins to the
west to offer our arms in the cause. I am Donovan." The man bowed, his
hands out to Bastian.

Bastian looked at Elinor. He didn't
know what he was supposed to do. She shrugged, uncertain as well.

"Stand up, friend," Bastian
said.

The man straightened. "Are you
not the ruler of the Blue?"

He was, he supposed. "We will
not take part in the battle between the Black and the Red." Bastian
gestured toward the children. "We are harboring refugees right now. We do
not have the manpower to fight, nor the dragons. We only have one full-grown
dragon. What can we do in a battle against many others?"

Another man burst through the doorway.
"Very little, but we want to fight." It was Marden, the leader of the
Black Guard. Bastian hadn't seen him since before they'd left for Malum in
search of the people of Hutton's Bridge. "We have been trained for battle.
It is what we want. Let us march in the name of the Blue. The Black have risen.
Long ago they were our allies. We will stand with them again."

"Is this truly what you
want?" Bastian asked. "The dragon will not fly out with you. There
will be no additional support offered."

Marden squeezed his hands into fists.
"We hate the Red. If they should succeed in defeating the Black, then we
will all be under their cruel rule. I have a family, too. I will not let the
Red harm them."

His brother Barden stepped out from
behind him. "We saw the Black dragons here. Everyone in Ashoom knows they
are still our allies. Otherwise we'd be dead."

Bastian nodded. "It is true that
they helped us when we were rescuing the children from Malum. But I don't know
enough about them to guarantee your safety. I don't even know if they want our
help."

Marden ignored Bastian. Instead, he
held out a hand to the man in gray, who took it solidly in his. "I know
who you are. I did not know the Watchers still existed after the Vulture’s
Tower was destroyed in the last war."

"Some survived, and they kept
the old ways alive. We have been waiting for the next war to begin and our
scouts assure us it has. It is the time to rise to arms to protect our children
and families. Will you join us?"

The two men looked to Bastian, eagerness
burning in their eyes. They wanted war, and it appeared it had begun. "I
won't fight,” he said firmly. “And neither will my dragon, but all we have is
yours. Take whatever supplies you need."

"And healers," Elinor said.
She smiled. "I will talk to those in my guild and request their
assistance. I know they will agree."

The man in gray bowed. "I am
Donovan. Do not forget it. You will be hearing from me again." He clicked
his heels together again and left the throne room, dragging Marden and Barden
in his wake.

"Those two have nothing better
to do than follow trouble, do they?" Bastian asked Elinor.

She shook her head. "It appears
so. Yet I have a feeling this is something bigger than any of us can
fathom."

Bastian had a sinking feeling in his
stomach. He was afraid she was right. He looked at the children, who'd gone
back to playing. Would they ever have the chance to grow up in a peaceful
world, or would battle and dragonfire surround them forever?













Chapter Twenty-Two
Tressa stretched her arms and legs
after a long day of riding Fi during the daily scouting. So far there'd been no
more sightings of the Red since the Black had driven them from the battlefield
days ago.

Granna and Mestifito had sequestered
themselves from the rest of the camp, trying to decide what to do next. Spies
had returned from Road’s End, the town closest to the Red Throne. They had
counted numerous Red dragons training for another battle. Their elevated
numbers made the earlier battle seem like a minor skirmish. Every night the council
met to discuss the situation. The Red army was larger than they'd imagined, and
they weren't sure how to proceed.

Tressa was embarrassed she hadn't
been able to change into a dragon again. Fi assured her over and over that this
was normal. It was part of the learning process. Not every person could control
their dragon after the first change. Tressa had witnessed Henry's difficulties
with controlling his dragon side before he'd been so brutally killed by the
Blue queen, Stacia. Yet Connor seemed to have no trouble changing between human
and dragon. Tressa wanted to be like him.

She hated not being in control of
herself, fearful and hopeful every breath that she might change. In her dreams
she could fly again. It was the most exhilarating experience she'd ever had.
She wanted to feel it again. She wanted to burst through the clouds, letting
the wet wisps cover her body until she flew into a sunbeam and dried off.

"What were you thinking when you
changed?" Fi asked Tressa. "Maybe that will help you to do it
again."

Tressa tapped her chin with a finger.
"I remember thinking I was going to die. But that wasn't the first time I
feared death since leaving Hutton's Bridge."

"There's a big difference
between fearing death and knowing you're about to die," Fi said.
"There's a difference between hope and acceptance."

Tressa sat down on a fallen tree. She
used a hand to shield her eyes from the bright sun. "Well, if I have to be
on the brink of death to change again, I hope it's a long time before I
do."

"You don't mean that." Fi
bumped Tressa with her hip, forcing Tressa to scoot over. "You loved every
second in your dragon form. Admit it."

Tressa smiled. "Okay, I did. And
I want it back more than anything. I just can't seem to make it happen."
She clamped her eyes shut and wished it with all the mental strength she had.
Still nothing.

"Rule number one," Fi said,
"don't try to change into a dragon when someone is sitting right next to
you. I could accidentally get a claw to the heart or lose an arm."

Tressa laughed so hard she nearly
fell off the log. "Sorry. I didn't think of that. Next time I'll make sure
I have space."

"And if you feel it coming on,
let everyone around you know."

"Done."

A rustle in the trees told them they
weren’t alone. A puffing Jenfar emerged, his face red behind his thick mustache
and chest heaving. "We're off soon. Heading due north."

Fi jumped up. "Not northeast to
Malum?"

"No." He bent over, taking
a few gasping breaths. "We're going closer to the sea. Sophia still wants
to attack, but Mestifito thinks it will be better to come from an unlikely
direction. They'll expect an attack from the south or from the southeast. Not
from the sea."

"Won't that take us near the
Isle of Repose?" Fi asked. "I studied my geography growing up. And my
mythology. I'm not sure it's wise to go anywhere near that island."

Jenfar stood. "Sophia and
Mestifito have made their decision. Either you follow or go home, Fi."

She planted her hands on her hips.
"I will never walk away from a battle, Jenfar. You know that. Come on,
Tressa, let's prepare to take flight."

Tressa followed Fi out of the trees,
frustrated. She wanted to fly along with them, not ride on Fi's back like a
regular human. Days ago Tressa would have been thrilled just to have the chance
to take part in the battle. But now that she knew she could change, she wanted
to be the one to fly.

They left the tree cover and found
the rest of their small army preparing to leave. The dragons who carried the
supplies were getting packs loaded onto their backs. The warriors were donning
their armor, while the lead dragons had already changed. There was an empty
spot in the front of the formation waiting for Fi and Tressa.

They scrambled into place. Fi
transformed and Tressa wore her new armor stolen from a dead Red warrior. She
felt out of place wearing red while everyone else was dressed in black, but she
had no other option. It was that or be naked.

Tressa climbed onto Fi's back. Within
breaths they were airborne, heading north toward the sea. They flew for the
better part of a day. Tressa snacked on jerky and bread from the bag slung on
her back. All riders carried their own basic supplies to avoid frequent stops.
She took a sip from her water skin, saving as much of it as she could for the
rest of the journey.

Eventually the sea appeared in the
distance. The setting sun bounced off the gentle waves. The scent of salt
permeated the thick air, tickling Tressa's nose. She tried not to think about
the time she'd been trapped in the small boat, stuck out in the sea, wondering
if she'd ever make it back to shore alive.

Why hadn't she changed into a dragon
then? Was it possible she hadn't lost hope yet, that she'd still believed
everything would work out okay, even though she had no food or drink? But when
she fell from Fi's back, there had truly been no option. She’d had to change or
die in a broken heap of bones on the unforgiving earth.

The dragon horde banked to the left,
flying along the seashore. The ground wasn't sandy and filled with tall grass
like in the Sands. Here in the Hills of Flame, rocks covered the bank leading
to scorched, dry earth. Cracks raced around the ground like thousands of little
roads.

We'll camp here, Fi told Tressa.

Tressa turned up her nose. She didn't
see a freshwater source nearby. She was relieved she'd been stingy with
drinking from her skin. And at least she could bathe in the seawater. After
everything she'd been through, she needed a good cleansing.

The dragons circled, landing one at a
time, claiming their spots. Fi was always one of the last to land. She'd
explained to Tressa it was because she wanted to keep an eye out in the skies
until the very end.

As they circled lazily, Tressa
swallowed a fearful breath and let go of Fi's scales. She slipped off the side,
falling through the air, waiting for the change to come again. Willing it. Then
panicking when she realized it might not happen again. Tressa screamed, her
arms flailing in the air until the wind was knocked out of her. She opened her
eyes, feeling an arm around her waist.

Granna whispered in her ear.
"You can't just force your dragon out like that. You'll kill yourself
first."

"Nothing else has worked,"
Tressa protested. "I just want to be like everyone else."

"You are nothing like the
others," Granna said as they coasted to the ground, Mestifito landing with
a jarring thump. Tressa tumbled off his back and onto the hard ground. Her head
smarting, she sat up. Granna slid off Mestifito, landing next to Tressa.
"You have a death wish."

"I only want to be able to
control the dragon inside me. I see nothing wrong with that," Tressa
snapped. "If you hadn't caught me, I might be flying right now."

"If I hadn't caught you, you
would have broken your neck on the landing. I'd be asking the men to bury
you." Granna turned on one heel and stalked away.

Tressa rubbed the back of her head
and stood. She wandered over to the bank, pulled her boots off, yanked up the
bottom of her pants, and waded into the water. The water nipped at her toes,
cooling her off quickly. She took a few deep breaths and looked to the
northwest. Out there was the island that made the hair stand up on Fi's arms.
No matter. She turned back to the east. Their true enemy lay hidden in the
hills, secreted away in a castle Tressa hadn't even glimpsed in Malum.

Fi had shown her a map of the city.
It was the largest in the Dragonlands, even dwarfing the size of the Ruins of
Ebon, under the Charred Barrens. The castle itself was inaccessible without a
dragon, built into the crags of the hills. They'd have to fly in and confront
the queen. Tressa wanted to kill her after what had happened in Malum during
the Descent Festival.

No one wanted peace. They all wanted
to fight. To dominate the other, even in the Black, when they supposedly wanted
nothing to do with the rest of the Dragonlands. Tressa could see the bloodlust
in their eyes. Hear the ferocity of their speech when they spouted rhetoric at
war meetings.

They wanted to control the dragons.
Rule the realm.

Tressa only knew what she wanted: a
world of quiet and peace. Unfortunately it seemed less and less like the Black
wanted the same.

She looked toward the sea again. A
light breeze drifted over the water, swirling around her body.

"Tressa."

She looked around, but no one else
was near. They were all working to set up the camp for the night.

"Tressa."

It wasn't coming from behind her. No,
the voice was coming from the sea...and it sounded oddly similar to Jarrett.













Chapter Twenty-Three
As night fell, the Black dragons and
their riders settled down for the night. Three dragons and their riders
remained in the sky, circling and watching. Granna curled up with Mestifito in
the center of camp. Tressa laid out her bedroll next to Fi, who was in her
human form and already snoring. The fires had died down. There were no more
quiet murmurs in the night. Everyone had fallen asleep.

Tressa snatched her black cloak and
pulled the hood over her head. Carefully she tiptoed around sleeping people. No
one stirred.

Tressa made her way to the shoreline.
She sat on the rocky beach, just above where the waves lapped. Slipping her
feet into the cool water, she closed her eyes and waited again for the voice
that had sounded so much like Jarrett's. Even the gulls were quiet. Tressa let
out a long breath and looked up at the stars.

They'd offered her healing when she'd
been trapped on the water. Perhaps tonight they would guide her toward her
destiny. Toward that dragon form she wanted so desperately to regain. Tressa
untied the cloak from her neck and let it drop to the ground. She took off her
tunic and pants. Then her leggings and underthings. Standing naked in the
half-light of the moon, Tressa walked into the water. It bit her ankles, then
her knees, and then her thighs. Still, she didn't stop. She didn't recoil
against the freezing water. Instead she embraced it, walking until the water
kissed her chin.

Tressa closed her eyes and pursed her
lips together as she continued on her walk. The water lapped against her cheeks
and forehead, then covered her completely. She blew out the breath she'd been
holding and opened her eyes.

Tiny fish swam around her body;
seaweed blanketed the sea floor. Tressa's hair floated up like the tentacles of
the squid she'd seen in one of Granna's old books. Her chest ached. Her lungs
burned, and her lips opened. Water rushed in. Her vision wavered, black and
gray merging with the moonlit sea. Her brain became foggier than the veil that
had once surrounded Hutton's Bridge.

Tressa's arms floated to her sides as
her body collapsed in on itself. Surrendering. Her last thought was of Jarrett's
voice calling to her from the sea.

Then it happened.

Her body convulsed, limbs breaking
into the form of a dragon. She stretched her wings and burst free from the cold
grip of the underwater grave. A burst of fire from her mouth dried up the water
she'd swallowed.

In the air, she felt free. Finally.
All those years trapped in Hutton's Bridge. All that time running around the
Dragonlands, asking for help from people secretly plotting their own agendas.
Now she needed no one.

Power throbbed in her veins as she
flew through the night sky, climbing higher and higher until she tore through a
puffy cloud. The moon waited on the other side with the stars that winked at
her. She winked back with one slitted eye.

Tressa.

There it was again. This time it was
clearer. Definitely Jarrett.

Jarrett? She tried thinking to him like she'd
done with Fi. Flying farther out to sea, Tressa thought his name a few more
times. No response. Just the quiet of dark night.

Can you hear me? 

Her heart leapt. It was definitely Jarrett.

I can. Where are you? Are you with
Bastian and Connor?
She waited eagerly for a response.

Come closer to the island. 

Tressa flew northwest toward the
island far in the distance. Then she realized there was something Jarrett
didn't know. I've changed, she thought to him. I'm not as you
remember me.

Come closer. Closer... 

Tressa flew on, her heart pounding.
What would he think of her as a dragon?

Closer... 

His voice echoed in her head. He had
to know something had changed. If he'd ever communicated with Jacinda through
thought, then he had to know.

Jarrett—

CLOSER! 

Her head ached. He'd been too loud.
Too forceful. Still, she flew, the island coming closer with every flap of her
wings. Her heart thudded in her chest as she glided toward the shore, toward
the figure of a man who she would know, even in shadow. Jarrett.

She landed on the beach, and then
realized she had no clothes. She'd taken them all off before entering the sea.

Her claws dug into the sandy beach.
She looked down at him, and he didn't seem surprised. He wore a felt hat on his
head, pulled down over his ears. Tressa cocked her head to the side, observing
him.

Jarrett seemed different somehow, but
she wasn't sure what it was. Yet she was pulled to him. Her desire to get near
to him, outweighing any anxiety she had over the strange meeting, and the even
stranger way he called her to him.

He reached a hand toward her snout.
She craned her neck and nuzzled his palm, taking a deep whiff. He smelled like
Jarrett—and something else she couldn't place. She shrugged off the
uneasy feeling. This was the first time she’d seen him while she was in dragon
form. Maybe her sense of smell was different. That had to be it.

"Tressa." Jarrett said it
simply, as if it wasn't a surprise that she was now a dragon. As if he expected
it. A smile spread across his face, his teeth glinting off the moonlight.
"I've been waiting for you."

Where are the others? Bastian?
Connor? Elinor? 

Jarrett only smiled. Perhaps he
couldn't hear her after all. She craned her neck, looking for her friends, but
found they were alone on the beach. Not another sound in the still night air.

"Why don't you change?" he
asked. "Where is the woman I love?"

Tressa thought about changing.
Running into his arms. Modesty held her back. Instead, she reached down and
plucked the hat off his head with her teeth, remembering all the times they’d
made each other laugh. That, she could still do.

Jarrett screamed, his eyes narrowing
and his teeth suddenly sharp and threatening.

Tressa stumbled backward, her tail
swishing behind her. Then she saw it. Jarrett’s ears. They were gone.

Jarrett clapped his hands together
and rubbed them. It was a gesture she knew. One she suddenly feared. A yellow
light quickly turned red as he opened his hands toward her. Tressa pushed off
from the ground, but it was too late. His magic ran through her foot, slicing
it. With blood dripping, Tressa heaved herself upward, dodging the balls of
fire coming from his hands.

Why? she screamed.

I am the killer of dragons. I am the
Keeper. 

Tressa flew away, fear driving her
wings, despite her mind and heart begging her to go back to him. Her stomach
twisted as she fought to get farther away from Jarrett. From her lover. She
looked back one last time. He stood on the beach, his hands now at his sides.

Joy filled her heart. He wouldn’t try
to hurt her. Not again. Tressa turned, flying back toward the island, ignoring
that voice in her head telling her something was wrong.

As she ventured closer, Jarrett began
to shoot balls of fire from his hands again. Over and over she dodged them,
until one hit her in the chest. Shocked and saddened, she turned away, using
all of the strength she had to fly back to her Black dragons.













Chapter Twenty-Four
Tressa fell to the grass, weary and
wounded. The moment she touched ground, she reverted back into human form. The
camp sprang to life. Someone barked out orders for water, clothes, and
bandages. She heard Granna's voice in the distance, ordering more scouts into
the air. Tressa wanted to tell them it wasn't necessary, that she hadn't met
with anyone from the Red. They were safe unless Jarrett found a way to fly
across the sea.

Hot water washed over her stinging
wounds, cleaning them of any infection. A squishy paste was applied to her back
and linen wrapped around her chest. Tressa sat up, her mind still a little
fuzzy.

"What were you thinking?"
Fi screamed. "You could have gotten yourself killed."

Tressa thought back to her
near-drowning. Perhaps it would be best to keep that to herself. "I’m
sorry."

Fi grunted, then wrapped her arms
carefully around Tressa. "Don't do that to me again. It's one thing to get
hurt in battle, it's another to just take off in the middle of the night and
come back injured. What happened?"

Tressa took a deep breath, gasping at
the stabbing pain in her chest. Jarrett’s fireballs had hit her only once. If
she hadn’t gotten away, she could have died at his hands. But part of her
wanted to go back. What happened to his ears and why did he want to kill her?
Something was desperately wrong. Her heart told her Jarrett needed her, but her
mind told her to forget him.

"I went out on the beach,"
Tressa said. "Just for a walk and maybe a little swim. The waves pulled me
out to sea and I started to drown." It was a lie, but she didn't want to upset
Fi more. "Then I transformed into my dragon."

Fi tapped a foot on the ground.
"And how did you get hurt?"

Tressa looked down at her bare feet.
She wanted to tell Fi the truth, but so much of it didn’t make sense. She still
wasn’t sure why she’d been so drawn to his call, and so hesitant to leave.
Until she knew more, she would keep the details to herself. "I lost
control and hit some rocks in the sea. Then I realized I shouldn't be out there
alone and I flew back." The lies rolled off her tongue.

Fi looked up at the sky, the pink
haze of morning barely creeping above the horizon. "We have to leave soon.
Did you get any sleep?"

Tressa nodded. "Enough."
Another lie. She hadn't slept at all. She was exhausted, but she knew if she
admitted to it, they'd never let her ride into battle.

"Your chest will heal up soon
enough, mistress," said the healer. “It was only a flesh wound. You’re a
lucky girl.”

Tressa didn't know the man's name, so
she bowed her head in thanks. Standing up wasn't painless, but she did it with
a smile on her face. "I'll try to be more careful next time."

"There will be no next
time," Granna said from behind.

Tressa steeled herself and turned to
face her great-grandmother. "I will do as I please. If Fi agrees to let me
ride with her, I will."

Granna's eyes locked on Tressa's. Her
jaw was set, and her teeth clenched. "Tressa—”

"Don't." Tressa walked
away. But guilt gnawed at her insides. She was angry at Granna for the lies
she'd told and the secrets she'd kept all those years. Yet now Tressa was doing
the same.

She wanted to convince herself that
her reasons were far nobler. That she kept secrets out of love and
self-preservation.

The same reasons Granna had given her
when she'd tried to explain.

Still, Tressa didn't turn around. She
didn't apologize. She didn't tell Granna she understood. Because she wasn't
completely sure she did yet. What she'd kept hidden felt far more important.
Besides, they weren't headed to the Isle of Repose. Jarrett couldn't hurt any
of them from so far away. If their safety was in peril, she would have
confessed.

At least that's what she told
herself.

They prepared, ready to ride into
battle. They'd storm the castle from the air, leading with the strongest attack
dragons—those who had the hottest fire. Behind them would fly the dragons
with riders. Tressa and her fellow warriors would drop into the castle and take
on the humans. The dragons would fight it out in the sky.

Tressa bent at the waist, and was
surprised how quickly her wound was healing. She didn't feel one twinge of
pain.

"Our healers are very
talented," Fi said, sneaking up behind Tressa and tossing an arm over her
shoulder. "The dragon blood flowing in your veins helps too. We heal
faster. A fatal blow isn't likely to heal up, but small ones are. It's
definitely an advantage to being able to change. Our bodies respond differently
to everything. Just wait until you and Jarrett meet up again." Fi winked.
"Everything between you will be different."

Tressa offered Fi a weak smile. After
what Jarrett had just done to her, she wasn't sure they'd ever be together like
that again. He'd been Jacinda's lover for years. How had sex been different for
him then?

Fi headed to the clearing where the
other dragons were changing. "See you soon!" she yelled over her shoulder.

Tressa went back to their spot in the
camp, pulling on the Red uniform. Someone had fetched it from the beach where
she'd left it before the suicide attempt that resulted in changing into the
dragon. She grabbed her sword. It was time to ride to battle—and for the
first time, she wanted nothing more than to walk away from it all.

***
Tressa climbed on Fi's back, weary,
but ready. What other choice was there? Stay behind? Tell the others she was
just too tired? No, none of that would do. The Black had saved her and her
friends in Malum without being asked. She at least owed them her sword.

You okay? Fi asked. We're almost there.

I know, Tressa answered. I'm okay.

You're not. I can tell. Why don't I
drop into the back? We can avoid the bulk of the battle that way.

You don't really want to do that. Tressa knew Fi. Her friend wanted to
fight. She wanted to be in the lead. And she was prepared to kill.

You're right, I don't. If you change
your mind, tell me. 

Tressa didn't respond. She leaned
down, resting her chin on Fi's scaly neck. Her sleeves flapped in the wind. The
smell of saltwater lingered in the air. She closed her eyes, enjoying the last
moments of peace before her world would explode into one of blood and death.
Soon the smell of copper would overtake her. Everything else lost in the heat
of battle.

Suddenly, Tressa's heart began
pounding. Her lungs felt hot with fire. She sat up, her eyes snapping open.

Fi, drop to the back. NOW! 

Without hesitation, Fi descended
below her fellow dragons, letting them fly over, their wings beating wind down.

Tressa held onto Fi until the last
supply and medic dragons passed. Then she let go. Fi flew forward, as if she
knew exactly what was coming.

Tressa's clothes tore. Her sword
plummeted to the ground. A spasm shook through her body, then bloomed into her
dragon form. She flapped her wings and pulled up alongside Fi.

Well, I wasn't expecting that. Tressa bared her sharp teeth in a
smile. It hadn't taken long, but she already preferred being a dragon to being
a woman.

I had a feeling it might happen, Fi answered. In the beginning, the
change is hard to control. You're smart enough to feel it coming. Soon you'll
be able to control it.

I hope so. Had she been human, Tressa would have
laughed nervously. What if I fall out of the sky?

Just focus and it won't happen, Fi said. At least, let's hope it
doesn't.

The two dragons raced to catch up,
passing the medic and supply dragons. The healers raised their hands toward the
two, offering them luck. Tressa blew a little smoke into the sky in
appreciation.

Her exhaustion wore off with each
flap of her wings. But there was something lingering in the back of her mind.
Jarrett standing on the shore of that island. She swore she could still hear
him calling her.

"Tressa..."

And she knew if he kept calling,
she’d be powerless to resist.

 













Chapter Twenty-Five
Bastian twirled a lock of Elinor's
hair around a finger. He kissed her milky white shoulder. "Finally,
everything has settled down," he said. "We've gotten rid of every
enemy in our way."

Elinor snuggled into his chest,
tracing his muscles with her fingertip. "You know that's not true."

"We can pretend, can't we?"

She rolled over and sat up. The
blanket that had been covering Elinor’s naked body fell to her waist. Bastian
gulped and forced himself to look her in the eyes.

"Bastian, we may have taken
ourselves out of one battle, but it doesn't mean the war is over. We still have
plenty of enemies out there. The realms are rising. The Black, Yellow, and Red
are all at war. The Green is trapped..."

"And the Blue cowers in the
corner of the Dragonlands," Bastian said. He reached out, his hands
caressing her breasts. "I've heard all the rumors."

Elinor bit her lip, her eyes closing.
"It's not a rumor, Bastian." A little moan escaped her lips before
she ripped the sheet from the rest of her body.

Bastian quieted her questions with
his lips, and soothed away her worries with his hands. The sun rose, blanketing
them with a warm beam as they made love.

"Enough," Elinor finally
said, laughing. She pushed Bastian away from her swollen lips and flushed skin.

"It's never enough," he
said, his lips curled in a smile.

"Don't you get tired?"
Elinor slipped out of bed and pulled on a silken robe. Sapphire blue, it had
been one of Stacia's. Elegant and sexy at the same time.

"I do," Bastian said.
"But some things are worth doing even if I'm exhausted."

Elinor rested her hand over her
chest. "You're insatiable."

"Let me show you." Bastian
waggled his eyebrows and dove after her.

Elinor squealed, hiding behind a
chair. "Your daughter will be wondering why you missed both breakfast and
the midday meal."

"Fine, fine." Bastian
sauntered over to the wardrobe and pulled on a fresh pair of pants, then tossed
a new white shirt over his head. Elinor’s eyes were trained on him. "Like
what you see?"

"You know I do." She let
her robe fall off and stood stark naked in front of him.

"What are you trying to do to
me?" Bastian asked.

Elinor winked. "Nothing.
Why?"

She sashayed across the room,
standing next to him at the wardrobe. Tapping her finger on her chin, Elinor
surveyed the hanging gowns. "What should I wear?" She ran a hand
across the rainbow of fabrics.

"Nothing," Bastian said.
"Absolutely nothing." He wanted to pick her up and drag her back to
their bed, but Elinor was right. Farah would want to know where he was. They'd
just been reunited. He didn't want his daughter to feel neglected.

"You'll meet me in the throne
room later?" Bastian asked.

Elinor nodded and sat down, still
naked. She began brushing her long blond hair. Each stroke made his blood boil.

"I need to go," Bastian
said.

Elinor looked up from under her long
lashes, her smile curving into a pink bow. "I understand. I'll find
something to wear and be down soon."

Bastian nodded, swallowing the lump in
his throat. He closed the door behind him and leaned against the stone wall,
grateful for the cool dampness. He adjusted his pants, thought of the smell of
kilrothgi, and let his lust disintegrate. Taking a couple of deep breaths,
Bastian made his way through the castle to the throne room.

Though the castle had plenty of room
for all of the children, Bastian, Elinor, and Hazel had decided to keep them
all inside until they were sure the children were safe in Ashoom. The rumors
had already started, spreading throughout the castle and into the town.

Demons from the Red.

Spawn of the Dragons.

Spies of Short Stature.

There was no end to the ridiculous
things people whispered in each other's ears. Bastian wouldn't allow his
daughter anywhere near their crazy ideas. When men feared what they did not
understand, only chaos ensued. Bastian had seen it in his own village. He would
not allow his daughter to be affected by any of it.

He strode into the throne room. The
children were running and laughing, just as they'd been the days before. He was
relieved and grateful they'd all seemed to come through unscathed. All but one
screamed with joy when he entered the room. The boy who'd sat in Elinor's lap
days ago still sat alone in the corner, his nose buried in a book. No matter.
There was always at least one child who preferred reading and the solitary
life. Often Connor had been that boy when they were little. It was only when
Tressa and Bastian goaded him into playing that Connor would come out of his
shell.

Farah ran to him, and Bastian scooped
her up in his arms.

"Dada, I missed you." She
pecked Bastian on his stubbly cheek.

"I missed you too. Did you sleep
well in the dormitory?"

Farah bobbed her head up and down.
"I wish I could stay with you." She pouted, her lower lip sticking
out much too far.

"It's better for you to stay
with the other children and the nurses," Bastian said, feeling guilty. It
was true they had decided the children should stay together for now, under the
care of Hazel and a couple of the female healers from Elinor's guild. But
Bastian had agreed to it partially so he could save his nights for Elinor. He
hadn't ever wanted anyone as much as he wanted her. In the past, most of his
conquests would bore him after one or two dalliances. Not Elinor.

"When can we go home?"
Farah asked him.

Bastian set her down. "I don't
know." He wasn't even sure he wanted to go back to Hutton's Bridge.
"Don't you like it here?"

Farah shrugged. "It's okay. I
miss my bed and my doll."

Before Bastian could answer, Farah ran
off into the fray, laughing. Children. Everything was so simple to them.

Hazel came over, her youngest in her
arms. "She's a sweet little girl. Reminds me of you," she said,
watching Farah grab a ball away from a bigger boy and hand it to a little
toddler.

Bastian laughed. "I was more
like the bully who took the ball away from the children."

"Give yourself some credit,
Bastian," Hazel said. "You are a good man. Look at everything you've
done here."

"I've done what needed to be
done. I didn't ask for any of this. Connor would have been better suited to
leading us through this." He looked at Hazel, the pain in her eyes
apparent. "I'm sorry."

"It's okay." She switched
the baby from one hip to the other. "Well, it's not, but I'm being
patient. I keep hoping he'll remember, but that doesn't seem likely. If he
hasn't yet, he's not likely to."

"He loves you," Bastian
said.

"Loved." Hazel let out a
long breath. "The problem is that I still love him."

"Don't give up on Connor. I
still believe his memories are there. Maybe locked away, but there still."

"Maybe." Hazel shrugged.
"I can't count on it. I'll try to win him back, though. Despite our
marriage being one of convenience, I have never loved another man. He felt the
same about me. I'll just have to make him see it again." She smiled, but
it wasn't as bright as Bastian remembered. Some of the confidence was gone,
replaced by regret.

"I think that's a great
idea," Bastian said. He placed a hand on Hazel's shoulder and smiled. She
was a good woman. It was only a matter of time before Connor took her back.

"At least we're done with the
fighting. I know it had to be hard for you to stay here and let the battle rage
on in the Dragonlands, but it was the right decision for the children. They've
been exposed to too much violence. And while they didn't understand a lot of
what happened in Malum, many of them have lost their parents and grandparents.
Just like the day the fog fell when Sophia was a child, the children of
Hutton's Bridge have once again been orphaned."

"Not all of them," Bastian
said. "You, Connor, and I are still here."

"Yes," Hazel said, nodding.
"And now we focus on caring for them instead of fearing for our
lives."

Bastian was about to agree, when a
screech ripped through the sky. He looked up and a dragon flew into the throne
room from the window high above. A Yellow dragon, one with fire in its eyes,
landed on the floor, its talons scratching the marble with a high-pitched
shriek.

The children ran screaming out of the
throne room, ushered out by the two healers and Hazel. She glanced at Bastian
over her shoulder, fear and anger mixing in her expression. Elinor slipped past
Hazel, shooing her out the door after the children. Running to Bastian's side,
Elinor panted. "Who is that?"

"I don't know," Bastian said,
"but I have a sick feeling we're about to find out."













Chapter Twenty-Six
The Yellow dragon transformed into a
man clad in armor. "I am Destrian. The war to end all dragon wars has
begun. Claim your side now." He crossed his arms over his chest.

Bastian looked at Elinor. Eyes wide,
she didn't have anything to offer. As the unofficial leader of the Blue, and
only because he had Connor on his side, Bastian knew the decision was his to
make. He glanced back at the doors where the children had escaped only moments
ago. His daughter. Connor's boys. They were his first priority.

"We remain neutral,"
Bastian said. He stepped closer to the man in armor, his shoulders back, chest
thrust forward, daring Destrian to question him. “Some of our men have chosen
to fight, but I do not command them.”

Destrian threw back his head and
laughed. "I was told you might react this way. Very well. We shall take
over your filthy insignificant town and kill your dragon as soon as we have
crushed the Black and the Green."

Before Bastian could offer a retort,
the armored man changed back into a dragon and flew out the upper window.

"I guess that means we're no
longer remaining neutral," Bastian said. "So much for our new quiet
life here."

"You knew it was only a matter
of time," Elinor said.

The doors burst open and Connor ran
in the throne room. "Where is it? I'll kill it." His head whipped
side-to-side, reminding Bastian of the way Connor moved in dragon form.

Bastian laid a hand on Connor's
shoulder. "He's gone."

"What did he want?"
Connor's nostrils flared.

"He wants us to choose sides in
the war." Bastian paced the throne room. "We have the children to
think about. I don't want them involved in another battle. They shouldn't be
caught in the middle of this."

"Either we go to war, or war
comes to us," Elinor said. "We're fools if we think we can remain
neutral."

Connor nodded, staring at Bastian.
They both expected him to make a decision. He sat on the throne, his elbows on
his knees and his face buried in his hands. This wasn't the life he wanted.
He'd been unhappy in Hutton's Bridge, trapped and forced into a marriage with a
woman he despised. And yet, life had been simple. Easy. Peaceful. Quiet.

Bastian sat up. His hands gripped the
armrests. His knuckles turned white as he squeezed harder and harder.

"Hutton's Bridge," he said.

"What about it?" Connor
asked. "You were there. You saw. It's dead. No one is there."

"Exactly," Bastian said.
"The children. We'll take the children to Hutton's Bridge."

Elinor shook her head. "That's a
terrible idea. It's open on all sides, with nothing protecting it other than
the forest—” She stopped abruptly and looked at Bastian. "The fog is
gone."

Bastian stared back at Elinor. It was
the perfect plan.

"What?" Connor asked,
looking between the two of them. "Is there something else I don't
remember?"

Bastian had told Connor about the fog
and how it fell. Well, not completely. He hadn’t told him about the woman in
the tree and her two brothers on the other sides of the forest. She'd protected
him and he was determined to protect her. But now, he needed her. If they could
take the children to Hutton's Bridge and raise the fog once more, they'd be
safe. And this time Bastian knew how to take it down again. Their entrapment
would only be temporary, until the war was over.

"Bastian," Elinor said, her
hands on her hips, "is there something you haven't told us?"

"I'm the one who took the fog
down," Bastian said. "I'm also the only one who knows how to raise it
again." The others who knew about the woman in the tree had died in Malum
during the Descent Festival. The children would be safe and protected there.
“If we do this, I will have to share the secret with the two of you. In case
something happens to me, others must know how to get the children out again."

Elinor hurried to his side, the
bottom of her gown billowing around her booted feet. "This might be the
best idea you've ever had. We know the fog is nearly impenetrable. Hidden
behind it, the children will be safe."

"And this time there won't be
any dangerous beasts hiding in the fog. We just have to convince the children
to stay until we come back. No wandering." Bastian stood up. "Do you
think it could work?"

Connor furrowed his brows. "If
there's nothing in the fog threatening to kill us, what will keep others from
entering it and taking the children hostage? The children won't be safe. Anyone
can walk through a fog."

"True." Bastian sat down
again, defeated. It had seemed like a grand idea.

"Unless there was something to
protect them," Connor said. "I could."

"But what's the difference
between protecting them there and protecting them here?" Elinor asked.

Bastian spoke up. "Everyone knew
death lay within the fog last time. Perhaps we make it seem as if it does
again. The woman in the tree, she has the power to destroy anything that comes
into the forest. She nearly destroyed me." He remembered the ball of light
coming from her hand and his fall through the trees. He'd been lucky to land on
a bough strong enough to support his weight.

"Then I think we should do
this," Connor said. "I will take Hazel and the children and the
healers if they will come too."

"I can almost assure you they
will go," Elinor said. "It is our calling. Once we heal someone,
often we are attached to them for life." She glanced at Bastian and
smiled. "Many of the children needed healing when they arrived here. These
women attended to their wounds, both physical and emotional. I cannot imagine
they would abandon the children now. I will ask them."

Connor nodded. "I would like to
consult with Hazel first."

Bastian shot a quick glance to
Elinor. Connor was coming around, then. In the past he'd rarely made a decision
without talking it over with his wife. They’d once worked as the perfect team.
It made him happy to see Connor moving in that direction again.

"I think that's wise,"
Bastian said. Connor nodded and left the throne room in search of his wife.

"So," Bastian said to
Elinor, "you're only with me now because you healed me?" He hoped
there was more to it than that.

"Bastian..." Elinor said
with longing. "Few healers end up romantically involved with the ones they
heal. It crosses a line. We are tasked to be compassionate and caring. To heal
those who cannot heal themselves. To offer our moon when someone of value is
dying. To make the ultimate sacrifice for one who must survive, despite all
costs." With the last sentence she looked at the floor.

"What is this ultimate
sacrifice?" Bastian asked, taking Elinor's hand in his.

She sniffled, refusing to look at
him. Bastian rested a finger under her chin, but she wouldn't let him raise it.

"Elinor? What is it?"

"Do you remember before we left
for Malum? How I told you there was something in my childhood?" Her eyes
remained trained on the floor.

"Yes," Bastian said.
"I didn't want to pry if you weren't ready to talk about it."

"My father." She took in a
ragged breath. "He told me that when I grew up, I would be the most famous
of all healers. That I would work with him to bring the world to a greater
destiny. He saw things, Bastian. Horrible things. He would wake from nightmares
screaming about dragons and how he would rule them all."

Bastian kept silent. He knew Malachi
had stolen the baby dragons for some reason. But to claim it was destiny? Look
where destiny had gotten him. Dismembered on the Isle of Repose. He'd also
gotten all but two of the baby dragons killed.

"He told me that one day I would
use my moon to save the Red Queen. That she would reward us handsomely. That we
would be the most powerful of all healers."

"You wouldn't do that."
Bastian pulled Elinor in for a hug, her chest and shoulders heaving with every
wet breath.

"I can't do that," Elinor
said. "It's impossible."

"No, you have your moon back.
You used it to heal me, but more than a moon has passed. You can heal again if
you choose to. But I know you would never choose to heal the enemy and join
her."

Elinor pulled back. Her arms stiff at
her sides and her hands in fists, she looked up at Bastian. "I didn't just
give you my moon, Bastian. I gave you my ultimate sacrifice."

"I'm not familiar with healers,
Elinor. I don't know what that means." He didn't like where the
conversation was heading.

"When a healer makes the
ultimate sacrifice, she not only gives her moon, she gives all of her healing.
Forever." Elinor choked in a breath.

"I still don't understand,"
Bastian said. "Speak plainly." He gazed at the woman he desired. The
one who brought him more happiness than any other woman he'd known. What had
she done?

"You cannot die easily, Bastian.
I gave you my healing. As long as your heart beats, your body will heal
itself." Tears spilled from her cheeks. "I did it not because I loved
you, but because I wanted to relieve myself of the power to give my moon. I did
not want to become what my father had dreamed for me.” Elinor took a deep
breath. “There is more. You saw how my wound healed so quickly on the Isle of
Repose?"

Bastian nodded, mute.

“As long as your heart beats, mine
does too. We are connected. Forever.”

“But when your father tortured you, I
took you to a healer…” Bastian remembered the moment so clearly. He thought
she’d betrayed them, then found Elinor beaten, bloody, and tied up. She needed
a healer, and an old man helped her.

Elinor shook her head, tears bubbling
at the corners of her eyes. “I did not want you to know then. I thought you
would be angry with me for what I’d done. I let myself be healed, even though I
didn’t need it. At the time I thought it would be better if you never knew. Had
I known I would love you, had I known you would love me back...I never would
have cursed us.”

She turned and ran from the throne
room. Bastian stood still, his mouth agape.

 













Chapter Twenty-Seven
Tressa flew into the battle, power
coursing through her veins. Dragons darted in every direction. Smoke billowed
around Tressa, blinding her. The fray was too chaotic, too packed, and she
feared getting caught in a blast of dragonfire. Claws slashed. Swords clanged
and whips cracked, wielded by a few Red riders standing on the backs of their
dragons. Screams ripped through the sky as both humans and dragons fell to
their death.

Tressa let herself fall, feigning an
injury. Her chest heaved as she drifted to the ground, exhausted. She gazed
into the sky. The Black dragons fought ferociously, felling Red after Red after
Red. The field around her blossomed with bodies. Blood hung in the air, heavier
than rain on a stormy day.

"Tressa..." The voice whispered to her on the
wind.

Jarrett’s pleas didn’t abate,
muffling even the screams of the battle. Tressa felt her resistance weakening.
Yes, he had tried to kill her, but she knew it was only because something grave
was wrong with him. Otherwise he never would have hurt her. Jarrett hadn’t
abandoned her when her change began. She’d be damned if she left him when he
needed her most.

She looked at the battle again.
Granna rode Mestifito, striking down enemies in their path. Her new friends
wouldn’t miss her if she left. All that mattered was Jarrett.

Tressa rose into the air, fighting
against the strong wind, heading west and north, toward the island where she'd
found Jarrett.

Something tickled at her mind, an
insistent voice, but she shoved it away. Whoever it was didn't need her.
Jarrett needed her. Only Jarrett. Jarrett.

Her mind rang with only one thought.
One desire. One compulsion.

She flew away from the people who'd
taken her in toward the one who loved her most. Nothing mattered but Jarrett.

Tressa thought to look back once more
but her neck wouldn't move. Instead, her snout pointed directly toward the Isle
of Repose. Toward Jarrett. Toward the only thing she cared about.

She flew and flew, her wings tiring.
But still she kept on, not letting anything stand in the way of reaching
Jarrett. She struggled to stay aloft against the pull of the earth. Somehow she
won. Somehow she kept on until the island came into sight again.

He stood on the beach still, looking
for her. Waiting. Unflinching.

Her body couldn't sustain one more
moment of being a dragon. Tressa landed next to him and she changed back into a
human.

"Jarrett." She reached out
a hand, her vision swimming.

He came closer, and she saw a
strange, felt hat pulled over his ears. She recognized it, remembered playfully
tugging at it—but that was all. Clouded memories swirled around her head.
Tressa couldn’t make sense of any of them.

His strong arms lifted her. Tressa's
head slumped against his shoulder.

"I'll take care of you," he
whispered in her ear. "I promise. You can trust me."

Tressa wanted to agree, but she
couldn't even nod her head. She felt like something was pulling her down, just
like when she'd almost drowned. She could feel the water swimming around her,
muffling every thought. Jarrett whispered words she couldn't understand. Like a
lullaby, it calmed her. She gave up fighting Jarrett just as she had given up
fighting with the Black in battle. None of it mattered. Just Jarrett's arms
around her.

A loud screech broke through the
calm. Tressa's body jostled in Jarrett's arms as he began to run. Her head
bobbled against his shoulder. She tried to lift it but couldn't. She was too
tired. His whispers became more frantic, but they told her to relax. She did.
In Jarrett's arms, she would always be safe.

A blast of heat erupted behind them.
Jarrett stopped and turned. Tressa's eyes fluttered open. There was a dragon. A
Black one. It was so magnificent.

Fi.

It was Fi!

Tressa shook her head, attempting to
knock off the weariness. To regain her senses. But every time she thought she
was about to achieve clarity, her head became muddled again. There was
something she thought she should know about the Black dragon, but she’d lost
it.

"You'll kill her," Jarrett
shouted at the dragon. "Stop where you are."

The dragon fell to all fours, its
head low, eyes watching. Nostrils flaring, it sniffed at them.

Tressa laughed and reached out a
hand.

"Don't," Jarrett said. He
laid her on the ground and stood in front of her.

Tressa considered standing but
didn't. Or couldn't. She wasn't sure.

"Face me as a human," he
told the dragon, rubbing his hands together.

The dragon scraped a front claw in
the ground.

"I will kill you either way. But
if you have words you want to say to Tressa before you die, then now is the
time."

The dragon paused, then transformed
into a woman. Fi! Tressa knew her!

Tressa struggled to sit up, but her
body wouldn't cooperate. She pushed her palms into the pebbled beach. She
strained. Nothing. She slumped back to the ground again.

"Let her go," Fi demanded.

"No. She wants to be here with
me. Just ask her," Jarrett said.

"Tressa?" Fi asked.

They locked eyes, but Fi didn't come
any closer.

"I want to be here," Tressa
said. Her lips moved. The voice came from her. Yet she wasn't sure why she’d
said it.

"Tressa..." Fi's voice was
plaintive. "Change back. Let's fly away."

Tressa didn't respond. She didn't
even really think. She just lay there, her head on her arms. Stars twinkled in
the night sky, winking at her. They were pretty. So pretty.

"Go," Jarrett said.
"Go back to your kind. Tressa doesn't need or want you here."

"Jarrett." Fi's voice rang
with anger. "You let me take her to the Black because you knew I could
help her. I've done that. But she's not ready to be on her own yet. Please, let
her go. I thought we were friends."

"Friends?" Jarrett's
laughter was laced with spittle. "We are not friends. You are filth. You
are tainted. You are a dragon and the only thing you deserve is a long, painful
death. If you don't leave, I will kill you both. Your choice."

Fi's hands balled into fists. "I
won't leave her with you. You’re completely insane."

"Then you will die."
Jarrett's hands popped in the air, fireballs flying from them.

Tressa watched the yellows and
oranges and reds spiraling toward Fi. Her friend changed back into her dragon
form, lifting off the ground before the fireballs could hit their target.

Tressa smiled. Her friend was safe.
Then she frowned. She wasn't sure what to think. She looked up at Jarrett, who
was preparing another round of fire and not paying a lick of attention to her.
He had changed. His magic was stronger. More dangerous.

Tressa felt her mind clearing. She
sat up, her strength returning.

Jarrett shot more flames into the
air. Fi dodged and returned fire with fire, her wings flapping hard. The night
lit up with their battle.

Tressa stood, her legs shaky, but
solid enough to walk. She stumbled toward Jarrett, her arms outstretched. She
loved him. He loved her. She had to understand why he was doing this. She
reached out, her fingers grasping for the hat on his head. She tugged, and it
fell, fluttering to the ground.

His ears were gone, only
blood-crusted holes in their place.

Then it all came rushing back. He'd
tried to kill her, too. How could she have forgotten?

Jarrett spun, his eyes furious. He
grabbed Tressa's chin, forcing her to look at him.

"No," she screamed. Her
hands pushed at his face. Thoughts rolled back in, memories repopulated the
empty places in her mind. Tressa shook her head. What had he done to her?

"Listen to me." His voice
was calm again, soothing. "Tressa, listen..."

"Leave me alone." Tears
streamed down her cheeks. He was controlling her using some kind of magic. What
had happened to the man she loved? Was he even still in there?

"You must listen," he said
again. His hands were on her shoulders.

She settled into him, her head on his
chest. Then, when she felt him begin to relax, she pushed back.

Jarrett stumbled, falling onto the
ground.

Fi landed on top of him, one massive
foot holding him prone.

I'm going to kill him. Fi told Tressa.

Tressa dove to the ground, holding
Jarrett's hand. Don't, she pleaded. Not until we know why.













Chapter Twenty-Eight
"Kill me."

"Jarrett," Tressa pleaded,
"don't say that." She stroked his hair, the rest of his body still
trapped under Fi's claw. He’d controlled her with magic, but now that she had
her head back, she would help him. This time it would be because she wanted
to—not because he forced her to.

Give me the word, and it's crunch
time, Fi thought.

Tressa refused to answer. She
wouldn't let Fi crush Jarrett and she wouldn't let Jarrett convince her to.

"Tell me what happened,"
Tressa said.

"Kill me." He moved his lips,
but nothing came out.

Tressa looked up at Fi. Something
has him under a spell. Like he did to me. We have to help him.

Fi was silent a moment. We could
try taking him somewhere else. Maybe one of our mages back in the Ruins can
help him. But if he stays under this spell then I doubt we'll get him off the
island. He'll resist. He'll blow you away with one of those fireballs.

Tressa stood and grabbed the pack
from Fi’s ankle.

Hey, those are my clothes, Fi said.

I need them more than you do right
now. Tressa shrugged
on Fi’s cloak. She’d been naked the whole time, but too out of it to care. Now
that she knew, she wanted to be covered. She walked around the beach until she
found exactly what she needed. Picking it up, she hefted it in her hand. Yes, it
would do. She just hoped Jarrett would forgive her.

Tressa knelt next to Jarrett's prone
body, his face still contorting. She drew back her arm and walloped him on the
head with the rock.

Jarrett cried out in pain, then eyes
closed and his face relaxed.

Okay, Tressa told Fi. Ease up. He's out.

Fi lifted her foot just off of
Jarrett, hovering in case he was faking it. But he didn't move.

Now sit and help me get him on your
back, Tressa said.

Fi used her tail to help Tressa push
Jarrett onto her back. Tressa climbed up behind him, wrapping an arm around his
waist.

We probably can't make it back to the
Ruins before he wakes, Tressa thought. Take me to Ashoom. Elinor will know someone who can
heal him.

Without answering, Fi took to the
sky. Tressa wanted to talk to her friend, but she knew Fi was irritated with
her. They'd both left the battle. There was no telling what kind of trouble
they'd be in when they reunited with the Black. Guilt washed over Tressa, even
though she knew her departure had little to do with her own desire and more to
do with whatever spell Jarrett had put on her.

They flew until the towers of the
Blue castle at Ashoom broke through the tips of the trees in the forest. Elinor
would find someone to help Jarrett. All would be well. Tressa repeated these
thoughts to herself, hoping it would make them reality.

Fi glided through the window at the
top of the tower, descending into the throne room. She landed carefully and lay
as close to the floor as her belly would allow. Tressa slid down. She ran to
the settee, grabbing all the pillows. She tossed them onto the floor next to
Fi, who bent to the side, letting Jarrett slide onto them.

Fi changed into her human form, her
hands on her hips and a grimace on her face. "I can't believe I followed
you out of battle for this." She stomped around the room, her hands waving
in the air. "He tried to kill you. TWICE! And you still want to help him?
You really need to get your priorities straight."

"What if it was Sarah?"
Tressa asked. "Would you just let someone kill her or would you fight to
find out what happened to her?"

"Fine." Fi wouldn't say it
out loud, but Tressa knew she'd conceded. "Where are your friends?"
Fi looked around the empty room.

"I don't know," Tressa
said. "I'm sure they're in the castle somewhere. Check at the door for a
guard."

Fi skulked to the doors, flinging
them open.

Barden jumped out, brandishing a
sword. "I'll kill you." He looked over Fi's shoulder, seeing Tressa
and Jarrett. "Oh, it's you three." He sheathed the steel.

"Where's Elinor?" Fi asked.
"Jarrett is hurt. We need a healer."

"They've gone," the man
said. "I'm Barden, by the way. We met once when you were last here."
His gaze traveled her body, lingering on her breasts. He winked at Fi with a
lecherous smile on his face.

"Look at me that way again and
I'll burn off your manhood next time I turn into a dragon."

Barden cupped his hands over his
private parts, his mouth forming a little O.

"Now tell me where I can find a
healer, or I'll cut off your manhood now." She twirled a small dagger in
her hand.

"This way," Barden said,
still holding onto himself.

"I'll be back soon," Fi
said over her shoulder to Tressa as they left the room.

Tressa looked back at Jarrett. She
lifted his head and rested it on her lap. "We'll fix you, I promise."

She ran her fingers through his hair,
just above where his ears had been cut off. "What happened to you?"
Leaning over, she kissed his forehead.

His eyes snapped open.
"Tressa?"

"Yes, it's me."

"Tressa? I can't hear you."
Jarrett's hands flew to his head, his fingers searching, but not finding what
they were looking for.

Tressa grabbed his hands, holding
them in hers. "Jarrett, you've been injured."

His brows furrowed. She wanted to
kick herself. Of course he couldn't hear her. They'd gone far enough away to
break the spell that was over him and now he had lost whatever magic had
allowed him to hear without his ears. She leaned over, her lips settling on
his. Jarrett responded softly, at first, then he pushed her away.

"I remember traveling to the Isle
of Repose with Bastian, Connor, and Elinor. I don't remember anything after
that. What happened? Did you rescue me? Why can’t I hear?" His questions
continued, the rambling filling the quiet in the room.

Tressa bit her lip, knowing if she
spoke it would only frustrate him more. She laid a finger on his lips, quieting
him. Jarrett calmed down. He lifted his head from her lap and sat up.

Tressa rested her hand over his
heart, then took his hand and laid it over hers. They sat that way, quiet,
alone, feeling the life pumping within each other until Fi burst into the room
with an army of healers, their black cloaks flapping behind them.

The healers sank to the floor,
forming a circle around Jarrett and Tressa. Linking hands, they murmured the
same three words over and over again. “Ommadon, ommadon, ommadon.” Tressa
didn't know them, but they were soothing. Healing. Tears spilled from Jarrett's
eyes. A yellow glow pulsated around his head. Still, Tressa held her hand over
his heart, assuring him that he was hers and she was his, no matter the outcome
of the healers' magic.

Finally, the man to her right said,
"It is beyond us. We cannot help him, mainly because he does not require
healing. Whatever happened to him is over. We cannot force body parts to
regrow. He will remain deaf for the remainder of his life. Be grateful he is
alive."

Tressa's heart fell into her stomach.
She looked up at Jarrett, fearing for his reaction. He looked at her
expectantly. Shaking her head no, Tressa let her arm drop.

"No?" Jarrett asked.
"They can't heal me?"

Tressa stared at him, her mouth
turned down. She grabbed both of his hands, squeezing them tightly in hers,
willing him to understand that it didn't matter. That she loved him despite his
injury. She only regretted never having told him she loved him.

After Bastian, she'd sworn she
wouldn't utter those words again unless she knew it was forever. Though she'd
felt love for Jarrett, she hadn't let herself admit it. Now her biggest regret
was withholding it from him when he'd been so willing to express his feelings
to her.

"But there is a magic
surrounding him too," another healer said. She pushed back her hood,
revealing a long shock of red hair, the sides of her head shaved. "We
cannot break it. We do not have any mages powerful enough."

"Then I know where we must
go," Tressa said. She looked to Fi, who stood outside the circle of
healers. "When can we leave?"

"Give me some time to
rest," Fi said. "I cannot make the rest of the journey without sleep
and food."

"You will have it," Tressa
said. She looked to the guard, Barden, who had followed Fi back into the throne
room. "Where are my friends? We must let them know."

Barden looked around the room,
whistling.

"Barden," Fi said, the
dagger suddenly back in her hand.

"They're gone," Barden
said, "but I ain't supposed to tell."

Tressa wanted to punch him herself.
"Tell me, now. Jarrett and I are still technically members of the Black
Guard, are we not? You can share the information with us."

"Oh," he said, his eyes
locking on hers, "I suppose you are. They've left for Hutton's Bridge.
They're gonna seal it back up in the fog again."

 













Chapter Twenty-Nine
Bastian slid off Connor's back and
held out a hand for Elinor. She jumped off into his arms. He squeezed her
before letting her boots touch the ground. Elinor smiled and looked up at the
trees marking the entrance to the forest surrounding Hutton's Bridge. Connor
quickly changed back into human form, fully clothed.

"Do you know where to find the
woman in the tree?" Elinor asked. She'd questioned him extensively about
the woman, admitting she was fascinated not just from curiosity, but also from
a healer's perspective. Bastian feared the woman would die if she was removed
from her arboreal prison. Perhaps Elinor could find a way to help her.

Bastian knew he'd never forget where
he'd found the woman. The tree had come to life as the woman imprisoned within
its limbs shot magic toward the sky. That sight was forever seared in his
memory.

"It's not far. Follow me."
Bastian ducked under a tangle of branches, Elinor and Connor following behind
him.

"I still think I can protect you
better if I'm a dragon," Connor grumbled, bringing up the rear.

"No." Bastian stopped and
spun around. "She will kill you. Now follow, and when the time comes let
me speak."

The three moved silently through the
forest until Bastian found the tree he was looking for.

"Are you sure this is it?"
Elinor asked. "It seems like all the other trees." She looked up.
"I don't see anything."

"That's just it," Bastian
said. "No one is supposed to know she's here. Let's climb."

Bastian jumped, grabbing hold of the
lowest branch, and pulling himself up. He reached down for Elinor's hand as
Connor gave her a boost. Elinor straddled the limb and carefully pulled herself
to standing, her arms wrapped around the tree trunk.

"Are you okay?" Bastian
asked. "It's a long way."

"I'll be fine. It's better than
staying on the ground alone." Elinor stared at the bark, not looking up or
down.

"If you get too scared, just
stay where you are. We'll help you get down when we're done." Connor said,
pulling onto the branch next to them. It bounced and swayed, forcing a squeal
from Elinor.

Bastian ascended to another branch.
"Maybe we should do this one at a time. No one on the same branch at the
same time." He looked down. "Elinor, you're after me."

She let out a nervous laugh. When
Bastian left his branch, she followed him.

"Stay close to the trunk,"
he said, trying to make it sound like he did this every day.

"Don't look up or down or you
might feel dizzy. Just concentrate on the branch you're climbing to."

He kept up a steady stream of
chatter, hoping to distract Elinor. Her face had paled and her breath
quickened. Bastian had never seen her this afraid before. Even when they were
flying on Connor, she hadn't seemed anxious.

Branch after branch, they ascended,
until Bastian paused and placed a finger over his lips. Connor nodded. Elinor
blanched as she clung to the trunk, her eyes closed.

"Are you there?" Bastian
cursed himself, wishing he'd thought to ask her name before.

Leaves rustled in the light wind, but
he did not hear the woman's voice.

"It's Bastian. I've come back,
asking you to restore the fog around Hutton's Bridge. Will you help?" He
waited again. No response. "Stay here," he whispered to Connor and
Elinor.

Bastian climbed higher, until the
branches thinned out and he could glimpse the sky through the canopy. He
checked the trunk of the tree many times, looking for any trace of the woman,
but he could not find her.

Bastian rested against the bark, his
arm looped around another branch. It was the right tree. He was sure of it. So
where was she?

"Lady of the tree!" he
called out.

No response.

Then a crackle caught his attention.

"You should not have
returned." Branches came to life, wrapping around Bastian, pulling him
closer to the trunk. The woman appeared in the tree, her face pulsing with
green veins. “The world is not safe. Go now, hide!”

"I know," Bastian said. He
took gentle breaths, refusing to fight her tight grip. "We've come asking you
to restore the fog."

"We?" the woman asked.
"I sense two others in the tree. I recognize the heart of one, but not the
other. Who is she?"

"Healer Elinor."

"A healer?" The branches
loosened their tight grip.

"Yes, and you must recognize
Connor's heart. He lived in Hutton's Bridge with me. Would you like to meet
them?"

The woman hissed. "The man has a
dragon's heart. He is one of them."

"He didn't ask for it,"
Bastian said. "He was beaten to death and resurrected as a dragon. Then he
was imprisoned and raped. Do not blame Connor. His heart may not be purely
human, but he is the most honorable man I've ever known."

The woman in the tree let out a sigh,
like an unexpected gust on a hot summer day. "If they are your friends, I
will accept them, Bastian." She laid one hand on his heart, her fingers
small branches with a tiny leaf at the tip of each. "You have changed too.
Your life force is different."

Bastian thought of what Elinor had
given him. "My life has not been easy since I left your protection. For instance,
I am no longer the self-absorbed young man who didn't think to ask your name
when we first met."

The woman smiled, her green lips
revealing white teeth. "I am Gaia.”

"It is a pleasure to meet you,
Gaia," Bastian said.

Her eyes closed. "My brothers wish
you to know their names as well. They are Adamec and Vennox." She opened
her eyes. "We will help you, Bastian of Hutton's Bridge. If you ask us to
restore the fog, we will."

"I also ask that you not kill
Connor when he is in dragon form. He will stay in Hutton's Bridge with the
children and a few other adults, as their protector."

"I will know this Connor."
The tree trunk closed again, looking just as it had before she'd appeared to
him.

Bastian climbed down carefully,
stopping on a thick bough next to Elinor, who had her arms wrapped around the
trunk, eyes still closed. He looked down at Connor, who was talking animatedly
with the tree.

"She can move up and down the
tree," Bastian said, amazed. He hadn't realized she could do that.

"I'm sure she's lovely,"
Elinor said. "I wanted to meet her and ask if there was anything I could
do to help, but now all I want is to get down."

A vine unwrapped itself from the tree
trunk and wound around Elinor's waist.

"What?" she screamed.
"Bastian, help me." Elinor kicked and fought, but the vine was too
strong.

"Tell her to be silent,"
Gaia said. "I am simply helping her to the ground. I shall speak with all
three of you there."

Elinor's eyes were wide as the vine
lifted her off the branch and slowly descended through the forest. Bastian and
Connor scrambled down, reaching Elinor just as the vine was unwinding.

"Well, that was helpful,"
Elinor said, smoothing out her dress. "I don't know what came over me.
Normally I'm not so afraid of heights."

The tree bark parted and the woman
appeared to them. "Many are afraid. It is not the climb, but the painful
trip back down that scares them. Bastian knows."

He remembered the first time he'd
found Gaia and how she'd nearly killed him by blasting him out of the treetops.
Luckily he'd landed on a bough solid enough to break his fall. He glanced at
the vine, neatly wrapped around the tree again. Perhaps it hadn't been a
coincidence. If Gaia had wanted him dead, she could have made sure he hit the
ground.

"So you will help us hide the
children in Hutton's Bridge?" Connor asked. "And you won't kill me if
I change into a dragon to defend them?"

"I will not," Gaia said.
"I have seen your heart, and I recognize it. You will be safe from me and
from my brothers. But other dragons will die if they come anywhere near the
village. You can count on us to protect your children."

"Thank you," Bastian said.
"We will arrive tomorrow with the children and supplies."

"All you need to do is visit me
here. I am ready when you are." Gaia caressed Bastian's arm. "I will
miss you, Bastian. Visit me anytime you like."

Elinor slipped her hand into
Bastian's, squeezing possessively.

"Tomorrow, then," he said,
still smiling at Gaia, despite Elinor's fingernails digging into his hand.













Chapter Thirty
Weary, Bastian and Elinor dismounted
Connor in the throne room. Hand in hand, they crossed the marble floor.

"I can't believe we're doing
this," Bastian said. "After all the years I spent trapped in that
damn village behind the fog, I'm now sticking my own child into it."

"I can't believe it
either," said a voice from the throne.

Bastian stepped around to the front.
"Tressa! What are you doing here?"

Elinor dropped his hand quickly.
Bastian felt hurt. True, he still hadn’t told Tressa about Elinor, but he
didn't see why Elinor had to act possessive around Gaia and then pretend like
there was nothing between them around Tressa. Women. He'd never understand
them.

"Hi, Bastian," Tressa said
with that familiar grin on her face. For so long, those were the lips he'd kissed,
the smile he’d looked for every day, even when they weren't allowed to be
together. Now they belonged to someone else.

"What are you doing here?"
Bastian spread his arms and motioned for Tressa to give him a hug. She
hesitated only a moment, then buried herself in his embrace. Bastian gave her a
peck on the head and let go. "I'm glad to see you doing so well. So they
were able to heal you in the Charred Barrens? Where's Fi?"

He dreaded the moment she'd ask for
Jarrett. The man had killed the dragon babies, and Bastian would never forgive
him for it. Connor was likely to kill Jarrett the next time he saw him. He
didn't know how to explain what had happened to Tressa.

"Fi's resting. We found an empty
chamber for her. I hope that's okay." Tressa said.

"Of course," Bastian said,
laughing. "My castle is your castle. If you can even call this mine. It
doesn't feel like it."

"Thanks to Connor, it is
yours." Tressa looked toward Elinor. Her smile quickly faded. "What's
wrong?"

Elinor's arms were crossed over her chest
and she wore a mask of anger. "Your boyfriend almost killed us. And he
killed all of Connor's newly hatched dragons, except for one."

Tressa's hand flew to her mouth.

Bastian slung an arm around Tressa’s
shoulder. "I'm sorry," he said. "I wanted to tell you at the
right time." He shot an angry glance at Elinor. How could she? News like
that needed time and the right words. Tressa's heartbreak was evidenced by her
furrowed brow and shaking hands.

"I didn't know...I mean...I knew
there was something wrong with Jarrett when he tried to kill me..."
Tressa's words faltered.

Blood boiled in his veins as he
squeezed her closer. "He tried to what?"

"Kill her," Elinor said.
"Same as what Jarrett did to those poor, defenseless babies. Vatra's lucky
she got out alive."

"Vatra?" Tressa asked.

"Connor's own baby. The one in
the egg he said was his," Bastian said. "When did Jarrett try to kill
you?"

Tressa took a deep breath. "Last
night. On the Isle of Repose."

"That's where we left him,"
Elinor said. "We hoped he'd wither away and die."

"What were you doing
there?" Bastian asked Tressa. He wished Elinor would just stay quiet.
Tressa had feelings for Jarrett, maybe even loved him. Jarrett may have managed
to betray them all, but Bastian wanted to be careful of Tressa's feelings.
She'd lost so much since Sophia died.

Tressa took a step back, looking at
both Bastian and Elinor. "There are...things...you don't know yet. A lot
has happened since I left with Fi. We should go somewhere and sit down."

Bastian didn't like where this was
heading. Not one bit. He knew that look in Tressa's eyes. She had secrets,
dangerous ones, and Bastian doubted she'd share them all. Tressa had learned at
a young age to be secretive. Bastian had forgiven it because she had a hard
life growing up without her parents. Even though Sophia was good to Tressa,
there was always some separation from the rest of the village. Sophia hadn’t
mixed much with the other villagers, except for when she had to lead. Tressa
had been isolated by default.

"Let's sit then." Elinor
stalked off to the large table on the side of the room. It was the same she'd
been tortured on. She sat in a chair, her back straight, her hands folded on
the table.

Bastian, Connor, and Tressa followed.
Bastian looked to his friend. Connor had been silent through the whole
conversation. A quick glance at Connor’s eyes told Bastian he was exercising
great control over his anger.

"I need you listen to what I
have to say," Tressa said, "and please don't say anything until I'm
done."

"Fair enough," Bastian
said.

Connor just nodded.

Bastian reached under the table,
settling a hand on Elinor's thigh, but she bumped it off. He didn't try again.

Instead he sat back and listened to
Tressa's story. How she'd visited the Black’s stronghold. How they numbered in
the thousands. How they'd tended to her sickness and nursed her back to health.

She told them about the war, and how
they'd flown north to fight with the Red. How she’d been lured to the Isle of
Repose.

When she was done, Tressa sat back in
her chair.

Bastian doubted she'd told them
everything. Her smile was guarded.

"So Jarrett is here?"
Elinor asked.

"He's under guard, I
swear," Tressa said.

"I'm going to kill him,"
Connor said, fuming. He stood, his chair falling to the floor.

"Connor!" Bastian leapt up.
"Don't."

"Don't? He killed my children!
What would you do if he'd killed your daughter? And he tried to kill the woman
you spent most of your life loving! How can you tell me to stop?" Connor
got in Bastian's face, their noses almost touching.

"You're right. But if Tressa
says there's a chance for him to be healed, we have to believe her,"
Bastian said.

"You can trust her all you
want," Connor said. "But I don't remember her and I have no qualms
about killing that bastard right now. I'll even do it while he's sleeping.
Jarrett doesn't deserve a fair fight."

"Connor, please," Tressa
said. She stood slowly, her palms on the table. "I understand this is hard
for you."

"Hard? Hard was watching Jarrett
murder my children. I will kill him." Connor stalked away from the table,
his hands in fists.

Bastian ran after him. He grabbed
Connor's shoulder, forcing him to turn around. "You of all people know
what it’s like to be put under a spell. To be forced to change. What if
Tressa's right? What if Jarrett can be redeemed?"

"It doesn't bring my children
back to life."

"Neither will killing him."
Bastian searched Connor's eyes, waiting for his friend to regain his composure.
For Connor to remember he was the levelheaded one. Bastian always had been the
hothead, but if he could control his anger in this situation, then Connor could
too.

Connor looked back at Tressa.
"This is because you still have feelings for her. You act like an idiot
whenever she speaks. Even though she’s made it very clear she's not interested
in you any longer, you still kowtow to her demands. You hang on her every
word."

Bastian wanted to retort back, insist
he did no such thing. But, maybe Connor had a point. Maybe Bastian had let his
feelings for Tressa, whatever they were now, get in the way of what was really
important.

"I'm not going to argue with
you," Bastian said.

"Why not?" It came from
behind him. Elinor.

Slowly Bastian turned around. He
hadn't heard her approach.

"Why not, Bastian? Do you still
have feelings for Tressa?" Elinor crossed her arms under her chest.

Her jealousy angered Bastian. Hadn't
he shown Elinor repeatedly how he felt about her?

"Was I just a distraction until
she came back?" Tears hovered at the corners of Elinor's eyes. "I'm
not just another whore. You can't have your way with me and toss coins at my
feet when you're done."

"Elinor—” Bastian reached
out, but she knocked his arm away. "You know I don't feel that way about
you. Please don't say it."

"You won't let Connor kill
Jarrett because you think it'll make Tressa mad. The Holy Ones forbid we should
ever upset poor little Tressa." Elinor stomped a booted foot on the floor.
When Bastian didn't immediately respond, Elinor pushed past the two men and ran
out of the throne room.

Bastian wanted to run after Elinor.
He wanted to tell her he cared for her very deeply. He wanted to reassure her
that he didn't have those feelings for Tressa anymore, but a very angry Connor
still stood in front of him, ready to kill a man who might yet be redeemed.

Tressa sat quietly at the table, her
eyes wide.

"I won't let you kill him,
Connor. Even if I have to stand between the two of you and take the first
blow." Bastian drew up to his full height, standing taller than Connor.
"Give it some time. Let the mages in the Black try to help him. I swear to
you," Bastian laid a hand on Connor's shoulder, "if Jarrett cannot be
redeemed, you will draw first blood."

"And last," Connor said.
"I will rip his limbs from his body. I will tear his skin from his bones.
I will devour every last bite of him."

Connor turned on one foot, leaving
Bastian and Tressa alone in the throne room. Bastian squared his shoulders, and
left as well, closing the double doors behind him. Tressa could take care of
herself. He needed to find Elinor.













Chapter Thirty-One
Tressa smiled at the guards. They
stepped to the side, allowing her to enter Jarrett’s room. She hadn't given
them permission to let anyone else through without her say. Not even the
healers in the room next door. She shut the door behind her. The shuffle of the
guards' feet outside the door told her they were back in place. Good. These men
hadn't been in the Black Guard with her, but they were soldiers who respected
that she was. Or had been. Nothing in the Blue was as it had been.

Jarrett lay in bed, asleep. His chest
rose and fell with each gentle breath. Here he seemed at peace. Not the man
she'd encountered on the island.

Tressa sat on the edge of the bed and
took his hand in hers. His eyes opened.

"Hi," she said, smiling
gently. She wanted to put him at ease, if that was possible.

Jarrett stared at her. "I can't
hear you."

Tressa stroked his hair. She nodded.

"I won't ever hear again,"
he said, refusing to look at Tressa. "After what happened to me..."

Tressa forced her smile to remain
wide. Her cheeks ached, and she choked back tears.

"You don't have to pretend for
me," Jarrett said. "I know you're faking." He reached up and
cupped her cheek. "I'm so, so sorry for what I tried to do to you. On the
island, I was confused. I don't really remember..."

Tressa kissed him, silencing his
confession. She forgave him. She understood. She had changed in unspeakable
ways too. Her lips moved on his, soft and caring.

Jarrett rested his hands on Tressa's
shoulders, pushing her away. She gave him one final peck before sitting up
again.

"Something has a hold on me. I
can still feel it in my mind. It's back there. Watching." Jarrett sat up.
"You should leave.”

Tressa lay on the bed next to
Jarrett, resting an arm and a leg on his body. "No," she whispered.

"I heard that," Jarrett
said. "More importantly, I understood it. Try again."

Tressa took a deep breath and
puckered her lips. If he could hear when someone directly whispered into the
hole in the side of his head, then all was not lost. Jarrett wouldn't have to
push her away. She mustered up the courage to say what she was thinking.
"I love you."

Jarrett lay still, not responding.
Tressa wondered if he had heard her. Maybe the last time was pure luck.

He rolled on his side, looking her in
the eyes. "I love you, too." Jarrett kissed her, his lips hungry. His
hands roamed her body, resting just below her breasts. "But I've lost my
ears. Aren't you disgusted by my appearance?"

Tressa tilted Jarrett's head so she
could see the wounded part of his head. No, it wasn't beautiful. Part of her
felt a bit of revulsion, but that was only a reaction to the horror of what had
been done to him. Soon she knew she wouldn't even notice a difference. He was
Jarrett, and she loved him for more than his looks. "I could turn into a
dragon at any moment. I'm as uncontrollable as Henry was. You could be kissing
me, and the next thing you know, I could be a giant reptile with a forked
tongue."

"Sexy," Jarrett said,
winking. He leaned in, kissing her again, this time with a fervor. Her arms
wrapped around his trunk and her hands slowly made their way down to the waist
of his pants. One hand dipped, squeezing that beautiful arse she'd seen through
the bushes all that time ago when she'd spied on him after he bathed in the
pond with the other men from the Black Guard. Before he knew she was a woman.

Despite their time apart, despite all
they'd been through, Tressa knew she'd been right to tell Jarrett she loved
him. This was real. It had the potential to last. She could almost picture them
older, surrounded by grandchildren, living in a modest cottage on the outskirts
of the forest.

Tressa laid her head on Jarrett's
shoulder, her lips close to where his ear had been. "There are mages in
the Black who might be able to help you with this magic surrounding you. We'll
go there tomorrow."

Jarrett nodded. "Tomorrow,"
he said. "Our future begins then."

"No," she said, "it
began long ago, when we entered a battlefield, determined to win a spot in the
Black Guard. The same man trained us. Your father helped us both gain entry by
teaching us all he knew." Tressa's heart ached for Leo, the man she'd met
by chance in a pub. He'd seen through her disguise as a simple barmaid and
helped her craft a far more deadly one as a male warrior. She'd loved him fast
and hard, more than she'd ever loved another father figure.

"It almost sounds like you think
we were meant to be," Jarrett said, his finger tracing a squiggly line on
her abdomen.

"I was drawn to your father,”
Tressa said. “It is no surprise I was drawn to you too. You are so much like
him, Jarrett. Leo was brave and honorable. Handsome and forthright. He was kind
to your uncle—”

Jarrett sprang up. "Uncle? What
do you mean, uncle?" He looked hard at Tressa, then turned his head so he
could hear her.

"Your uncle. That's how I met
your father. I was working in your uncle's tavern and inn."

Jarrett looked back at her again.
"I have an uncle? Here? In Ashoom? I didn't know." He rested his head
in his hands. "I wouldn't want to meet him looking like this."

Tressa thought of Ira. His messy
appearance. His overwhelming frustration with life. She doubted Ira would care
much whether Jarrett had two ears, one ear, or no ears. His wife, however,
would be a pleasure to see again. Tressa had instantly liked her.

Tressa tapped Jarrett's shoulder. He
looked up at her, then cocked his head. "After we get this spell on you
sorted out, we will visit your uncle. Though I want to warn you, don't expect
him to be enthusiastic about meeting you. He's not like your father. Life has
beaten him down."

Jarrett nodded. "Yes, after I'm
better." He smiled, genuine and true. The same smile Tressa had seen so
many other times.

"Now," Tressa said, kissing
Jarrett's shoulder, "you must be hungry. I know I'm famished. Should I
hunt down some food for us?"

Jarrett rubbed his stomach. "I
am hungry, now that you mention it." He climbed out of bed.

Tressa touched Jarrett’s hand to get
his attention. "There are two guards outside your door, and you must stay
here until we are sure you are no longer under the thrall of whatever captured
you on that island."

Jarrett's eyes were sad but
understanding. "I can still feel something back there. It's quiet, but
it's there."

"And there's one other
thing," Tressa said. "Connor wants to kill you."

"Why?" Jarrett asked.
"I remember being at camp with them, but the rest is a blur until you
rescued me from the island. What did I do?"

Tressa took a deep breath. This
wouldn't be easy for Jarrett to hear. She laid a hand on his arm. "You
killed all but one of the dragon babies. According to Connor, Bastian, and
Elinor, you were heartless. Bloodthirsty."

Jarrett walked away and looked out
the window, his hands on the rocky sill. "I would want to kill me
too." He turned back to Tressa. "Is there any chance they will ever
forgive me?"

Tressa wanted to say yes. She wanted
to assure Jarrett they could all move on from this. But she'd seen the look in
Connor's eyes. He wanted Jarrett's head and if she didn't play things just
right, there was a chance she'd be unable to stop Connor from acting on his
rage.

"I'll be back soon," she
said. It was all she could muster given the circumstances. She knocked on the
door, then opened it. The guards stood ready, their swords drawn.

"It's okay," Tressa said.
"I'm just going to scrounge up some dinner. Keep an eye on him, will
you?"

The guards nodded and let her pass.
Before Tressa closed the door, she saw Jarrett sink into the chair, weeping.

 













Chapter Thirty-Two
Tressa banged on the doors to
Bastian's chambers. "Where is he?" she yelled, furious.

The doors swung open. Elinor stood
inside, her arms crossed. Tressa looked over the healer's head and saw Bastian
hurriedly putting on a pair of pants, his face flushed. She looked at Elinor
again. The shoulders of her chemise were crooked and the ties undone.

"Bastian is right here, Tressa.
What do you want?" Elinor tapped a bare foot on the floor.

"I'm not talking about
Bastian," Tressa said, her face red as she dragged her hands through her
hair. "I'm looking for Jarrett. I left him to get some food, and when I
came back, he was gone. The guards were knocked out cold."

Elinor's eyes widened. She spun
around and rushed across the room, grabbing a dress and pulling it over her
head. Bastian tugged on a shirt.

"I cannot believe this,"
Bastian said. "Two guards should have been enough. Especially since
everyone in the castle promised they'd leave him alone for now. Even
Connor."

"It wasn't Connor," Elinor
said. "If he said he wouldn't, then he wouldn't. Connor is the most
honorable of us all.”

Bastian gave Elinor a strange look,
one Tressa couldn't quite decipher. Whatever it was, she didn't care. She was
beyond caring about Bastian's new relationship.

Tressa barreled past Elinor. "We
have to find Jarrett. Something still has a hold over him. Until we can get him
to a competent mage, he cannot be allowed around anyone other than us. He's too
fragile."

"We'll help you find him,"
Bastian said. He glanced at Elinor.

Tressa fought back a snort. When she
and Bastian were together, he had done as he pleased. He never looked to her
for permission. This Elinor had quite a hold over him. Tressa wasn't sure how
she felt about that. It was one thing if he was happy. It was quite another if
he was under the healer's thumb. She shook her head. None of that mattered now.
Only Jarrett.

"Yes, we will help," Elinor
said. "But we have to deliver the children to Hutton's Bridge tomorrow. We
will help you as best as we can tonight. That's all."

Tressa didn't want to search on her
own, so she'd take whatever help she could get. "Thank you."

"Let's go." Bastian rushed
out the room, Elinor on his heels and Tressa bringing up the rear.

They traversed the castle quickly to
Jarrett's room. The two guards were sitting on the floor, woozy and a little
embarrassed.

"What can you tell me?"
Bastian asked, squatting down next to them.

The first guard rubbed his head.
"I don't remember. I must have hit my head on the way down."

"Me too," the other guard
said.

"Neither of them remembers
anything," Elinor said. "Magic. Jarrett escaped on his own."

"Maybe," Tressa answered,
joining Bastian on the floor. "Or maybe someone wanted us to believe
that." She ran a finger along the floor. "See this scuff mark? It's
heading into the room, not out. Someone did this. Were the two of you taken by
surprise?" she asked the guards.

They exchanged glances.

"Well?" Bastian asked. His
cheeks puffed out. Tressa knew that look. Frustration. Annoyance.

"Okay, fine," the guard on
the right said. The other guard punched his arm, but it didn't stop him from
confessing. "There was a woman with black hair. She ... she propositioned
us. Told us to wait in the room next door. That she'd be right in. And we fell
for it. We weren't here."

"What?" Tressa screamed. If
they’d told her that in the first place, she wouldn’t have bothered Bastian and
Elinor. She knew exactly who the guard was talking about.

"We were only gone a few
minutes," the second guard insisted. "She changed her mind."

"When we got back, the door was
open and the man inside was gone," the first guard said, his head hanging
down.

"How did you get injured?"
Elinor asked.

"We didn't," the second
said under his breath. "We faked it."

Tressa threw her arms in the air.
"Idiots. All of them. No wonder I made it into the Black Guard. These were
the type of men I competed against. Cowards. So many cowards here."

"You have to understand! We were
as sheltered as the people in Hutton's Bridge. The fog cut us off from the rest
of the Dragonlands. We had no reason to train hard..."

But Tressa turned on one heel and
stalked away. She had no interest in listening to their pathetic excuses. She
headed for Fi's room, not far away.

Tressa knocked as hard as she could.
The door swung open. Tressa ventured in "Fi?"

There was no answer.

"Is she here?" Elinor
slipped in the room and stood next to Tressa.

"No." Bastian said.
"She's not, but she left something for you." He strode over to the
table. A note stood folded, the ink on the parchment spelled out Tressa's name.
Bastian handed it to Tressa.

She unfolded the parchment, her hands
trembling.

I took Jarrett to the Ruins. I'll
find a cure for him, I promise you. Go to Hutton's Bridge and protect the
children. I knew you'd refuse to do it, so I did this for your own good.
Jarrett is safe with me, just as you were. I swear I will not hurt him.

"They're gone. She thought it
would be better for me to help you two with the children." Tressa crumbled
the parchment in her hand and tossed it onto Fi's bed.

Bastian and Elinor stood silent,
neither offering an opinion.

"I won't go back to Hutton's Bridge,"
Tressa said. She felt sick. No one would get her back there. They'd have to do
it by force.

"You don't have to,"
Bastian said. He reached out to put a hand on her arm, then pulled back.

"What will you do, then?"
Elinor asked. Her tone had softened.

"I'm not sure," Tressa
said. She sank down on Fi's bed, looking up at Bastian and Elinor. "Where
should I go?"

"You could stay here.
Relax?" Bastian shrugged his shoulders.

Elinor elbowed him in the stomach.
"I don't know you well, Tressa, but I have a feeling you don't want to
relax."

"You're right.” Tressa sat up
straight. “I can't just sit here while a war brews. I know what I need to
do."

"What?" Bastian asked.

Tressa jumped off the bed, pacing.
"I could go there, talk to them, ask for their help." She slapped her
head. "I can't believe I didn't think of it before." Tressa bent over
and hugged Elinor. "Thank you both. I'm sorry I interrupted you for this.
Go back to whatever you were doing."

The blush returned to Bastian's face.
"Where are you going?"

"It's better you don't
know," Tressa said. "If the war comes to you and you're taken, they
can't torture you into telling them where I went."

"Smart," Elinor said.
"And appreciated."

"I hope it doesn't come to
that," Bastian said. "You're a wonder, Tressa. Truly. Back in
Hutton's Bridge, I never would have thought you'd end up like this.”

"It certainly isn't the future I
predicted for myself," Tressa said. "I can't complain, though. I
always wanted out of the fog. And even though we lost each other," she reached
up, touching Bastian's cheek, "I think we've gained far more beyond the
fog."

Elinor smiled, her shoulders
relaxing.

"This is goodbye, then?"
Bastian asked.

"For now." Tressa winked at
him. "We seem to keep running into each other. Take care and keep the
children safe."

"We will," Elinor said.

“We have plenty of horses,” Bastian
said. “Please take one.”

“Thanks for the offer,” Tressa said,
grinning, “but I have another way to travel.”

While recounting her adventures,
Tressa purposely hadn’t told them she could change in to a dragon yet. She knew
Bastian harbored a mistrust of dragons. Despite overcoming his anxiety for
Connor’s sake, Tressa worried telling Bastian the truth might damage whatever
was left of their fragile friendship.

She took her leave of the castle and
ran to the edge of the town of Ashoom and jumped. There was no more fear left
in her, just a trust that her body would do exactly what it needed to survive.
She thrust her arms out to the side and took flight, a little bag of clothes dangling
from her ankle.

 













Chapter Thirty-Three
Bastian stood at the window, watching
the sun come up through the trees. Yellow beams broke through the branches,
bathing his room in morning's light. He wondered where Tressa had gone and if
he'd ever see her again. As for Jarrett, Bastian was glad the man was gone.
Hopefully he’d never show his face around Bastian, Connor, or Elinor again.
After what he'd put them through, Jarrett was lucky they'd let him live.

"Morning," Elinor said from
behind, wrapping her arms around his stomach. She'd apologized last night for
her behavior, admitting to a nasty bout of jealousy.

Meanwhile, Bastian had tried to
reassure her he no longer had any interest in Tressa. Not like that. He hoped
he’d proven it to her last night.

"Good morning," Bastian
said. "Are you ready for the trek back to Hutton's Bridge?"

There were too many children to ride
on Connor’s back. He'd be exhausted by the end of the day, and he was their
only protection. Instead they were going to walk. Horses would pull carts
carrying their supplies and any young children who were having trouble walking.

"I'm ready," Elinor said.
"Once we get everyone settled in, what are we going to do?"

"Come back here," Bastian
said. "I hate to leave Farah again, but someone has to be eyes and ears
outside the fog. If danger is headed their way, I want to be ready."

Elinor walked to the wardrobe. She
chose a light brown dress and slipped it over her head, shimmying it down her
body. "I hope it's okay if I come with you."

"I hoped you would,"
Bastian said. He pulled on his pants and a shirt. "Now let's find some
food to break our fast. Then we'll gather up the children and head out."

They made their way to the kitchen.
When he took the throne, Bastian had kept the cooks on, promising to pay them
the same Stacia had. In return, Bastian and Elinor didn't require any special
attention. They ate with the cooks in the expansive kitchen, taking their food
with anyone who worked in the castle. Bastian wasn't comfortable with being
their leader, and he certainly wasn't going to ask them to treat him like a
king.

"The bread is piping hot,"
Lily, one of the cooks, said when Bastian and Elinor sat at the table. "We
were up half the night baking extra loaves for you to take to the
village."

"Thank you so much, Lily,"
Bastian said. He tore a chunk off the bread. Steam rose, dancing in the air.
"I know the children will appreciate it."

"Actually, there was something I
wanted to ask you." Lily continued chopping apple slices without looking
up at Bastian. "I'd like to go with you. Out there, behind the fog, the
healers and Hazel will have enough to do keeping the children occupied. Mayhap
I can be their cook. Jude here," she pointed at the quiet young woman next
to her, "is more than qualified to continue cooking for you and
Elinor."

Bastian scratched his chin. "Are
you sure? I don't know how long it'll take until it's safe to get rid of the
fog. You could be stuck in there for a very long time."

"It's okay." Lily shrugged.
"I've got nothing here. I'm happy to help."

"That's wonderful," Elinor
said. "In some ways I envy you. To get away from the threat of war and
constant upheaval."

"Someday," Bastian said,
setting his hand on Elinor's and squeezing it.

Elinor smiled at him. "Yes,
someday."

A loud whoop preceded the children.
They ran into the kitchen, searching for food.

A boy stuck his hand in a bowl of
chunks of bread and Lily slapped his hand with a wooden spoon. "Mind your
manners," she said. But a smile played at the corner of her mouth.

Yes, she would enjoy going with the
children. Bastian felt better about telling her she could join them. The
children of Hutton's Bridge needed all the caring adults they could find.

Elinor reached out for
Hazel, and they smiled at each other. The two had become quick friends.

"Where is
Connor?" Elinor asked Hazel.

She frowned. "He's
outside in the courtyard with Fotia and Vatra. His other children need him,
too." She glanced over at her two boys.

Elinor laid her hand on
Hazel's arm. "Vatra and Fotia are helpless still."

"Maybe once Connor
understands I'm willing to make our family one, dragons included, then he'll
trust me again. I've been asking to spend time with Fotia and Vatra, but as of
yet he hasn't allowed it."

Elinor laughed.
"Vatra bites. That's probably why."

Hazel's eyes danced.
"Then that explains the marks on his hands. When I asked, he refused to
tell me where they came from. I just have to show him I'm not afraid."

"If he thinks he's
protecting you, then that's a good sign. Men like to protect women,"
Elinor said, winking at Bastian.

"All right, that's
enough." Bastian grabbed Elinor's elbow and tugged her toward the door.
"Enough twittering for now. We have to be on our way soon." He turned
to Hazel. "Make sure the children are well fed."

Hazel saluted Bastian.
"Yes, sir." Then she laughed. "I'm sorry. I'm not used to you
being so commanding. You've always been the strong, but silent man."

Bastian shrugged.
"We've all changed."

Hazel's eyes clouded
over. "True. But for the better. We're all stronger."

Bastian nodded, then left
the kitchen with Elinor.

Not much later, the large
group assembled in the courtyard. The children played and yelled, excited to be
going home again. Hazel, Lily, and the two healers rounded the kids up, trying
to keep them focused. The townspeople of Ashoom offered them gifts, though
Bastian felt they were just happy to see them leaving. Despite having a tyrant
for a ruler, they'd lived a fairly quiet, simple life until Bastian, Tressa,
and Connor came to their town. Now the threat of war hung over them.

Connor stood off to the
side, Fotia and Vatra prancing around him. Bastian had decided it was for the
best if he didn't leave in dragon form. Let the people of Ashoom think their
dragon was still in the castle, watching out for them.

"Are you
ready?" Elinor asked Bastian.

"Should I give some
kind of speech before we go?" he asked.

"No, let's just
leave. Few here will care. I think they will be more distressed over losing
three of their healers than seeing you go," she said.

Bastian looked through
the crowd. He'd lived there for a quite a while now, and didn't recognize
anyone. He had been too busy running all over the Dragonlands chasing a ghost,
a life that was forever lost. Bastian glanced at Elinor and smiled. He'd found
a woman here, one who had helped him move on from Tressa. Bastian smiled, then
looked up. His eyes locked with a woman he knew. The woman he’d spent the night
with when Tressa rejected him for Jarrett.

The whore winked at him.
She licked her lips, then waved.

Bastian didn't return the
gesture.

Her eyes clouded over,
then she pointed down at her stomach and rubbed it.

No. No. She couldn't be.
His eyes grew wide with fear.

She nodded, her hair
spilling over her shoulders.

He'd gotten her pregnant.
Bastian had been so lost that night over losing Tressa that he couldn't even
remember if he'd thought to use a lambskin sheath. He'd been too busy drowning
his sorrows between that woman’s legs.

He looked back at the
children. His daughter Farah played dolls with another little girl. So she'd no
longer be an only child. Part of him was happy, but another part horrified. How
would he explain to his daughter that he’d had a child with a whore?

Elinor tapped Bastian's
shoulder. "Ready?"

How could he explain it
to Elinor?

 













Chapter Thirty-Four
They arrived in Hutton's Bridge just
as the sun was falling behind the treetops.

"We made it.” Bastian leaned
against the door to his old cottage.

"This was your home?"
Elinor asked.

Bastian nodded. His time with Vinya
flashed in his memory, but he pushed those images away. For Farah's sake, he'd
never speak poorly of his dead wife. It did no justice to the living or the
dead to rehash her constant verbal abuse. Farah would grow up loved. It was all
she would ever know. And his other child, the one with the whore ... well he'd
deal with that later. If the baby was even his.

"Should we head back to Ashoom
tonight?" Elinor asked as they walked toward the town hall.

Bastian looked up at the sky. The
stars sparkled above the forest bathing the small village in soft light. The
same stars he'd gazed at his whole life. Unchanging. Static. Just like Hutton's
Bridge. He no longer felt this cottage in front of him was his home. Bastian
wasn't sure he could call any place home now.

"No, I think we should spend at
least one night here," he said. "Just to make sure everyone gets
settled. Once we reinstate the fog, we won’t be back until it’s time to take it
down again."

"Bastian!" Hazel waved at
him from across the town square, where she stood in the doorway of the village
hall, her oldest son peeking out from between her legs.

"Is there enough space for
everyone?" Bastian asked. They'd decided all the children and their
caretakers would live together in the village hall, which used to be the old
inn before the fog. The children would share rooms and the adults would sleep
on the ground floor, to assure none of them ran out during the night.

"There is." Hazel nodded.
She reached down, ruffled her son's hair, and then pushed him backward.
"Go on inside.” She looked at Bastian again. "Farah's been asking if
she can go home with you. I thought perhaps it would be best if you talked to
her and told her your plans."

"Of course," Bastian said.
"I meant to anyway." He hadn't thought of it, actually. Parenting was
never something that had come easily to him, and on the rare occasions he did
have a thought, Vinya would squelch it. It was her idea, or it wasn't allowed.
Eventually, he'd given up. He let Vinya make all the decisions and only
interacted with Farah when it was necessary.

He was a terrible father, and he knew
it.

"Elinor," he said, "do
you mind if I do this alone?"

She squeezed Bastian's hand. "Of
course not. I completely understand."

Bastian smiled at Elinor, then
followed Hazel into the former village hall. His heart pounded. Since the
children had been rescued, he'd only spent small, stolen moments with Farah.
Even after Vinya had died in the forest outside Hutton's Bridge, he'd left
Farah's care to others. It was a wonder the girl even wanted to speak to him.

"Dada!" Farah ran into
Bastian's outstretched arms. She snuggled into his shoulder.

He squeezed her tightly. Farah
stepped back. He looked into her face, really looked at her for the first time
in her three years, and noticed something he hadn't before. Farah had his green
eyes and his strong cheekbones and chin. Though she hadn’t inherited his red
hair, Farah looked almost exactly like him.

"Hazel said you wanted to ask me
a question, baby girl. What is it?" Bastian tucked a lock of blond hair
behind her ear.

"I'm not a baby." Farah
pouted, her hands on her hips.

Bastian held back laughter. "I'm
sorry. Big girl, what did you want to ask?"

Farah grinned, her smile melting his
heart even more. "I want you to stay here. Want to go home." Her
speech lisped slightly, her tongue darting in and out of a gap between her top
teeth.

"We can't. Not yet. There are
still bad guys out there to fight. I have to help drive them away so we can be
safe." Bastian watched the light go out of her eyes. "But I promise I'll
be back as soon as possible, okay?"

"Okay!" Farah's smile lit
up again.

Bastian didn't have any guarantees
he'd be back soon, or that they'd ever be safe. But he refused to take away her
hope.

Farah slipped her little hand into
his calloused palm. She leaned in close, her lips close to his ear. "Just
make sure that mean old lady isn't there."

"Who?" Bastian asked,
surprised.

"That old lady who used to live
with Tressa," Farah whispered. "She scares me."

Bastian sat back on his heels,
confused. "You mean Sophia?"

Farah nodded.

"Sweetie, she died many moons
ago."

Farah shook her head, disagreeing.
"She was there. With the red dragons. Mean old lady."

Bastian hugged Farah again. She must
have had nightmares while being held captive. And she was so young and easily
confused. He remembered having nightmares as a child, and sometimes they had
seemed so real. Bastian kissed Farah’s brow. “I promise I won't let the mean
old lady get you. Now, go play. I'm spending the night here, but I’m heading
back to the castle in the morning."

"Okay, Dada." Farah ran
off, grabbing another girl's hand and giggling.

Bastian sat on the floor, his back
against the wall. The children ran, playing tag in the large common room, not a
care in the world. They were just happy to be back in their village. Their
home.

Elinor sat next to Bastian.
"Your daughter is very cute," she said. "She looks a lot like
you."

"She does, doesn't she?"

"I wonder what our babies would
look like."

Bastian stared at Elinor.
"You're not..."

"No!" She laughed. "It
was just a question. Not a hint.”

Bastian let out a sigh of relief.

"You're not ready for that, are
you?" she asked, her voice quiet.

"No," Bastian said.
"I'm not. Maybe someday."

"Maybe us?" she asked,
nudging Bastian with her elbow.

"Maybe." He nudged her
back.

Elinor rested her head on his
shoulder.

He liked her. Maybe he loved her. But
now was the wrong time for love. Certainly the worst time for a commitment.

"Where do you want to sleep
tonight?" she asked him, followed by a long yawn.

It had been a tiring day. Even some
of the children were voluntarily winding down, Farah among them. Her eyelids
drooped as she played with a cornhusk doll.

"Here," Bastian said. He
didn't want to take Elinor to his cottage where he'd lived with Vinya. It felt
wrong somehow and most of the nights he'd spent at the forge had included a
random woman. He refused to take her to the meadow where he'd lain with Tressa
so many times. No, his relationship with Elinor didn't have a place in Hutton's
Bridge yet. "I think it's best if we stay with everyone else. Just in
case."

"I understand." Elinor
patted his hand and stood. "I'm going to get my pack and settle down over
there. You're welcome to join me, but I understand if you don't, with Farah
around."

Elinor had a point. It might upset
and confuse Farah if she saw him sleeping next to another woman. Back at the
castle, he hadn't let her know he shared his chambers with Elinor. "I'd
sleep with Connor, but I think he's still outside with Fotia and Vatra,"
Bastian said. "Perhaps my place is near the door, as a guard."

Elinor walked away, her hips swinging
with each step. Bastian regretted he'd be spending a night without his arms
wrapped around her waist, his fingers dipping dangerously low... Bastian shook
his head. Not now.

He stood, and caught Hazel's eye. He
pointed outside, indicating he had to use the privy. Really, he needed to get
away from Elinor. Hazel nodded, and Bastian slipped out the door. He'd be back
soon enough, ready to settle in for the night.

He glanced up at the sky again, the
stars winking. Without thinking, he took off in the direction of Tressa's
cottage. On the other side of the village, close to the forest, her cottage had
always been away from everyone else's. He'd never thought to ask if that was Sophia's
family's cottage when the fog fell or if she'd taken it for her own later.

He tried to open the door, but it
wouldn't budge. It was yet another mystery surrounding Tressa. And now there
was a new mystery: why Tressa’s great-grandmother haunted his daughter’s
nightmares.

 













Chapter Thirty-Five
Tressa flew until her wings could no
longer support her. She glided down to the ground, her feet landing solidly on
the grass. She changed into human form and adjusted her leather top.

She'd flown through the boundaries of
the Meadowlands, experiencing nothing more than a tingle when she passed
through the magical barrier that kept the Green trapped inside. She was
determined to add to the numbers fighting for freedom in the Dragonlands.

Tressa hadn’t encountered any other
dragons on her way to the Meadowlands. Perhaps they’d all scrambled back to
their homelands to lick their wounds after the last battle.

Tressa knew leaving the army behind
wouldn't be looked upon kindly, but it wasn't her fault she had followed Jarrett’s
siren song. He'd wielded black magic against her. She was lucky he hadn't
destroyed her. If it weren't for Fi, Tressa would certainly be dead on that
island, and Jarrett lost to whatever held him. Tressa hoped Fi wouldn’t be
treated too harshly when she arrived back at the Ruins of Ebon with Jarrett.

Tressa had flown northwest, looking
for the town she'd seen on the map. The Outpost. It was the largest town in the
Meadowlands, although it wasn’t where the royalty resided, Tressa knew what she
was about to propose was risky, and it was unlikely to be met with much
enthusiasm. Still, she needed the Green’s support.

All her friends were doing so much to
return peace to the Dragonlands. Bastian and Connor were keeping the children
of Hutton's Bridge safe. Fi was going to find a way to sever the dark magic
that held onto Jarrett. Tressa wouldn't sit idly by, doing nothing, while the
rest of them found a way to help.

She knew she'd already be facing the
wrath of her great-grandmother for deserting during the battle. Perhaps she
could make up for it in the Meadowlands.

"Can I help you?" asked the
guard at the gates. A tall wooden wall surrounded the town, standing in stark
contrast to the tall grass surrounding it. She hadn’t realized The Outpost was
fortified.

"I'm here looking for a family.
There are three children: Margret, Peyter, and Edmond. I think they live on a
farm west of here, but I wasn't sure where to look." Tressa stood tall,
attempting to appear commanding.

"Don't know 'em," the guard
said. "Now go back where you belong. Out of the Meadowlands. We don't want
your kind here. I saw you fly in. I know what you are."

"I know what the Red and Yellow
did to you,” Tressa said. “I'm here to help."

"Help?" The man laughed,
his belly shaking. "We needed help the last couple years, and where has
the Black been? Hiding! Cowards. We don't need you or your help." He
turned his back on her, slamming the gate in Tressa's face.

Tressa jumped into the air, her wings
appearing faster than she could remove her shirt. It hung in tatters from her
wing. She cursed. Now she wouldn't be able to change back into a human without
baring her breasts. It wasn't how she wanted to present herself to the people
of the Meadowlands.

Beating her wings, and aided by the
help of the breeze, Tressa rose straight up in the air and flew over the wall.
Countless people milled in the streets below.

A child glanced up at the sky,
shielding her eyes with her hand, and pointing. Everyone around her looked up.
The man who had slammed the gate on Tressa shook his head. People scuttled
around like ants. Five burst into the sky, taking their sparkling emerald
dragon form. They flew up, circling Tressa.

Can you hear me? she asked them. Her neck whipped
from side to side, looking at the other dragons. Their slitted eyes narrowed,
glaring back at her.

Yes, one of them responded.

Tressa couldn't tell which, and none
of them gave an indication.

I'm here to ask for your help, Tressa said. I am from the
Charred Barrens. We're fighting against the Red and Yellow to bring freedom to
all of the Dragonlands.

The five dragons swayed and twirled,
flying around Tressa in a dizzying circle. She flapped her wings slowly,
maintaining her position—and reserving her strength in case they decided
to attack.

I do not know how to bring down the
barrier, but if I can find someone who knows how, will you be ready? Will you
fight with us? she
asked.

A dragon with golden spots on its
wings broke into the circle. The other four continued their dance.

Will we be allowed to live as we
choose? We want to offer the dragon form to all who want it. The voice was deep and sonorous.

Yes, she answered.

And who are you to make such a
promise? he asked.
His tail lazily batted back and forth. Three sharp spikes lined his reptilian
skin.

I am free, just as you are. I will
not tell you what to do. At the same time, I will not tell you what not to do.
If we can defeat the Yellow and the Red, all will be allowed to live their
lives as they choose.
At least she hoped that was the truth. It was what she was fighting for.
Freedom from war. Freedom from tyranny. A chance to live life on her own terms.

The spotted dragon flew back into
formation. The Green dragons flew around Tressa in an unending circle, mouth
following tail. Then the circle broke, and the five flew to the ground, landing
in the center of the town square and returning to their human forms. All five
waved at her.

She again cursed herself for tearing
her top, but despite her mistake, she needed their support. Tressa dove to the
ground, changing. She held the tatters from her shirt across her chest.

"Goodness, me," a woman's
voice said from behind her. Tressa felt something drape over her shoulders. She
grasped the linen, pulling the cloak tightly, and letting the tattered leather
top fall to the ground.

Tressa turned around. "Thank
you," she said with a smile.

The toothless woman cocked her head
and winked. "We've all done it, sweetie. I already sent my daughter to get
a shirt for you from our cottage. It won't match your pants, but it will cover
you."

A voice cleared behind her. Tressa
turned back to the semi-circle of three men and two women.

"Do you truly mean what you
say?" a man asked. His brown hair fell across his brow. Freckles dotted
the bridge of his nose. He couldn't have been much older than Tressa, yet he
spoke for all of them.

"I do," Tressa said.
"I know what the Red and Yellow did to you. I've been to the Meadowlands
before and three of your children escorted me to the border, asking me to help
set you free. They insisted I was a dragon and could do it, but at the time I
didn't know I had dragon blood in me. I've only recently learned to change. I
promised them if I ever learned how to free your people, I would."

"And you know how?" a blond
woman with pale skin asked. She set her hand on the shoulder of the freckled
man.

Tressa shook her head. "I do
not. I was hoping one of you could tell me. I'll do whatever it takes."

"We don't know either," the
freckled man said. The others shook their heads. "If we knew, we'd have
lifted the barrier long ago. They used mages, and though we are plentiful with
dragons—” laughter spread through the crowd, "— we have no
mages."

"If I can find someone to break
the barrier, will you fight with us?" Tressa asked. "Honestly, the
war may come to you whether you want it or not."

"It is true," the woman
said to the freckled man. She gazed at Tressa, her green eyes piercing. "I
am sorry. We haven't introduced ourselves. I am Blythe. This is Renny,"
she said, glancing at the freckled man. "The others are Valdus, Wyman, and
Sage." Blythe looked at Renny. "Should we tell her?"

He nodded. "Come." Renny
held his arm out. "We have something to show you."

 













Chapter Thirty-Six
The toothless woman tossed Tressa the
shirt she'd sent her daughter to fetch. Tressa pulled it over the cloak,
shoving her arms through the sleeves, then pulled the cloak down. She handed it
back to the woman with a smile and a whispered thanks. Renny led Tressa away
from the town center. The other four followed Tressa while the rest of the city
went back to its day.

They approached a large barn. Renny
motioned Valdus over. Together, they lifted a heavy wooden bar from two iron
brackets.

Renny grabbed a torch from inside the
barn, lighting it on the brazier just outside. Tressa followed him in the huge
doorway, orange and yellow light bouncing off giant structures made of silver.

"We were afraid war would come
to us," Blythe said. "So we decided to be prepared."

Tressa held out a hand, resting it on
the cool steel. Her fingertips followed the edges, coming to a point at the
end. "It looks like—”

"It is. Armor. For
dragons," Renny said. He clapped Wyman on the shoulder. "Wyman and
his men in the forge made it for us. They started the day after the barrier was
raised."

"Tis true," Wyman said.
"Every last scrap of metal we could salvage was melted and used to create
this armor. It was our only protection. Without the ability to send our people
to other lands for training with mages, we were left defenseless."

Blythe nodded. "Everyone thought
we were changing our people into dragons to prepare for a battle. That's not
why we did it."

"Then why did you?" Tressa
asked. "It's not a comfortable process to undergo. I've had a lot of
trouble adjusting." She picked up a series of steel spikes with a leather
belt hanging from the sides. Imagining what it would have been like to have
armor like this during the battle with the Red, Tressa couldn't help but wonder
if they'd have lasted longer than they had. Instead, many had lost their lives.
Too many to count.

"We did it so we would all be
equals. And if someone didn't want to be changed, we left them alone."
Blythe sat on a nearby bench. "The last thing anyone wanted was to take
away the freedom of choice."

"But what about the
children?" Tressa didn't mean to press, but she wanted to understand their
motives better in case she was ever questioned about her association with them.
"When I was here last, I met a set of siblings. They told me all babies
who aren’t born as dragons are changed. None of them had the choice."

Renny turned his back on them, his
torch burning low. "You said you could help us. How long will it take for
you to be back with someone to set us free?"

"I'm not sure," Tressa
said. She eyed Blythe, who had ignored her last question. They weren't telling
and she had no leverage to make them talk. Still, the Meadowlands were willing
to help her. That mattered most. "I can fly back to the Charred Barrens.
It will take me most of the day and into the night to get to their stronghold."

"Interesting," Renny said,
leading the way out of the barn and closing the door behind them. Valdus
assisted him with putting the bar back down. "We thought the Black dragons
were dead."

"We aren't." Tressa
marveled at how quickly she'd adjusted to thinking of herself as one of them.
Despite living in Hutton's Bridge for the majority of her life, she'd taken on
the Black as her new family. She'd never felt at home anywhere. Now, with Fi,
Tressa felt she'd finally found a place to call home in that underground city.

"Scouts were sent to the Charred
Barrens many, many times over the years. They found nothing. Where were you
hiding?" Blythe asked.

Tressa shrugged. If they wanted to
keep their secrets about why they turned children, then she would keep the
secret of her people.

"I'll be back as soon as
possible with someone who can take down the barrier." Tressa held out her
hand.

Renny pumped her hand twice. "We
look forward to it."

"And you'll fight with us?"
she asked.

Blythe smiled. "Absolutely. It's
time to teach the Red and Yellow exactly what we think of them for locking in
us up in here." She laughed, her head tossing back. "It's as if they
think we're as dangerous as the people who once lived in Hutton's Bridge."

"Dangerous?" Tressa asked.
She'd heard many stories about her town, but this was a first.

Blythe looked at Renny. He nodded.
"Tell her."

"Well," Blythe said,
"There is a theory in the Meadowlands about Hutton's Bridge. When the fog
fell, we were all immediately cut off from Hutton's Bridge. It also kept us
from reaching the rest of the Drowned Country without going by boat, which
takes a long time from our ports. But one of our men decided to investigate. He
returned more than a moon later, beaten, damaged, and on the brink of death. My
great-grandmother cared for him, nursing him back to health. While he was
recovering, he would have deep, dark nightmares, where he would scream about a
young girl who tortured him in the woods. He swore he never made it to Hutton's
Bridge, because he'd been lost in the fog. And he never spoke of this girl when
he was awake. It was only in his darkest nightmares when he would speak in his
sleep."

"Did he ever say the name of
this girl?" Tressa asked, curious. It was unlikely she'd recognize any
name they gave her, but still her curiosity won out.

Blythe nodded. "Oh yes, I know
her name very well. My great-grandmother told me on her deathbed many years
ago. She wanted someone to know, just in case it was important. In case the fog
around Hutton's Bridge ever changed. And if the rumors are to be believed, it
has."

Tressa raised an eyebrow, waiting for
the name.

"The name of the girl who'd
nearly killed him was Sophia."

Tressa's eyes snapped wide.
"What did you say?"

"Sophia," Blythe said.
"Do you recognize the name? It's a common enough name for the time, though
not many name their children that anymore. It's very old-fashioned."

"Yes." Tressa gulped. It
had to be a coincidence. "I do."

Blythe shrugged. "Anyway, that
was a long time ago. I doubt she's still alive, torturing innocent men. She'd
have to be positively ancient."

"Well," Tressa said,
quickly changing the subject, "I should be off if I want to make it
partway to the Charred Barrens before it’s too late. I'll be back soon with
help."

"I hope so," Renny said.
"We're a little anxious to have our lands opened once again."

Tressa jumped into the air, letting
the borrowed shirt fall to the ground. She would take nothing from these people
until she was sure she could help them. Besides, the less she carried, the
faster she could fly. She needed to return to Hutton's Bridge before Bastian
asked the woman in the tree to bring back the fog.













Chapter Thirty-Seven
Tressa landed in the village square
at Hutton's Bridge in the dark of the night. She changed into her human form
and took off in a run to her old cottage she'd shared with Granna, covering her
naked breasts with folded arms. She quickly slipped into the cottage, closing
the door behind her.

Moonlight bathed her old home in
white light. Tressa pulled the wardrobe open, donning one of her simple gowns.
She sat on her bed, dust puffing out of the mattress. Sneezing, Tressa pounded
on it until the dust no longer burst forth. She lay down on the bed, letting
exhaustion overcome her. Her heart slowed with each subsequent breath. Her eyes
fluttered shut. There was nothing but the silence of the night.

Finally. Peace.

Until a fierce knock broke the quiet.

"Come in," Tressa moaned,
her arm over her eyes.

The door rattled. "Tressa, it's
me, Bastian. Open the door."

She groaned, getting up from the bed.
She looked back at it longingly before opening the door. "I said you could
come in." 

Bastian and Connor pushed past her,
closing the door behind them. "It wouldn't open," Bastian said.
"Not for anyone."

Connor lit the candles with a burning
stick he carried. When he was done, he shook out the flame and set the stick
down on the table.

Tressa rubbed her eyes at the
flickering light. All she wanted was a few hours sleep. "Can this
wait?"

"No," Connor said. "It
can't."

"Okay." Tressa sat on the
bed, motioning for them to take chairs. If Connor said it was important, then
it must be. "What's going on?"

Ignoring her gesture, Bastian rifled
through Granna’s bookcases, pulling out books, flipping through them, and
placing them back on the shelf.

"Isn't it a bit late to look for
something to read?" she asked.

"No one has been able to get in
here since you left," Bastian said. "Except once. Udor got in, took a
book, and after that the door wouldn't budge."

"It's under a spell,"
Connor said. "We think your great-grandmother hid something in here."

"I know it's under a
spell," Tressa said, stifling a yawn. "Jarrett told me that when we
first investigated the village."

Connor glared at her.

"I'm sorry," she said,
placing her hand on Connor's arm.

He yanked his arm away. "We
couldn't get in. Only you could open the door. Now that you're back, we can
search."

"Fine." Tressa rolled her
eyes and settled back into her bed, pulling the blanket up to her chin.
"Close the door behind you when you're gone." She closed her eyes,
but Bastian and Connor's sloppy search kept her awake. Tressa threw the blanket
off and sat up.

"What exactly are you looking
for?" she asked.

Bastian didn't look away from the
bookcase as he explained. "The book Udor took from the cottage was missing
a few pages. We need those."

"Why?" Tressa asked. She
rubbed her eyes again. Exhaustion couldn't even begin to explain how she felt.
Couldn't she get just one night of peace?

"The book told the story of why
Hutton's Bridge was surrounded with fog. Yet the story wasn't done and the
pages were missing. We need them,” Bastian said.

"It's history. Why does it
matter now?" she asked

"Are you going to be here in the
morning?" Bastian asked pointedly. His eyes locked with hers. "We
didn't even know you were stopping here tonight. When Connor mentioned he'd
seen a light in the cottage window, we came here immediately. If we come back
in the morning, will you be here?"

Tressa pursed her lips. She eyed the
two men who'd been her best friends her whole life, who now stood in front of
her as strangers. She wanted to help them, but she needed sleep so she could
find her way back to the ruins and ask for help with taking down the barrier
around the Meadowlands. Then they'd have access to the armor too.

"Give me one good reason to
stay."

Bastian looked at Connor, who
shrugged his shoulders. "Okay," Bastian said. "Farah said she
saw your great-grandmother when the villagers were held captive by the Red. It
got me thinking that maybe there's more to this conflict than we thought. If I
could find those pages..."

Tressa's shoulders dropped. Another
accusation against Granna. The woman was infuriating. Maddening. But evil?
Tressa couldn't believe it. There had to be another explanation. "Okay.
I'll stay until the pages are found." She stood and set to looking through
the bookshelf. Their search quickly came up empty.

"There's nothing here,"
Tressa said. She sat on the bed next to Connor, laying her head on his
shoulder. He stiffened. Tressa popped up. She'd forgotten about how he'd
changed. Her feelings for him had remained the same, despite everything that
had happened, but he obviously didn't feel the same way about her. It was so
strange. Her best friend was alive, but their relationship had shifted.
Possibly for good.

"If we had all the pieces to the
story, we might be able to understand everything better. Maybe then we'd know
why the dragonlords continue to battle one another. And maybe it could help us
end the wars." Bastian paced the small cottage, managing only a few steps
before the wall forced him to turn again.

"I know what they are fighting
over," Tressa said, "but not why. It's the honey."

"The honey?" Connor perked
up, his eyes wide. "I don't remember everything, but I do recall working
with the bees before we entered the fog. Why would they want the honey?"

"I don't know," Tressa
said. "No one will enlighten me either. I think Granna knows..." she
trailed off, knowing how that must sound.

"Unfortunately, she's gone and
can't answer your questions anymore," Bastian said.

Tressa clenched and unclenched her
fists buried in her lap. "Actually..."

"What?" Bastian asked.

Connor looked at her expectantly.

"Granna's not dead," Tressa
said.

Bastian's jaw dropped. Connor didn't
look surprised, his face calm. Perhaps he understood better than anyone how
easy it was to beat death.

"How long have you known?"
Bastian asked.

"Not long," Tressa said.
"Only after I left Ashoom when I was sick. Fi took me to her. Granna's
been in the Black."

"But her body—” Bastian
looked at Connor. They had carried her together after her viewing, commending
her to the fog. Connor's face remained neutral. Another hole in his memory.
"She was dead, Tressa."

"So was I," Connor said,
"and yet I'm here."

"That's different," Bastian
said. "I didn't hold your cold body in my hands. Trust me, Sophia was
dead." Sweat dripped from Bastian's hairline.

Tressa fought the urge to reach out
and wrap her arms around him. Even though they'd drifted apart, she had to
admit she still loved the man. Not in the same desperate way she had before,
though. "I know she was. But there are things the dragons can do that go
beyond anything we were taught as children. The world isn't as we were
told."

Bastian took a deep breath. "And
that's what I've been trying to tell you. Sophia is withholding information.
You have to ask her about the honey."

"You think I haven't?"
Tressa asked. She'd asked Granna so many questions, but the only real
revelation involved the abortive tea. Tressa looked up at Bastian, her heart
hurting. He deserved to know that their attempts to become pregnant had been
thwarted. "She wouldn't tell me."

"Maybe she doesn't know?"
Connor asked.

Bastian shook his head. "No. She
knows. She has to. Otherwise, why all of the secrecy? Why fake her own death?
Why take those pages from the book? Why put a spell on the cottage so no one
else can enter?"

"I stopped here to sleep
tonight. Tomorrow morning I'm headed back to the Ruins. I'll ask Granna while
I'm there. This time I'll pressure her more." Tressa wasn't sure it would
do any good, though. Granna hadn't appeared interested in sharing much of
anything with her. "If I get answers, I'll share them with you as soon as
I'm able. I have other tasks to complete too. Promises I've made that I must
keep."

Bastian rolled his eyes. She'd made
promises to him once, yes. She hadn't kept them, but she didn't think he was
suffering. Elinor kept his bed warm now.

"You wouldn't want to break a
promise, would you?" he asked, folding his arms over his chest.

Tressa noticed Connor slip out the
door. She took a deep breath. It was past time they had this discussion.

"Bastian, when I left you with
our parents, I did it for the good of our people. After what happened to
Connor, I couldn't let anyone else suffer. I also think, though it's too late
to prove it, that my father manipulated me into leaving." She stood, her
legs shaking with anger. "I did what I thought was right. I had every
intention of coming back to you. But then everything spiraled out of
control."

"And you met Jarrett."

"This isn't about Jarrett!"
Tressa resisted stomping her foot. Her hands were in fists.

"You could have come with me
after the battle in Risos. You chose to stay with him in that bunker under the
sand." Bastian's voice cracked. "I waited for you."

"That time." Tressa said it
under her breath, but she knew he could hear it—just as she knew he could
hear her unspoken accusation. When they were unable to conceive, thanks to
Granna, he’d moved on to other women.

Silence hung in the air. Thick. Ugly.

Bastian's shoulders drooped.
"I'm sorry. I know. I was younger then. Stupid. I thought we'd never be
together, and I didn't think any of the other trysts mattered. If I had
thought, even for a moment, that we'd be free of Hutton's Bridge and have a
chance to be together again..."

“There are things you don’t know,”
Tressa said, her lips trembling. She rested a hand on her stomach. “I was
pregnant with our child. We conceived a baby in the grove where our parents
hid.”

“Was?” Bastian’s hand cupped Tressa’s
cheek. “What happened?”

“I was poisoned and lost the baby.”
Tears choked Tressa’s throat. “When I stayed in the bunker, I was pregnant.”

Bastian’s hand dropped. The pained
look on his face tortured Tressa.

“I didn’t know then, I swear it to
you.” Tressa grasped Bastian’s hands. “I didn’t find out until I miscarried. If
I had known…”

“Things might be different?” Bastian
asked, his voice a whisper.

Tressa looked up at Bastian. The boy
she'd loved stood in front of her. His eyes pleaded with her. Asking for what?
Forgiveness? Another chance?

Then there was Jarrett. She loved
him. She knew that deep down he was the one for her.

"Tressa?" Bastian's hand
hovered in the air. Slowly it lowered onto her hair.

Her heart beat fast. Too fast. Fire
licked in her belly, all the memories of her past with Bastian flooding back.
Standing in this cottage with him felt too familiar.

She took his hand in hers, lowering
it slowly away from her face. He held her fingers gently, lacing his though
hers.

"Bastian, we shouldn't." It
came out as a whisper. “Jarrett. Elinor.”

"I can't stop wanting you,"
he said.

She ventured a glance down and his
body echoed what he'd told her. Despite her attempts to think of Jarrett, to
push away all of the feelings and memories she shared with Bastian, she couldn't
stop. Not here. Not in this place.

Tressa stood on her tiptoes, her lips
landing on Bastian's. Her body melted against his, feeling all the familiar
contours as his hand fumbled at her top.

"Are you sure?" he asked,
pulling back for a moment.

Tressa grasped his face, pulling him
closer. She jumped, wrapping her legs around his waist. His hands found their
way to her bottom as he stumbled toward the bed, laying her down gently.













Chapter Thirty-Eight
Tressa rolled out of Bastian's arms
and sat up, her eyes squinting into rays from the rising sun. She looked down
at his face, his eyes lightly shut and his mouth open, a small snore dropping
from his lips. After making love, they'd sleepily agreed it would be the last
time. They both had something they'd needed to get out of their systems. Tressa
had no interest in going back to Bastian, and he seemed to understand that.

Her thoughts turned to Jarrett. She
wasn't sure if she felt what she'd just done was a betrayal. Her heart still
loved Jarrett. Nothing had changed. This was a moment stolen from the past.
Irrelevant to her future.

"Bastian," she said,
nudging his arm.

He grunted, wiped his nose, then
opened his eyes. "Tressa." He smiled, followed by panic in his eyes.
"Tressa!" He sat up, the blanket dripping precariously down his naked
hips.

"It's okay," she said.
"I was going to head south. I thought you should leave before me, just in
case the spell keeps you trapped in here."

"Good idea.” He gathered the
blanket around his waist. "Last night was—”

"It was last night," Tressa
said. She turned her back, giving him time to get his clothes on. "We're
adults, Bastian. We don't have to make more of this than it was." Tressa
waited, listening to him pull up his pants. She turned around just as he was
pulling his shirt over his head. One glance at his taut stomach told her the
truth. What happened last night was simply a mirror of their past. Not their
present. Not their future. She still loved Jarrett.

Bastian rubbed his chin. "There
is one thing." He paused, but he didn't need to finish.

"Elinor," Tressa said. She
rested a hand on Bastian's shoulder. "Don't worry, I won't tell her. It
would only hurt her, and that wasn't our intention."

"No," Bastian said.
"It's just that, I really like Elinor. Genuinely."

Tressa smiled. "I'm glad. You
deserve to be happy, too."

"What about Jarrett?"
Bastian asked. "I can't say I'm happy about the two of you. If you'd seen
what he did on the Isle of Repose…he's a killer, Tressa. I'm glad he's gone
from here. I think Connor would have killed him, given the chance. You're the
only reason he's still alive."

Tressa fiddled with the ties to her
top. "I know. But whatever happened on the island, it wasn't Jarrett's
fault. Something had control over him. Connor should understand that. Sometimes
our circumstances are bigger than ourselves. It's how we adapt to the aftermath
that defines us."

Bastian laughed. "Look how we
just adapted." He glanced over at the bed.

"A moment of weakness?"
Tressa asked.

"A long goodbye," Bastian
said.

She couldn't agree more. Her eyes
swept the cottage. Part of her felt as if she'd never left. Another part knew
everything she could see and touch was part of her past, including Bastian.

"We'll always be friends,"
Tressa said. "You, me, and Connor. We've changed, but we'll always have
that connection. We got through the fog together, didn't we?"

"Yeah," Bastian said.
"And we'll get through this together. After you've done whatever secret
mission you're on, why don't you come back here? The three of us can keep
digging for the truth about our village."

Tressa almost blurted out a
"yes," but she caught herself. She couldn't make any promises,
especially not to Bastian. Not again. If something else came up, she'd follow
it without a second thought to what lay waiting for her in Hutton's Bridge.
"Maybe."

Bastian cleared his throat and
straightened his shirt. He had nothing more to say, and what could he say after
her answer? "Anyway, thanks for letting Connor and I tear through the
cottage last night. I think whatever was written on those missing pages could
help us a lot. It could tip the balance in the war."

Tressa silently disagreed. What could
words do when people were dying, fighting an enemy who seemed to have an
unending supply of fresh warriors? At least with the Green behind them, they
could easily triple their numbers. They’d have armor, too.

"I'm glad I could help."
Tressa tossed a random dress she'd taken from the wardrobe into her pack. She
stalled, hoping Bastian would leave. Suddenly it felt awkward, standing there
with him. "I should get going. I have a lot of flying to do before the day
is over. I want to get down to the ruins as soon as possible."

“Flying?” Bastian asked, his head
cocked to the side. “Is one of the dragons meeting you here?”

A knock at the door broke into their
conversation. Tressa breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn’t meant to blurt that
out. It was the worse possible time to tell Bastian she was part dragon. She
strode across the room and opened it. "Elinor," she said and stepped
back into the cottage, giving Elinor room to enter.

The diminutive woman with the long
blond hair swept into the cottage. Her eyes rested on Bastian, then flickered
to the bed. "Connor said I might find you here."

"Bastian was just going through
the bookshelves, looking for some old book my great-grandmother might have kept
here," Tressa said. Bastian stood silent.

"That's what Connor said."
Elinor relaxed, slipping her hand into Bastian's. Her smile lit up the room.
"Let's go. Farah's asking for you."

"Thanks again, Tressa,"
Bastian said. He stopped, tugging on Elinor's hand. "Don't forget, we're
putting the fog back up this morning. I'll tell the guardians about you, but I
can't guarantee they won't try to shoot you down if you attempt to come back."

"Thanks, but I doubt I'll be
back anytime soon." Tressa avoided looking at Bastian. "I have a few
things to take care of. And Jarrett will need me during his recovery."

"I'm the last one to
judge," Elinor said, resting a hand on Tressa's arm. "My father was a
disturbed man, and I lived with him for years. But I want you to be careful
around Jarrett. Something changed him on that island, Tressa."

"The healers will help
him." Tressa tried to sound more confident than she felt.

"Don't let down your guard,
okay? Come back safely to us." Elinor stressed the final word of her
sentence.

Tressa didn't need reminding. Even if
Jarrett was lost to her, if the healers couldn't sever his connection to
whatever was trying to control him, she wouldn't be back for Bastian. Not for
all the good memories. Not after what happened the night before. It had been
goodbye.

"I will," Tressa said with
a smile. It wasn't genuine, and from the look on Elinor's face, she didn't know
the difference. Just as well.

Bastian and Elinor left without a backward
glance. Tressa closed the door behind them. She took a deep breath, then strode
over to the bedside table. She lay on her stomach, reaching her arm down
between the wall and the bed, her fingers searching the small space. After a
few moments, she gave up. There wasn't anything shoved down there as she'd
suspected.

The morning she'd left for the fog,
Tressa had found a handwritten note from Granna. The parchment had been torn
from another book. Tressa had hidden the note in her pack when she’d left Hutton’s
Bridge. It was the same pack she’d hidden in a tree hollow before winning her
place in the Black Guard. It had been months since she’d thought of the pack,
which held the note, clothes, a doll, and…

Tressa gasped.

She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten.

She had honey in her pack.

Tressa closed her eyes, thinking of
the night she’d abandoned Bastian in the hidden camp with their parents. Her
father had asked for honey, and she’d promised to leave him some. She had, but
not all of it. She’d kept a small stash in the bottom of her bag.

Her heart raced behind her ribs. At
the first chance, she would have to find the tree, her pack, and the honey.













Chapter Thirty-Nine
Bastian watched the children run
around the village square, kicking a ball made of leather, stitched together
with wide wool thread. They whooped and hollered, throwing arms in the air,
thrilled to be back home again.

Hutton's Bridge was all any of them
had ever known. There was comfort in that. Once it was a town of orphans, the
adults mysteriously gone and replaced by the fog. Now it was filled with
orphans again, the descendants facing a similar fate.

Connor wandered among the children,
Vatra and Fotia nipping at his heels. Just children themselves, they fit in
among the younglings of Hutton's Bridge. One day they would change into humans
themselves. From the way the children played with the young dragons, Bastian
felt they would all easily understand each other. A bond forged by the steel
sword of tragedy.

"The fog will return
today," Elinor said. She laid a hand on Bastian's arm, her small pale
fingers squeezing lightly. "Are you ready?"

Bastian nodded. "I am. I think
they are too. The fog is all they've ever known. It should bring them some
peace and comfort."

"And you?" Elinor asked.
"Did seeing Tressa bring you peace and comfort?"

Bastian rubbed the back of his neck.
He gazed at the woman standing in front of him. She'd been open with him since
the day they met. She'd given over her inborn healing talents and gifted him
with invulnerability. More than that, he loved her in a way he hadn't loved
other women, which was why he couldn’t stay silent. Bastian grabbed Elinor’s
hand, pulling her behind a building where no one could see or hear them.

"I slept with Tressa last
night," he confessed. His shame wanted him to keep it a secret, but after
looking into her eyes, he knew he didn't want any secrets between them.

Elinor took a deep breath, her lips
struggled to remain firm. Her damp eyes steeled.

"It just happened. It wasn't
like I sought her out for sex. Connor and I went to her cottage to look for the
missing pages of the book. After Connor left, Tressa told me she’d once been
pregnant with our child. It was something we’d wanted for so long. But before
she’d had a chance to tell me, she lost the baby." Bastian shrugged,
knowing all the explanations in the world wouldn’t make what he’d done
acceptable. “Neither of us plans to be together again. Neither of us wants to.”

Elinor stifled a pained laugh behind
one shaking hand.

Bastian fell to his knees. He reached
for Elinor's hands, but she wouldn't allow him to touch her.

"I suspected as much. Thank you
for telling me instead of hiding like a coward." Elinor crossed her arms
over her chest, her black dress rumpled.

"I don't love her," Bastian
insisted.

"I need some time," Elinor
said, her lower lip trembling.

"Of course. Anything. Whatever
you need." Bastian stood, his legs suddenly feeling weak and unstable. He
looked at the soil under his boots. The ground of his homeland shook underneath
him, refusing to hold him up. Bastian glanced at Elinor, her anger emanating
through her glare. He fell to his knees, sick to his stomach.

"We are connected,
Bastian." She reached out her hand, her fingers curled, squeezing the air.

He gasped, unable to breathe, his
heart screeching in pain.

Elinor clutched the air again.
Bastian's heart skipped a beat.

Tears spilled from her eyes as she
lowered her hand. Bastian fell to the ground, his face resting on the scratchy
earth, his breath pushing dirt particles across the ground.

Elinor sank down next to him, resting
her cheek on his back. "I'm so sorry, Bastian. I didn't mean to hurt you.
I wanted you to love me for me. Not because I hold your life in my hands. But
now that you've proven you'll never sever your connection to Tressa, I had to
show you that you belong with me alone."

He wanted to ask what she'd done. He
loved her, yes, but not like this. Where was that pure excitement they'd found
in each other? The respite from the chaos of the world he'd found in her arms
had been genuine.

But now...

"Bastian, I love you. Say you
love me too," Elinor pleaded into his back.

He did love Elinor. He knew that.
Despite what he'd done with Tressa the night before. Yet knowing what Elinor
held over him now, his very life in her hands, he couldn't bring himself to say
the words.

"Say it," she said, her
tone gritty and demanding.

A small fist slammed into his back.

"Say it!"

Bastian shrugged her off and sat up.
Elinor knelt, her hands on her legs. Her eyes burned with a fire he'd never
seen.

"I love you," he said. It
felt hollow. Wrong. But what else was left? He either had to tell her what she
wanted to hear or risk losing his life. He thought of his daughter, running and
laughing. She'd lost her mother. He couldn't let her lose her father. "I
love you." He said it again, thinking solely of his daughter, the words
finally infused with meaning and life.

Elinor's lips trembled as a smile
bloomed on her face, pushing her angry, red cheeks into tiny apples. "I
knew it. I knew you loved me."

Bastian’s stomach flipped as he rose.
He held out a hand to Elinor. She slipped her delicate fingers in his and
stood. "I want to stay here when the fog appears. With you. I want to live
in your cottage. Be your wife. Be a mother to your daughter." Elinor swept
her arm to the side, taking in the whole of Hutton's Bridge. "We'll build
a beautiful life here, sheltered from the rest of the world. You've told me
over and over again that you wished the war was done. Here, we can hide from
it."

"I thought you wanted to
fight," Bastian said.

"I did. Until I realized I could
still lose you to Tressa." Elinor stood on her tiptoes, placing her hand
on his cheek. "I know I can't lose you to war because of the gift I gave
you. I thought I had all of you, Bastian. Last night you proved to me that I
don’t. So now I need to protect you from her. Keep you away. We will stay here
in Hutton’s Bridge." Her hand slipped down his face, over his throat,
until it came to rest just over his heart. A reminder. A threat.

"You'll forget Tressa soon
enough," Elinor said. "I'll make sure of that. Now, are there any
other secrets you want to share with me?"

Bastian thought of the whore. He
suspected Elinor already knew about his night with the woman. There was still
the question of the pregnancy. He refused to presume anything from a lascivious
lick of the lips and a rubbing of the belly. For all he knew it was a trick to
tempt him back to her bed, or a blatant attempt at extortion. No, he had
nothing else to tell Elinor.

"I won't pressure you into my
bed," Elinor said. "I want you to come to me freely like
before." She stood close, letting her breasts rub against his arm. It
quickly aroused him, but for once his mind held sway. Bastian doubted he'd ever
want to touch her again.

"I need to talk to Connor,"
he mumbled. "We need to get the fog restored as soon as possible.”

"Come back to me, Bastian,"
Elinor said. “I’ll be here. Waiting. With your daughter as a guarantee of your
return.”

Fire burned in Bastian’s eyes. “Don’t
hurt her. Or I swear I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” Elinor asked. She
waved a hand in the air. “No matter. If we all do exactly as we promise, no one
will get hurt. I’m so sorry it had to come to this, Bastian.”

He nodded, left with nothing more to
say. Bastian trudged toward Connor, wondering how he'd get himself, and his
daughter, out of this situation alive.













Chapter Forty
As night settled on the Charred
Barrens, moonlight bathed the broken branches of the skeleton forest in an
eerie glow. Tressa glided on the scant breeze, descending into one of the many
hidden holes in the ground, entering the underground city.

Though the Black didn't receive
sunlight underground, they observed the same day to night sleep cycle as those
aboveground. Without cues from nature, the people underground had come up with
their own method to keep time. The Black marked time in candles, burning four
candles of exact height and girth each day. Timewatchers marked the changing of
the candle with a loud gong.

The courtyard was silent as she landed
during the fourth candle—the time when everyone slept. Tressa paused for
a moment in her dragon form, taking in the city. The buildings didn't feel as
tall as they had when she'd first arrived. Experiencing the city as a dragon
for the first time, Tressa's snout stood even to the halfway mark of the
palace’s height. 

Within the space of a quick breath,
Tressa stood, her hands on her hips. Yes, the buildings had grown again,
reaching up to the top of the soaring cave's ceiling. It was amazing how
perspective could change so quickly.

She strode into the building where
Granna resided, making her way to the chambers where her great-grandmother
slept. Tressa burst in the doors, without so much as a knock.

"Tressa?" Granna sat up in
her bed, her gray hair rumpled around her face. She rubbed her eyes. “You’re
safe! Oh my dear sweet child, you’re safe!”

"Yes, Granna, it's me."

"Come." Granna scooted over
and patted the bed.

Tressa sat, reluctantly, and let
Granna clasp her hands.

“Fi told us everything. How you were
pulled away from the battle to the Isle of Repose. We are all grateful she
followed you or we would have lost you.”

Tressa nodded, relieved no one was
angry at her.

"You've come to ask me
something," Granna said.

Tressa swallowed the lump in her
throat. "Bastian's daughter, Farah, swears she saw you when she was being
held captive by the Red."

Granna gasped, her veiny hand
covering her mouth. She took a few deep breaths, then let her hand drop.
"It wasn't me. Tressa, you must know that. I have nothing to do with the
Red."

"Farah is young," Tressa
said, "but she's a smart little girl. Perhaps I would have assumed it was
nothing more than a child's fancy, but there's more. Other sightings of a woman
like you."

"I don't know how to explain
it," Granna said. "I wish I did.”

Tressa only knew Granna's heart, and
she had to believe in the woman who'd given her everything. Tressa placed a
hand on her lower stomach. Well, almost everything. "She's been sighted
elsewhere over the years," Tressa continued. "A woman in the
Meadowlands told the story of a young girl wandering in the fog. Her
description matched you so closely and they gave your name. I don't know what
to make of it."

"It's not me, Tressa."
Granna sat up straight in her bed, arranging her nightgown to sit perfectly on
her shoulders. "Did I venture into the fog? Yes. Did I meet someone? Yes.
But it was Mestifito. Not anyone else. And I am not secretly fighting with the
Red. What I do know is that something beyond our understanding is happening.
War is upon us and we must fight back. Perhaps we will run into this woman
again. If so, I would like to be the one to confront her."

"I would like to be there with
you," Tressa said. She sprang up from the bed, pacing her
great-grandmother's bedchamber.

"What else is there?"
Granna asked. "I can see there is more than this troubling you."

"I did something last
night..." Tressa had no worries about confiding about something so
personal. Granna had been her closest confidant growing up. They’d shared
everything when it came to Tressa's relationships. "I betrayed
Jarrett."

Granna clicked her tongue. "I
don't have to ask with whom. Bastian."

Tressa looked at the wooden floor.
"It just happened. I didn't plan for it. I'm sure Bastian didn't
either."

"And how do you feel now? Do you
wish you were still with Bastian?" Granna asked.

"No." Tressa's arms dangled
to her sides. "That's the worst part. I don't feel much of anything for
Bastian anymore. Maybe I'd feel better about myself if I still loved him."
Tressa flopped down in a chair. "I never thought I was that kind of
person. The kind who sleeps around without considering the feelings of
others." She thought of all the rumors of Bastian with women in Hutton's
Bridge. She remembered how they'd punctured holes in her heart.

"We all do things we
regret." Granna's feet dangled off the edge of the bed, her tiny feet
swinging above the floor like a child. She stood, smoothing out her chemise. It
hung loosely on her body, her skinny arms and legs sticking out of the gown.
"I think the real question is one you haven't asked yet." Granna
poured a cup of water for herself and one for Tressa from her bedside table.
"Are you going to tell Jarrett?"

Granna handed the wooden cup to
Tressa. Lips shaking, she took a small drink, not realizing until that moment
how dry her throat was. "How is he?"

A small smile played on Granna's
face. "He is better. Whatever has a hold on him cannot reach him here.
Unfortunately, the mages have not been able to sever the ties. Jarrett screams
in his sleep, his memories haunting him."

Tressa set the cup down with a
trembling hand. "And there I was, off with Bastian, living in the past.
Jarrett needs me and what did I do?" The contempt she felt for her choices
wrapped around her like an arm around the throat.

"Go to him. Let your heart guide
you on the other matter."

"I'm going to tell him,"
Tressa mumbled.

"I wouldn't expect anything
less," Granna said. She walked to Tressa, laying her hand on her
great-granddaughter's shoulder. "You are a woman of honor. You will do
what's right."

"I didn't last night,"
Tressa said, unwilling to give up her self-hatred. She wasn't the honorable and
noble woman she'd tried to be all her life. She was just like everyone else.
Flawed and broken, desperately trying to make sense of a chaotic life.

"Tressa, go to Jarrett. It's
late, but I know he'll welcome you. He's asked about you more than once,
wanting to know if we'd had word."

Tressa felt even worse. The stabbing
inside her chest reminded her how violent the heart could be. "I'll go
now." She stood, hugging her great-grandmother. "Thank you."

"Of course. And thank you for
not believing that woman was me. We will unravel this tangled web of lies. For
now, you need to see Jarrett. Then get some sleep. We are regrouping and
heading back out in a few days."

“Does Jarrett know you’re holding his
brother, Avital, in the dungeon?” Tressa asked.

Granna shook her head. “We thought it
best he not know. No one trusts Avital. Do you?”

“No,” Tressa said. “I don’t. I hate
keeping more secrets from Jarrett, but considering his current state…”

“It is better we keep them separate
for now. Don’t worry, we are caring for Avital. He wants for nothing.”

“Thank you,” Tressa said. "That
reminds me. Are you familiar with the boundary around the Meadowlands?"

Granna nodded. "I only recently
heard about it. As you know, we've kept to ourselves here under the Charred
Barrens. Our scouts had reported less activity in the north in the past couple
years, but they weren't aware of the boundary until recently. Why?"

"I spoke with the council in the
Meadowlands. They believe magic can take the barrier down. And if we rescue
them, they are willing to share something valuable with us."

"What's that?" Granna
asked.

"They've been making dragon
armor, and they are willing to fight with us against the Red."

Granna laughed, her hands on her tiny
belly. "Well, well, it sounds like we have allies. There may be hope yet.
Thank you, Tressa! You've not only given me hope, but this will boost the
morale of everyone who fights against the tyranny in the northeast." She
patted Tressa's shoulder. "Now go to Jarrett. Take care of your heart. You
won't be able to relax until you do."













Chapter Forty-One
"Come in." The voice came
from inside, weak, but sure.

Tressa's fist still hovered at the
wooden door. After rapping twice, she'd waited for a moment before she nearly
bolted back to her own chambers. But he'd heard. He'd answered. She hadn’t been
sure he'd be able to hear the knock after losing his ears.

She pushed the door open and entered
with a tentative smile on her face. "I see you're doing better." She
laid a gentle kiss on his cheek.

"I am now that you’re
here," Jarrett said. “The mages said they can’t heal my ears, but they
were able to lay some magic on me that allows me to hear a bit better.” He sat
up in his chair and set the book he'd been reading in his lap.

Tressa leaned over, reading the
cover. "Secrets of the Mage. Sounds interesting."

"It is," Jarrett said.
"Trying to learn a little bit more about magic. I'd like to learn to
harness it. Maybe I can figure out how to break this bond myself, since no one
else is able to." He stood up. "At least here I can't hear the
invader's voice in my head." He held his arms open.

Tressa collapsed into them.

"I missed you," he said,
whispering into her hair.

"I missed you too. So
much," she said, echoing him. Her arms wrapped around Jarrett and she
buried her face in his chest. She took a deep breath. No matter how long he'd
been away from the Sands, he still had an air of exotic spice wafting around
him.

He caressed her hair with one hand
while the other rested on her hip. Tressa looked up, offering his lips to him.
They kissed, familiar and filled with longing.

Jarrett pushed on her shoulders,
gently, but enough to break their embrace. "We shouldn't. One of the mages
expressed concern. It's possible the person who has enchanted me can hear and
sense what goes on around me. I don't want anyone to share in this but
us."

Tressa nodded, wringing her hands.
Guilt washed over her. If Jarrett was right, then it was the wrong time to tell
him about her indiscretion with Bastian. No one knew but the two of them, and
she certainly didn't want some evil mage to have leverage over Jarrett. No.
She'd tell him later.

With relief coursing through her
chest, Tressa managed a small smile. "It's okay. We have our whole lives
ahead of us."

Jarrett smiled back. "We
do."

They stared at each other in an
uneasy silence. Tressa had so much she wanted to tell him, but knowing someone
else could be listening in left her mute. Jarrett reached out, taking her hand
in his. He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb.

Bastian’s face flashed in her mind.
Tressa jerked her hand away. "Sorry," she said, backing up.
"It's just that—”

She paused, and Jarrett looked at her
expectantly. That same trusting look in his eyes. She opened her mouth, taking
a deep breath, ready to tell him, despite whoever might be listening in.
"While I was in Hutton's Bridge last night—”

"Are Bastian, Elinor, and Connor
okay?" Jarrett interrupted. His eyes narrowed and his shoulders slumped.
"I still don’t remember what I did on the Isle of Repose." He spun
around, stalking back to his chair. "I wish I hadn't taken them to that
damned island." He rested a hand on the back of the chair, gripping it
until his knuckles turned white.

She rested her hand atop his.
"Jarrett, they know that." Well, Bastian and Elinor knew it. Connor
would have more trouble understanding, but no one would ever hold it against
him if he couldn't forgive Jarrett. Tressa doubted Jarrett would ever forgive
himself.

Jarrett didn't, or wouldn't, turn and
look at her. "I wish I could help. Somehow make it up to them."

Tressa leaned her head on his arm.
She thought of everything that had happened since he'd called her to that
island. "Wait. I think I know a way you can help."

Jarrett turned, his eyes sad, but
hopeful.

"When you compelled me to the
Isle of Repose, you used magic unlike anything I've ever seen from you,"
Tressa said.

Jarrett nodded. "I don't think
it was fully me. Whoever was controlling me used my body as a vessel for his
power."

"That's what I thought,"
Tressa said. Despite everything, a smile slipped out.

"I think I have an idea,”
Jarrett said. “What if we lure the Red army to the Isle of Repose. Do you think
I could help us destroy them?"

Tressa's head was swimming with
possibilities. The Black could station themselves in the Meadowlands. With only
a signal, they could fly to the Isle, using Jarrett’s magic to attack the Red.
Obviously it was stronger when he was on the island. Though, it would be risky.
Lives could be lost, but in war, lives were to be lost anyway.

They could all be free.

"It might work," Tressa
said, her voice guarded and hesitant. "But what if you can't control
yourself? What if you hurt another innocent?"

Jarrett flashed a smile. "I
won't. Not again. I know I won't.”

“Okay,” Tressa said. “I'm going to
talk to Granna about this." She'd started to tell him about Bastian and
she was too heartsick to try again after he'd changed the topic. The last thing
he needed now was to add her indiscretion to his sadness. No, not now. It
wasn't time. "I need to prepare to leave for the Meadowlands. Get some
rest. Someone will come for you when it’s time to fly.”

Jarrett leaned over, kissing Tressa.
"I love you.”

"I love you, too," she
said. Tressa left the room, slightly sick to her stomach. She didn't deserve a
man like Jarrett. He was upstanding and honest. She was nothing. Worse than
nothing for betraying him.

***
Jarrett sat back down on the chair, picking
up the book he'd been reading. He closed his eyes. He didn't need to read it.
Not now. He'd learned everything about becoming a mage in a short time. The
spells. How to prepare his body and mind. Using stealth and trickery to get
what he wanted. It was all engrained in him.

All thanks to his master on the Isle
of Repose.

Jarrett, my pet, have you done it?
Have you convinced the dragons to come to my island so we can finally dispose
of all of them?

"Yes, master," he answered.

A voice cackled deep inside Jarrett's
mind. Soon it would be over. There would be no more war. All the dragons would
be dead and Tressa’s death would be the most delicious.













Chapter Forty-Two
Mages from the Black held hands and
chanted until the invisible wall became visible. Tressa gasped as the Green
dragons disappeared momentarily. Then the solid white wall, glittering with
veins of magic, exploded, dissipating into the air. The smoke cleared and one
Green dragon took a tentative step forward. One claw crossed the line where the
barrier had stood. Then another, until all three of his claws moved beyond.

Next, a foot. Then another, until he
was tripped up by a smaller dragon bounding over him, tumbling across the grass
and landing at Tressa's feet. The little dragon popped up, swirled in the air,
and landed on human feet, her dress swishing at her ankles.

"You did it!" Margret
yelled and clapped, dancing.

Tressa reached out for the young
girl. "It's all thanks to you. You're the one who found me on the beach.
If you hadn't told me everything, then I wouldn't have been able to come back
and free you. You deserve all the praise."

Margret's cheeks turned pink. She
hugged Tressa.

"Margret! You were told to wait
until we were sure it was safe. You could have been killed," a woman called
out.

Tressa looked up, letting the girl
go.

"Sorry, Momma," Margret
said. "I saw Renny’s claws were okay, so I took the chance."

"What if he had been wrong? What
if he'd been off by only a few steps? You'd be laying on the ground, hurt, or
worse." The woman strode forward, her curly red hair streaming down past
her hips. She shook a finger at Margret.

"You must be Margret's
mother," Tressa said, stepping between the two and offering her hand.
"I'm happy to finally meet you."

The woman sighed, her shoulders
drooping, and the anger washing away. "Yes, I'm Mary." She took
Tressa's hand in hers, pumping it vigorously. "It's nice to meet you as
well. Thank you for everything you've done for our people."

"I'm happy to," Tressa
said.

"And we have a debt to pay,"
Blythe said, making her way over to Tressa and Mary. "You did as you said.
Now we will do as we promised. Our wings and fire are yours. Our teeth and
talons fight for you."

"Not for me. For freedom. For an
end to tyranny." Tressa wrapped her arm around Margret's shoulder.
"For the children and their future."

"Do you have children of your
own?" Mary asked.

It was only a question born out of
curiosity. Still, Tressa's lack of children haunted her in a way no one else
could understand. She thought of the baby she'd lost without even knowing.
She'd been healed in the sea and begun again in these grasslands.

"No," Tressa said,
"but maybe someday. I would like to have children very much." She
ruffled Margret's hair. "As much as I'd like to get to you know you better,
Mary, we must begin our preparations for battle. We have a secret weapon."
She glanced back at Jarrett, who sat alone at the edge of the milling crowds.
"We need to prepare. I'll fill you in as the others get ready to sleep for
the night."

***
The next morning, Tressa emerged from
her sleeping roll in the meadow. Renny had offered her a place in the hall, but
she chose to stay outside with the others from the Black. Granna had also
turned them down, preferring to sleep curled up in Mestifito's wing. Their
close relationship, one that had spanned decades and heartache touched Tressa.
She looked over at Jarrett, still asleep and within arm's reach.

Tressa fought the urge to reach out
and touch Jarrett's short hair. He'd shorn it to the scalp after arriving at
the Ruins of Ebon, keeping it away from the still-healing wounds where his ears
used to be. Instead, she held back, letting him sleep. He would need his
strength for what lay ahead.

Tressa admired his conviction. He was
willing to help the Black, even though it meant going back to the island and
getting ever closer to the one who controlled him. He was a warrior, battle
would be easy for him. Giving himself over to the beast that had mutilated him
would prove the greater challenge. Freeing him from whatever held him captive
would be their final task. Together they could do it. Tressa was sure of that.
They could face anything together.

The camp sprang to life around her,
as if they sensed her awakening. People ate over small campfires, sharing
rounds of mead and water, breaking bread, and pulling grapes from their stems.
Still, Jarrett slept, a neutral expression on his face. His chest rose and fell
in measured breaths.

Tressa shook off the night's sleep
and walked to Fi's fire. "May I sit with you?" she asked her dear
friend.

"Of course," Fi said,
scooting over on her log. "Are you ready for today?" She nodded at
the dragons getting fitted with armor at the outskirts of the camp.

"I don't know if I can ever be
ready for battle," Tressa admitted. "Honestly, I'm getting a little
tired of it. Do you think this will really end the war?"

"If we can chop off the head,
the snake will die," Fi said. "We'll lure the Red Queen out and we'll
kill her."

"You make it sound so
simple," Tressa said.

"It is. It's a simple plan,
which is always the best. Unfortunately, we have a lot of people out there, and
any one of them can make a mistake that tips the balance from our favor. We
just have to hope we can pull it off, no matter what happens." Fi took a
bite of jerky, chewing noisily with her mouth partially open. She swallowed and
smiled at Tressa. "Sorry, but I like to eat a lot before a battle. No one
wants to be up there with an empty stomach."

Off to the side, dragons began their
mock battles. Knocking into each other, striking with a taloned foot, all in an
effort to test their new armor. Not only did it hold, but there wasn't a dent
to be seen.

"It's amazing," Tressa
said. "The armor appears light enough to fly in without much
trouble."

"I think we should count ourselves
lucky you are on our side, Tressa. Because the Green was preparing for a
battle. It could have easily been against us. They are a strong ally and it's
thanks to you they're fighting with us."

Tressa swirled the water in her cup.
She watched it spin in a circle with a tiny funnel in the middle. There were
wonders everywhere, even in the smallest things, particularly in places she
often didn't think to look. "I didn't do anything amazing, Fi. It was pure
luck I ended up on the shores of the Meadowlands."

Fi snorted. "Then I guess we
have Jacinda to thank. The Yellow Queen set you on the path that led not only
to freeing the Meadowlands, but also to them giving us all of this armor."

"She also gave me Jarrett,"
Tressa said. "And look how he has suffered. If you give me credit for our
chance at victory, then I also take the blame for Jarrett's troubles."

Fi wrapped an arm around Tressa's
shoulders. "We'll find a way to heal him completely. I promise. And I'm so
sorry I couldn't help more. I really thought our healers and mages would find a
way to sever whatever hold is over him."

"I'm glad you took him to the
Ruins," Tressa said. "I would have foolishly clung to him when what
he needed was to rest and heal. Besides, I had a job to do. I'll do what it takes
to end this war."

Bells clanged in the village.
Tressa's jumped up. "That's the call to arms. The first group will be
headed out, acting as bait."

"Then it's time for us to set up
our little surprise," Fi said, standing and stretching her legs.

"And I need to prepare Jarrett
for submitting to the magic’s control again," Tressa said. She regretted
using him in this way, even though he had agreed to help in any way he could.
Unfortunately, she had to put him directly in the path of death for them to
have any chance at a normal life.













Chapter Forty-Three
Tressa spent the morning with
Jarrett. He spent a lot of time reassuring her he would be fine. That he would
submit to the Keeper’s power, and that the Black mages would be able to bring
him back to her. They hadn’t been able to sever the bond, but they felt they’d
learned enough to shield it.

Fi ran over to them, tugging Tressa
away by the elbow.

"How goes it?" Tressa
asked. Fi had been consulting with a scout. The man mounted his dragon, taking
off once more into the clear late afternoon sky.

"Good." Fi ran a hand
through her black hair. "Our first flight of dragons has kept the Red army
occupied all day. Soon they'll break in retreat."

"What if the Red doesn't
follow?" Tressa asked. Their entire plan hinged on getting the Red army,
and its queen, to follow them to the Isle of Repose. Once they were on their
way, the Black mages would unshield Jarrett. Then it was all up to his strange
power to take down the enemy.

"They will. Our men have already
found a good lure." Fi smiled, her teeth glinting in the light of the
newly setting sun.

"What's that?"

"They noticed one dragon
fighting from the back. Lots of bravado. Little actual skill, yet the other
dragons protected him. That tells us that this dragon is being allowed to
fight, but not on the front lines like the others. He's important. A child of
the queen, perhaps," Fi said. "I wish we had more intelligence on the
Red. They've been too good at hiding what's been going on there for the last
eighty years. Since the fog fell on your town and the war was suspended,
everything's been strangely quiet in the northeast."

Tressa wished she'd had more time to
explore and learn about Malum. In their haste to find the children, they'd
caused a lot of trouble but learned very little. "I do still think it's
all related to the honey."

"Ah yes," Fi said,
"the mysterious honey of Hutton's Bridge. Everyone fights for it, but no
one knows why."

Tressa glanced over at Granna and
Mestifito. They wanted answers and had spent years trying to discern the reason
for the Red's obsession with the honey from her little town. But if their plan
worked, they would never find out. The Red Queen would be dead. Granna had
reluctantly agreed that in the name of peace, she should not be spared—even
if it meant the mystery would never be solved.

The dragon that had left not long ago
was flying back, frantic, followed by their other dragons in their battle
armor. Four riders held onto ropes, their muscles straining. Tressa could see
their pained grimaces from the ground. Trailing behind them, fighting against
the restraints, was a small Red dragon.

"They're early!" Fi
screamed. She jumped from the stump she'd been sitting on and ran for the bell.

"Prepare Jarrett," Tressa
yelled to the mages who were sitting on the grass playing a game of dice.

They left the bone dice on the patchy
ground, forming a circle around Jarrett. They chanted in unison, in a language
Tressa couldn't understand until Jarrett stirred and groaned.

Tressa bolted under their arms,
landing on the ground next to Jarrett. "It's time," she said.
"We need you."

Jarrett sat up. His eyes were alert.
Jarrett pulled Tressa in, his lips landing on hers, kissing her with a hunger
she'd missed.

"Jarrett," she said,
pulling away, "I have something to tell you." He had to know before
he went any further that the woman he was fighting for had betrayed him.

"There isn't time," he
said, standing and brushing the dirt off his pants. Jarrett looked up into the
sky at the ebony and emerald dragons attempting to yank the fighting ruby
dragon to the ground. "They are coming. The dragons are coming to me. I
have to be ready for them."

"But..." she sputtered,
annoyed at herself and the urgency she felt. They needed Jarrett, yet it wasn't
right to ask him to fight. When he heard the truth, he might want to leave
Tressa standing there to get roasted by the incoming army. "That night in
Hutton's Bridge," she said, breathless, "I didn't spend the night
alone."

"Bastian?" he asked, his
voice stony and his eyes vacant.

She nodded, tears streaming down her
cheeks. "You don't have to stay and fight. I'm so sorry. Don't put
yourself in harm's way. Not for me." And then she knew the truth. She
hadn't waited to tell him because of fear of rejection. No, it was fear of
Jarrett losing his life on the battlefield. She wanted him to reject her. She
wanted him to leave now. To save himself. To live, instead of facing an army
that would try to rip him to shreds. "Go," she pleaded with him. Her
head swam. Confusion wrapped around her thoughts. She’d promised herself she
would keep the secret, and now she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

One of the mages coughed.

Tressa started, forgetting they'd
been standing there the whole time. They'd heard her confession.

"They are coming," a mage
said, pointing to the sky.

In the distance, the Red horde
vibrated in the air.

"Step away," Jarrett
commanded. "All of you. Step back." He raised his hands to the sky.

"You don't have to do
this," Tressa said, tugging on his arm. She'd lost everything. She lost
her life in Hutton's Bridge. She'd lost Bastian. She'd lost her humanity. She'd
lost her self-respect. Now she would lose Jarrett, if only he would listen to
her.

Jarrett shook her arm off of his with
surprising strength. Tressa stumbled backward. He turned, looking at her, his
eyes red and glowing.

Tressa's hand flew to her mouth. He
had changed without changing. The differences were subtle, but striking. His
eyes, his stance, the hunch of his shoulder.

"Tonight I feast on the flesh of
the dragons! Come to me!" It wasn't Jarrett's voice, but another's. One
Tressa knew and feared. The thing that had controlled him did so once again.

Jarrett's hands were pointed toward
the red cloud. Balls of fire exploded from his hands, mixing with a chortle dripping
from his slack lips.

Tressa could see the Red’s individual
wings now. Some alighted with fire. They lost altitude and crashed into other
dragons in flight, knocking them to the sea below. The concentrated mass of
dragons in pursuit didn't hesitate. They flew harder, faster, swerving to avoid
Jarrett's fireballs.

"To the sky," called out
one of the leaders behind Tressa. Uncountable numbers of Black and Green
dragons with riders on their backs burst into the air, flying toward the Red
army.

Tressa stood still, her hands
shaking. She should take to the sky too. Join the Black dragons in locating the
queen. She clenched her fists, her arms trembling at her sides. But the change
wouldn't come. The dragon inside slept. Or hid. She wasn't sure which.

She glanced at Jarrett. Everything
inside her screamed. Stay with him. Jarrett was her only concern. Her thoughts
were confused, erratic. Tressa clamped her hands over her head. She only knew
that for the first time since stepping into the fog, she doubted every decision
she'd made until that very moment.













Chapter Forty-Four
Bastian ignored the gnawing pit in
his stomach. He and Connor had left Hutton’s Bridge shrouded in fog the day
before and headed north to meet Tressa’s army. He couldn’t shake his anxiety at
leaving Farah with Elinor. The woman wasn’t the sweet, young healer he thought
he knew. She was obsessive, controlling, much like her father. She’d claimed to
be very different from the man who’d stolen the dragon eggs, but at their core,
they were much the same.

And now his daughter was trapped in
Elinor’s clutches.

Bastian and Connor had waited in the
meadow, camping and watching for any sign of the army. Once the Black and Green
dragons had appeared above them, Bastian had leapt on Connor and they took to
the sky.

The wind raked through his hair and
lashed at his face, stinging his eyes. Connor’s wings beat against the
currents, refusing to give nature an advantage over them. Nothing would stop
the two of them from reaching the war. Both had children to protect. Both had a
driving need to make the world safer for the next generation.

Bastian scanned the dragonriders of
the Black, looking for Tressa, but he didn’t see her. No matter. He’d find her
after the battle. He’d tell her what Elinor had done. Together, Tressa, Connor,
and Bastian would find a resolution. That was the source of all of their
problems. Once they’d been separated, everything spun out of control. Together,
the three of them were unstoppable.

Even if Bastian and Tressa never
found their way back to each other, even if she insisted on staying with that
traitorous Jarrett, they still needed to work together. Connor was the brains.
Bastian was the brawn. Tressa was the heart. Just as they’d always been.

Connor swooped between two ebony dragons,
settling into the pattern. The other dragons nodded their heads, and the riders
raised a fist in the air. Until Fotia and Vatra grew to full size, Connor was
the only Blue dragon who could join in battle. The other dragons knew the
significance of his appearance.

Bastian raised his sword as the
dragons broke rank when the Red horde arrived. Connor weaved in and out of the
fray, Bastian thrusting at the Red, both dragon and rider. He clutched Connor’s
scales with one hand, his nails digging into the hard skin. Bastian wished
they’d had time to procure a saddle like the other riders. His thighs strained
against Connor, the scales digging in, piercing Bastian’s skin. Blood welled
up, staining his pants. Still, he held on and fought.

His arm weary, his chest exhausted
from the strained breaths, Bastian slumped against Connor. Despite being unable
to communicate with words, Connor seemed to understand Bastian needed a break.
He fell back behind the main thrust of the flying army. For the first time he
could see the balls of fire coming from the ground. 

Bastian glanced down, tracing their
path to the source.

Jarrett.

The lying bastard. Jarrett wasn’t
just a humble warrior. He had more magic in him than he’d dared let any of them
know. Tressa stood next to Jarrett, her fists clenched, her dark hair blowing
in the wind.

Bastian’s heart ached. He wanted to
go down there, sweep her away from Jarrett, and fly her to safety. But she’d
made her choice.

Bastian’s eyes were pulled back to
the battle. The fire from the dragons’ mouths mingled with the balls coming
from Jarrett. Bastian begrudgingly admitted that the man was helping them.

A moment later, a Black dragon
howled, its neck snapping downward, its eyes trained on Jarrett. Bastian looked
again. The crazed man laughed, his shoulders shaking, as fireballs continued to
burst from his palms, landing on not just the Red, but also now the Black
dragons.

“What in the name of all that’s
holy?” Bastian dug his heels into Connor’s sides, pushing down with his hands,
hoping Connor understood.

He did. They rushed down toward the
ground. Bastian knew Connor’s need to stop Jarrett was strong, if not stronger,
than his own. Connor swooped over Jarrett, narrowly avoiding a fireball. It
skimmed the edge of Bastian’s knee. His pants smoldered.

“I’m gonna kill him,” Bastian
muttered through clenched teeth.

Connor reared back, a familiar
popping noise coming from his throat.

“No!” Bastian tugged on Connor’s
neck. “Tressa’s down there. Don’t!” He hoped Connor understood.

Connor roared. Bastian could feel the
dragon’s frustration as its muscles tightened in torturous restraint.

“Take me down,” Bastian screamed,
nudging Connor with his heels.

Connor dove toward the ground.
Bastian jumped from his back, rolling across the ground on his shoulder. He
popped to his feet, his sword at the ready. Heart pounding, sweat dripping down
his forehead, Bastian waved Tressa away from Jarrett.

“No!” She shook her head, refusing
the leave the maniac’s side.

Couldn’t she see how twisted her
lover had become?

Bastian leapt toward Jarrett, his
sword pointed at the man’s chest.

Jarrett’s eyes left the sky and
trained on Bastian. He held out one hand, and Bastian felt a tightness grip his
throat.

No. Not again. He couldn’t fight this
magic. Not with a sword. Not with his brawn. He was useless. Bastian glanced at
Tressa, her eyes widening in horror.

As the squeezing intensified, Bastian
gasped for air. His hand lost its grip on his sword and it clattered to the
ground, landing useless on the pebbled beach.

Bastian dropped to his knees. Still,
he fought, moving ever closer to Jarrett. Muscles bulged in his thighs as he
moved toward the man, not giving up. He’d already distracted Jarrett from
shooting fireballs at the sky. Now Bastian had only one goal: kill the man.

Everything before him swam in a haze.
He vaguely heard someone calling his name. A woman. It was a voice he knew. A
voice he loved.

But another face haunted his mind.
His daughter. Farah. Her ringlets dropping to her shoulders. The sweet smile
that brightened his day. Her caring heart.

Farah was with Elinor. Another enemy.
One far more dangerous to his daughter than the one in front of him. But
Jarrett was dangerous to Tressa.

Another choice. Once, he’d chosen his
daughter over his wife. Today, he chose both Farah and Tressa.

With the last of his strength,
Bastian sprang off his knees, lunging toward Jarrett. His hand grabbed his
sword, and with one mighty swing, Bastian ran the blade through Jarrett’s
stomach.

He turned, looking at Tressa. Her
hands covered her mouth. His eyelids closed, Farah’s face the only thing he
could see. 

Bastian’s neck snapped, his head
lolling to the side.

Farah would be safe now. Safe
forever.

***
Elinor lay on the ground, her legs
twitching and her hand around her throat. Her breath choking, trapped.

“Hang on,” Hazel pleaded. “Farah, get
one of the healers. Hurry!”

Hazel’s hand rested on Elinor’s
forehead. But it would do no good. Elinor knew. Bastian was dying. So would
she.

Elinor’s eyelashes fluttered in the
damp air. Fog swirled around the edges of the village. It was beautiful in its
simplicity. She would miss it. She’d had such high hopes for a life with
Bastian.

No longer. He was gone. She could
feel it. Elinor let out one last breath, following Bastian into death.

 













Chapter Forty-Five
“Bastian!” Tressa ran to the side of
the man she’d loved most of her life, taking his limp body in her arms. “How
could you?” she yelled at Jarrett. Her head suddenly felt clear, as if she’d
awoken from a deep, dark nightmare.

The man before her wasn’t the man
she’d loved. No, Jarrett was gone, replaced by a monster.

Jarrett stood, unsteady, with his
hands on the hilt of the sword. Taking a deep breath, he pulled the sword out
of his stomach and tossed it to the side. Blood gushed from the gaping hole.
Jarrett placed one hand over the wound, and he lifted the other hand toward the
sky, shooting more fireballs at the dragons. The flow of blood ebbed, and
Jarrett dropped his hand from his gut. The wound had healed.

Tressa cradled Bastian’s body,
struggling against the foul magic coming from Jarrett. Fire rained around her.
The smell of burnt flesh, both human and dragon, permeated the air. She heaved
to the side, her stomach unable to handle the destruction.

She wiped the back of her hand over
her mouth and looked up at the sky. The Red realized they'd been ambushed. They
were fighting back with everything they had, and were met by the Black and
Green with equal fervor. For the first time in the war, the Red were
outnumbered. The Green’s armor also allowed her allies to endure longer. Far
fewer of the Black and Green fell from the sky. There was a chance Tressa's
side would actually win.

And all she could do was stand on the
ground and watch. Bastian was dead. Jarrett beyond her reach. And her dragon
side wouldn’t make an appearance.

Her eyes were pulled back to Jarrett.
His body contorted, jerking from side to side, while his arms waved in the air,
sending up a barrage of flame toward the dragons. His scarlet eyes glanced at
her as his lips curled into a smirk. "I will kill them all. Every dragon
will die at my hands. Thank you for bringing them to me."

None of the dragons in the sky were
paying any attention to where Jarrett's shots were fired. They were too busy
fighting for their lives. He used the chaos to his advantage, taking down any
dragon with a vulnerability.

"Stop!" Tressa laid Bastian
carefully on the ground, stood, and tugged at Jarrett’s arms, but he shook her
off as if she were only a pesky fly. Tears stung at the corners of her eyes.

He was too strong, overflowing with a
power she didn’t understand. Her eyes were drawn to the sky again, as dragons
fought with talons and teeth. Fire burned the clouds and death rained blood.

Jarrett didn’t spare another glance
at Tressa. He’d determined she was no longer a threat. Tressa stood next to
Bastian, watching Jarrett maim dragon after dragon, drawing no distinction
between friend and foe. He wasn’t the man she fell in love with. Not anymore.

Tressa knew she’d spent too much time
protecting people who only betrayed her. Fenn, her father, who’d joined the Red
and tried to turn her to his side. Bastian, as he drowned his sorrows between
any offered pair of breasts. Granna, who’d drugged Tressa for years, keeping
her from conceiving and concealing the truth about the very blood flowing
within her veins.

No more. She would not let them win.
Anger bubbled in her chest. Fire popped and burned in her stomach. Her skin
ripped. It was coming. The dragon.

Tressa’s jaws opened wide, as she
roared, her teeth glinting. With little effort she raised one taloned foot.
Stomping as hard as she could, Tressa smashed Jarrett under her foot. Pulling
back, she looked at his body with one slitted eye. His chest lay still. His
lips parted in a grimace.

A Blue dragon landed next to Tressa.
He reached over, nuzzling her neck. Connor had wanted to kill Jarrett. Instead,
Bastian had given his life for them. A group of men dressed in black descended
on Jarrett’s body, their swords drawn, as a one-eyed man in gray stood off to
the side. So the Black Guard had come and brought a mystery friend with them.
She would let them determine Jarrett’s fate.

Tressa burst into the sky, dodging
falling body parts, but unable to avoid the showers of blood. Drenched in thick
bodily fluids, she flew higher and higher until she could see the battle from
above.

Red, Black, Green, and one Yellow
blurred in the air. Entangled. Vicious. Her dragon head snapped back, looking
again at the fray.

She scanned the battle, looking for
only one dragon. The Red Queen. She was the reason they were fighting. She had
equipped Tressa's father with the means to kidnap the villagers of Hutton's
Bridge. She provoked the Yellow into sealing off the Meadowlands. She sent the
Red dragons to attack the Black.

Tressa wanted to chop off the head
and see if the body flailed or continued to fight. All she needed was the
queen. A bird flew by, cawing, drawing Tressa's eyes to the east. She blinked.
Far away in the distance something coasted. Something with a faint tint of red.

Without another thought, she pushed
off, flapping her wings as hard as she could toward the spot in the distance.
No matter how hard she pushed, it didn't seem to get any closer. Tressa tucked
her back legs up tightly against her chest. Her wings flapped in unison,
cupping the breeze under them, using every tiny advantage she could get.

The Red dot drew closer and closer
until Tressa could see the dragon wasn't alone. A rider was on its back, gray
hair streaming like a flag in a storm. She hunched over her dragon, lying low.

The rider's head turned.

Tressa snorted, plumes of smoke from
her nostrils. She blinked again, and the rider's grin punched her in the gut.

She knew that grin. That hair. It was
Granna.

But how? Why?

Tressa followed the dragon with all
of her strength, refusing to believe what she saw. If she could only get
closer. Take a better look...

The Red dragon banked to the right,
descending toward the castle in the distance. Tressa had been so focused on the
dragon and its rider that she'd neglected to notice they'd flown all the way to
the Red castle in the northeast part of the Hills of Flame. It must have taken
hours. No matter. She was so close.

Spires rose into the clouds,
protruding spikes ripping the vapor to shreds. The sun was setting behind them,
and bats circled, celebrating the coming darkness.

The Red dragon flew past a window too
small for a dragon. The rider jumped through. Tressa followed, saying a little
prayer to whatever gods might be listening that she would not miss the window
and fall to her death.

Taking a deep breath, Tressa changed
from dragon to human. Her hands reached out as she fell through the air,
scrabbling for the windowsill. One hand grasped it, fingers slamming on stone,
nails digging into the rubble. A shriek ripped from her throat as she pulled up
with one arm, desperately willing the second to join it. Biting her lower lip,
Tressa called upon all the muscles she'd honed while training for the Black
Guard. With one final burst, she flung her arm up. Her fingertips grazed the
edge of the sill, falling short.

Tears sprang unbidden from her eyes.
Now wasn't the time for weakness. She closed her eyes and let go, hoping her
dragon form wouldn't fail her.

Something grabbed her wrist, pulling
her up.

Tressa's eyes snapped open. A kindly
face appeared from the window above. A woman who looked exactly like Granna,
but with green eyes instead of blue. Even though she appeared as old as Granna,
her strength belied her age. The woman gave one tug, yanking Tressa up high enough
that she could grab hold with her other arm. Tressa heaved herself the rest of
the way up and over the sill.

Tressa rested only for a moment
before sitting up and gazing at the woman before her.

"Who are you?" Tressa
asked.

"I am One."

Tressa didn't appreciate the cryptic
answer. Still, she held back her anger. The woman had saved her, after all.

"What is your name?" Tressa
asked, hoping the more direct question would yield a solid answer.

"I am the Queen of the Red. I am
One. I have no name." The woman stood still, her arms hanging limply at
her sides. The smile on her face was too familiar, making Tressa's skin crawl.
The queen might have looked like her great-grandmother upon first glance, but
they were not the same woman.

"How shall I address you?"
Tressa asked, promising herself it would be the last time she would ask.

"You may call me Sophia."
The old woman smiled.

Tressa jumped to her feet. "I
will not. You are not Granna."

The woman clicked her tongue.
"Such impudence from one so young."

"I am not young," Tressa
said, her anger growing, despite her wish to contain it. She stalked toward the
woman, across the wooden floor covered in dirty rushes.

"Compared to me, you are but a
babe." The woman reached out, resting one wrinkled hand on Tressa's cheek.
"Barely born. Your whole life ahead of you." She lowered her hand.
"But your life is so short. You poor people, living only a handful of
years before your horrifying deaths. It's a wonder you even leave your quaint
homes."

"I don't understand. Aren't you—”
Tressa took in the woman once more. Seeing what others had seen. Farah had
claimed she'd seen Granna in Malum. The woman in the Meadowlands had told the
story of the young boy lost in the fog so many years ago. "Are you related
to me?"

The old woman laughed, her shoulders
shaking. "We are not related, child. Your true great-grandmother fights in
the battle, riding on the back of the beast who holds her in thrall.”

“Mestifito?” Tressa asked. “What do
you mean, ‘holds her in thrall?’”

The old woman chuckled and cocked her
head to the side. “You do not understand, yet you were held in such a thrall by
your own lover. He, in turn, is held in thrall by the Keeper.”

“Is? Jarrett’s still alive?” Tressa
wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

The woman’s only answer was a cryptic
smile. “It is all magic of my world. And this," she said, holding out her
arms, "is only an illusion. I cannot rule the Red unless I grow and die
and grow and die and grow and die. Over and over again, always taking on the
form of the last child I set eyes upon. It is part of the illusion. I must keep
the people here happy, let them think they know who rules them."

Tressa backed away, wishing she'd
taken the time to hide a dagger or two in the secret pockets of her battle
clothes.

"Because if they knew," the
woman continued, "they would lose their minds, knowing what waited outside
the mountains. But you," she rasped, pointing at Tressa, "you will
know. Because I am dying. Someone must take on the mantle. Someone must protect
these insolent, ungrateful, bickering children from what lies beyond."

Tressa couldn't help herself. She had
to know. "Beyond what?"

"I knew I chose well. I've been
watching you, Tressa Webb of Hutton's Bridge. You will come. You will see. You
will feed it the honey."

"It?" Dread rose in her
chest.

The woman's laugh echoed in the room.
"Yes, it will be pleased to see you. It will be pleased to have the honey
once more. The bees we harvested from Hutton’s Bridge after the fog dissipated
will not produce honey here."

"I—I don't have any honey
with me." Tressa held her empty hands out. She tried not to think about
the honey laying in the bottom of her pack hidden in the forest.

The woman's smile turned to a frown.
"Oh, now isn't that a shame? Follow me.”

They traveled down a staircase,
descending for nearly an eternity, stopping eventually in a cave bathed in
torchlight.

The old woman stood in silhouette at
the far end of the cave, her arm reaching through an entrance to another hall,
a smile on her face. Her lips pursed as she cooed at whatever lay beyond.
"Come. I have someone to introduce you to," the woman said, her tone
tender and far too familiar.

Despite her trepidation, Tressa's
curiosity propelled her feet forward.

The woman beckoned as Tressa drew
closer. A pungent smell, so similar to the vinegar they used to pickle their
cucumbers in Hutton's Bridge but laced with the stench of decay, permeated the
dank air. Tressa’s nose wrinkled, and she fought instinct, leaving her hands
hanging at her side instead of covering her face.

"This is Decarian," the old
woman said, sweeping an arm out to the side.

Tressa peeked around the corner. She
gasped, her hands covering her mouth in horror. "What is that?" she
managed to squeak out.

"This is the guardian, Decarian.
He separates Dragonlands from Desolation. He keeps you safe from what lies
beyond."

Tressa closed her eyes, hoping the
monstrosity before her would disappear. When her eyes opened, nothing had
changed. Only steps ahead the floor broke away. Flames jumped and licked at the
broken edge. And beyond? A beast standing taller than the caverns under the
Ruins of Ebon. It observed Tressa with eyes the size of her entire body. Four
horns protruded from its head, two curling up, and two curling down. Long
talons stuck out from its hands. Tressa could only see to its waist, the rest
of the beast was hidden by flames.

"I don't understand."
Tressa stumbled backward. "What is Desolation? Where did this thing come
from?"

The old woman cackled.
"Desolation is that land that lies beyond the Hills of Flame to the
east."

"Nothing lies beyond,"
Tressa said. "The world ends beyond the castle walls." All the books
Granna had ever shown her confirmed this. The Red lay on the edge of the world
with nothing beyond the mountains east of its borders.

"Ends?" The old woman
tossed the beast a leg lying on the ground. Tressa held back the urge to vomit
as she realized the floor was littered with dismembered humans. "The world
does not end. This is only the beginning. Desolation is the land beyond, but it
is a world your people are not prepared to face. You are like children,
squabbling over a toy."

Tressa folded her arms across her
chest. "No, that's not true. It was the Red that started this war. They
also started the last. We were fine before you interfered."

The old woman spun, facing Tressa
with squinted eyes. "We were fine until the beekeeper at Hutton's Bridge
cut off our supply of honey. It is the fault of your ancestors." She poked
Tressa's shoulder with one bony finger. "If you had only continued to
produce the honey, give us what we need, then none of this would have
happened."

"What is so damn special about
the honey?" Tressa asked. "Why start a war over it?"

The old woman cocked her head.
"My dear, the honey is the only thing keeping this beast from crossing the
border. The honey dulls its senses. It takes away its power. Decarian’s minions
cannot walk without its command. But if what you say is true, if the honey is
gone and there is no more to be had, then the Dragonlands are in for a war unlike
any they've ever fought."

"Because the beast will cross
over?" Tressa asked. Her voice cracked, fear stripping her dry. A spiked
tail whipped around in the flames. The beast licked its lips with a forked
tongue.

"Decarian will destroy
everything in its path. And if you think the beast is to be feared, do not even
contemplate the army behind it. The enemy has been waiting lifetimes to feast
on the flesh of the people in the Dragonlands." The old woman shrugged and
smiled. "I have been its guardian for generations. I am tired. It is your
turn. The Red is yours Tressa. Your people will win today. I have seen it. Now
claim it, responsibilities and all."

Tressa bit her lip. "Will you
stay with me? Help me understand how to protect the Dragonlands?"

"Me?" The old woman asked.
"My time is done." She took two steps backward and fell into the pit.

Tressa reached out in a futile
attempt to grasp the old woman's hand. The beast smiled, spittle dripping from
its black lips, and bent down. It plucked the woman out of the flames, her body
burning, and popped her into its mouth.

Tressa turned away, but that didn't
silence the crunching of the woman's bones between the teeth of the beast. She
trudged out of the small opening and into the main cavern, her heart as heavy
as her feet.

Tressa climbed wearily, thinking of
her friends, still fighting, wondering who was alive and who was dead. Each
step took her farther from the beast. It bellowed below, warning Tressa that
the war had just begun.
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